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Introduction 
 
Karla Smart-Morstad & Sara Triggs 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 

This issue of Thresholds in Education brings descriptions, arguments, and studies from 
and about international educators’ work to the attention of American educators in teacher 
education or K-12 settings.  In an era of “America First,” we need to continue to learn 
from our global partners in the human endeavor of education.  Included is a qualitative 
portrait of a Japanese educator relying on educational foundations; description of an in-
tercultural educational experience that began in Iceland; the process and results of teach-
ers’ self-directed in-service learning; a reflection on globalizations influence on educa-
tion; and, the process and results of traveling internationally with teacher education and 
social work students to shape and widen their perspectives as professionals.  

 
Keywords: teacher education; intercultural education; teacher in-service; educational founda-
tions as tools; self-perception as a professional teacher 
 
 
This special issue of Thresholds in Education seeks to bring descriptions, arguments, and studies 
from and about international educators’ work to the attention of American educators in teacher 
education or K-12 settings.  In an era of “America First,” we need to continue to learn from our 
global partners in the very human endeavor of education. The question posed was:  What can 
American educators learn from international education? 

In the first essay, Ellen Motohashi, an educator in Japan, writes a qualitative portrait of a 
Japanese educator who, while challenged by colleagues, renewed her spirit and success by holding 
on to her core philosophical and pedagogical beliefs. She found her way in learning to effectively 
deal with diversity after a career working with a homogenous population.  

In Iceland the concepts of cultural and linguistic diversity are being developed and cele-
brated in the educational system as well in the greater community.  Kristin Vilhjalmsdottir, an 
Intercultural project manager at the Reykjavik City Library explains the programs and projects 
used to familiarize the country with the new human landscapes of Iceland.  

Three educators and administrators from Pennsylvania, Laura Miller, Jennifer Motter, and 
Vanessa Sral, explore the application of heutgagogy (self-directed learning), a philosophy out of 
Australia and applied in the United Kingdom, to teacher professional development.  

Amy Kelly, an elementary teacher from Illinois, writes about globalization and its stand-
ardizing influence on education, commerce, and society.  She explains her need to be aware of the 
pressures of standardization., and the work it takes to maintain focus on students as individuals in 
the face of standardization in education.  

The final essay looks not to a specific culture or country for ideas to be applied to American 
education, but rather considers how visiting and experiencing any other country can influence 
American pre-service teachers. David Tack and Jeremy Carney, a teacher educator from North 
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Dakota and social work educator from Minnesota, explore how international travel and cultural 
experiences influenced their students’ awareness of what it is like to be an outsider and how that 
impacted professional identities. The writers advocate global experience for students, to learn from 
international experience and professionals. 
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A Crisis of Confidence: One Japanese Educator’s  
Pedagogical and Philosophical Struggle to Enact  
Ethical and Individualized Practices in Her  
Classroom and Beyond 
 
Ellen P. Motohashi 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 

This paper describes and theoretically interprets the difficulties experienced, and sub-
sequent actions taken, by a veteran Japanese public elementary school teacher who was 
transferred to a small, rural elementary school with a large population of Japanese-
Brazilian immigrant children. Using a combined methodology of narrative inquiry and 
portraiture, the article draws into focus the uncertainty and self-doubt she experienced 
upon entering the school where she struggled to establish professional and pedagogical 
relationships that fostered, rather than constrained, growth. Through reflective practice 
and ethical resistance to the disciplinary and normalizing practices of the school, she 
returned to the individualized teaching philosophy that she had been mentored in as a 
nascent teacher. Eventually, she became a change-agent and a mentor to other teachers 
who struggled alongside her.  Together they developed an individualized curriculum 
and established a more inclusive and participatory culture throughout the school and 
in the classroom. A significant conclusion drawn from the study is that education stu-
dents and practicing teachers should be provided more opportunities to develop and re-
flect upon their pedagogical philosophy and teaching practice early on, and throughout 
their careers. Doing so may allow them to better resist institutional and pedagogical 
practices that can limit both their own and their students’ educational and personal 
growth.   

 
Keywords:  immigrant education; language minority education; teacher education; reflective 
practice; ethical resistance and responsibility; pedagogical philosophy 
 
 

Introduction 
 
The narrative in this article is adapted from one section of a doctoral dissertation study that 
used narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995, 2000; Phillion, He & Connelly, 2005; 
Polkinghorne, 1998; van Manan, 1990) and portraiture (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman-Davis, 
1997) to document the professional and personal histories of seven Japanese educators who 
initiated grassroots school change from 2005-2009 at Ishikawa Elementary School, Aichi Pre-
fecture, Japan.  Throughout the paper I use a combined term, (im)migrant, to signify that both 
migrant and immigrant are terms that can be applied when discussing Japanese-Brazilians in 
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Japan. Investment into the linguistic and sociocultural milieu of the school, and host commu-
nity, vary significantly depending on both the perceived and actual status of migrants and im-
migrants as temporary or permanent residents in Japan. Often a migrant becomes an immigrant 
once a family becomes established within a community and lays down roots (Tsuda, 1999). 
With regard to the Japanese-Brazilian children, enrolled in Ishikawa Elementary School at the 
time of the study, the majority have only lived in Japan.   

The group of educators who are portrayed in the original study took action to transform 
the school culture by initiating community building projects and events in tandem with radical 
curricular changes based on the individualized curriculum they designed to meet the specific 
needs of both the Japanese and Japanese-Brazilian student populations. These reforms altered 
conventional teacher-centered classrooms and conventional educational practices into individ-
ualized, engaging, and inclusive learning environments for all, which is all too rare in Japanese 
public schools. None of the teachers I interviewed had any experience teaching culturally or 
linguistically different students in the past, nor did they have any training in multicultural edu-
cation or culturally responsive pedagogy.  What they did all share was a strong belief in indi-
vidualized education and a pedagogical philosophy based on ethical relationality and an ethics 
of care (Noddings, 2003, 2005; Todd, 2003, 2005) 

The story of Takeishi-sensei, described in this paper, is of a seasoned educator who 
faced a series of professional and personal crises twenty years into her career.  It was only by 
looking inward and questioning her fundamental stance as an educator that she found her way 
forward, eventually reaching the height of her teaching career.  She did so after recognizing her 
inability to reach and engage the children in her classroom, and realizing the value of her orig-
inal beliefs and practices in education.  Only then, could she resist the oppressive teaching prac-
tices, and the negative discourse surrounding her students, created and told by the the teachers 
around her. 

 
The Study 

 
The educator portrait highlighted in this article was originally included in a study that 

was conducted in the course of two and a half years from September 2009—January 2011.  The 
aim of the inquiry focused on piecing together the evolution behind the teacher-initiated grass-
roots change that took place at Ishikawa Elementary School, located in a rural, yet growing 
industrial area industrial south of Nagoya, the third largest city in Japan, between 2005-2009.  
The professional and personal histories of seven key educators were revealed through multiple, 
in-depth interviews, which uncovered the interwoven stories, past and present, of the educators 
who collectively envisioned and enacted a cultural and curricular shift at the school. The par-
ticipants of the original study were: the acting principal during the reform period, 2005-2009, 
the curriculum coordinator for the school, the in-house head of research and head teacher of the 
6th grade, Takeishi-sensei, (whose portrait is provided here), the superintendent of the district, 
(recently retired in 2014), and three foreign teaching/language assistants, one Brazilian and two 
Japanese-Brazilians.  

 I first visited Ishikawa Elementary School in September 2009, and then again in No-
vember, to attend professional development workshops on the newly designed Japanese as Sec-
ond Language (JSL) program and the individualized curriculum (designed by the principal and 
head of in-house research, Takeishi-sensei, the subject of this narrative).  At these workshops I 
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heard the educators speak about the chaotic and oppressive environment at the school before 
the reforms took place; the isolation of the Japanese-Brazilian students, the conflict between the 
students and their teachers and peers, the seeming malaise of the Japanese-Brazilian parents 
with regard to their children’s schooling, and, most importantly the insurmountable cultural and 
language gap the Japanese-Brazilian students and their teachers faced.  Prior to the reforms, a 
dismal reputation cast a shadow over everyone at the school. 

The enthusiasm I witnessed at the workshop was much different from what the teachers 
described pre-reforms. This change sparked my interest in the story of school-wide transfor-
mation and the professional and personal histories of the educators who brought about the cul-
tural and curricular shifts at the school. Through the use of narrative inquiry and portraiture I 
sought to make sense of the contradictions, complications, challenges, and subsequent changes 
that took place at Ishikawa Elementary School. This writing examines the history of transfor-
mation that occurred at the school by looking at the professional life of Takeishi-sensei, one of 
the educators who brought about change. 

 
Framing the Study 

 
This paper uses Gunzenhauser’s (2012) active/ethical resistance and responsibility 

framework, to interpret Takeishi-sensei’s narrative.  Gunzenhauser’s framework is particularly 
helpful to consider Takeishi-sensei’s story. The framework hinges on the combined effect of 
enacting responsible, ethical resistance toward the purpose of sustaining and caring for one’s 
self as a professional educator concerned with a pedagogical project focused on self/other em-
powerment and ethical relationality.  Gunzenhauser (2012) defines his framework as such, 

 
The “active” part is a call for educators to actively develop and assert a philoso-

phy of education based on possibility (rather than normalization, which...needs to be 
resisted).  In order to facilitate possibility, the “ethical” part [is] a call for educators to 
cultivate relations of responsibility...The relations of responsibility are intrapersonal (the 
responsibility an educator has toward herself or himself), relational (responsibilities an 
educator has toward proximal others), and public (responsibilities educators have to-
ward all others). (p. 8) 
 
Gunzenhauser’s three-part framework illustrates how an active/ethical philosophical 

stance of responsibility is contingent on acts of ethical resistance.  Gunzenhauser’s (2012) the-
oretical framework is supported by the work of several other theorists, particularly, Nel Nod-
ding’s (2003, 2005) ethic of care and response-ability, and Sharon Todd’s (2003, 2005) ethics 
of relationality. They provide significant concepts used to support the theoretical interpretations 
following each narrative section. 

The narrative of Takeishi-sensei exemplifies one teacher’s struggle to resist the normal-
izing practices occurring around her with which she felt compelled to comply.  Initially, upon 
entering this unfamiliar educational climate, Takeishi-sensei disregarded her pedagogical phi-
losophy rooted in an individualized, student-centered, self-empowering philosophy. This ulti-
mately led her to a “crisis of the self” (Gunzenhauser, 2012 p.12), both as a professional and as 
an individual. Through self-reflective and purposeful practice she was able to transform a once 
dissonant and distressing teaching-learning experience into one based on ethical relations of 
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care and responsibility (Noddings, 2003: Todd, 2003). This allowed her to draw out the good-
ness in her once defiant students—the goodness she initially was unable to see.  

 
The School & Community 

 
Ishikawa Elementary School is located in one of the seven residential areas that make 

up Urata Township. Urata village, in the northeastern region of the Chita peninsula, is a rural 
area with a population of 516,063 residents.  New industries, mostly related to automobile man-
ufacturing, particularly a large Toyota plant, brought the Japanese-Brazilian (im)migrants to the 
peninsula in the mid-1990s.  In Urata Township, the largest group of foreign residents is made 
up of the 938 registered South American residents, with Brazilians making up sixty percent of 
that total or 871 individuals. The most striking feature of this breakdown is that 85 percent of 
the Brazilian population residing in Urata township live in the subsidized housing complex lo-
cated across from Ishikawa Elementary school.   

Ishikawa Elementary School, encircled by gentle sloping hillsides covered with Japa-
nese cedar trees, is almost hidden from the main road that runs alongside it. The school building 
is a large, plain, concrete two-story structure.  It shares a similar design and feel to most Japa-
nese public elementary and junior high schools.  In fact, the defining characteristic of most 
Japanese public schools is the bland architecture and nondescript nature of the buildings and 
interior.  All preconceptions that Ishikawa Elementary School would be like any other are swept 
away from the first step into the entry way, where bilingual signs in Portuguese, Japanese, and 
Tagalog, greet visitors.  Large photo posters draw attention to the community events and activ-
ities that have taken place intended to bridge the gap between the Japanese-Brazilian and Japa-
nese student populations, and the now growing Filipino population.   

 
Facing a New Future: The Unprecedented Need for  

Immigration in an Underprepared Nation 
 
In the late 1980s, Japanese government officials sought to address the declining 

birthrate, growing labor shortage and calls for cheap labor in blue-collar industries.  One plan 
of action was to “call home” second and third generation South American descendants of Jap-
anese who had emigrated from Japan to South America over a century before, (referred to as 
Nikkeijin in Japanese).  The Immigration and Refugee Control Act was revised in 1989, allow-
ing Nikkeijin and their families to enter Japan on renewable three-year visas.  This resulted in a 
steady stream of Nikkei South Americans in the early 1990s, with Japanese-Brazilians eventu-
ally making up the third largest (im)migrant group in Japan. However, they have since been 
replaced in this ranking by the increasing stream of Filipinos since the early-mid 2000s.  The 
Japanese Ministry of Justice’s 2012 statistics cite the highest number of registered foreign na-
tionals as: 652,555 Chinese; 530,046 North and South Koreans; 202,974 Filipinos; and 190,581 
Brazilians. In total there are approximately 207 million registered foreigners in Japan. 

Paralleling this wave of immigration, the enrollment of Japanese-Brazilian students at 
Ishikawa Elementary School increased from nine students in 1993 to approximately 60 students 
in 2001, and grew to 83 students, or 30% of the 253-student population in 2009 through 2011.  
Across Japan, the administrators and educators received these children into their schools and 
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classrooms with little to no support or experience on how to teach non-Japanese speaking stu-
dents.  

MEXT, (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology), reported that 
there were 27,013 foreign national students requiring language support enrolled in Japanese 
public schools in 2010. “Foreign national students” is an aggregate category, which consists of 
all children not naturalized as Japanese citizens.  By far, the largest numbers of foreign national 
students in Japanese public schools are enrolled in elementary schools, 17,154, followed by 
7,558 foreign national students enrolled in junior high schools (MEXT, 2010). This number 
represents a fourfold increase since MEXT began compiling statistics in 1995 (Tsuneyoshi, 
Okano & Boocock, 2011) making clear that, despite the relatively low number of (im)migrants 
living in Japan, there has been a steady and steep increase in foreign families arriving over the 
past two and half decades. The following groups make up the largest numbers of foreign na-
tional students in the public school system: the children of displaced Japanese “returnees” from 
China; South American Nikkeijin children; and Filipino children (many from Japanese-Filipina 
marriages).  Portuguese and Spanish speaking children, 11,385 or 39.8% of students, make up 
the largest portion of students requiring language support, which comes mostly in the form of 
JSL pullout programs (Tsuneyoshi, Okano & Boocock, 2011).   

The Japanese government generally ignores the challenges Japanese educators face, 
leaving the work of meeting the linguistic and cultural needs of the foreign national children 
and their parents to local schools, governments, regional districts, and local NGOs (Gordon, 
2006; Okano & Tsuchiya, 1999; Tsuneyoshi, Okano & Boocock, 2011). The government states 
that, while public schools will accept registered foreign national children, they will be expected 
to manage their schooling as equals alongside their Japanese national peers.  

In 2003, MEXT established a national Japanese as a Second Language curriculum and 
set up designated model JSL schools. Ishikawa Elementary School was chosen as a model 
school. The following narrative of Takeishi-sensei’s struggles and successes illuminates the 
often less considered, but nonetheless powerful, intangible resources needed to sustain and pro-
mote ethical, caring, and equitable teaching practices. These resources include an ethical/active 
pedagogical philosophy, empowering mentorships, and a connected, supportive professional 
community.   

 
Takeishi-sensei’s Narrative & Conceptual Interpretation 

 
The Early Years 

 
At the time of research, Takeishi-sensei had been working as a public elementary school 

teacher in the district for 28 years.  She had been at Ishikawa Elementary School for eight years 
when I met her. There are a total of seven elementary schools in this small rural district, of these 
two were designed as open-structure schools in the 1980s based on U.S. models where individ-
ualized learning and practitioner research programs were instituted. She accepted her first teach-
ing position, fresh out of university, at the first open-structure elementary school in the area, 
Sakanoue Elementary, where she stayed for ten years. She was then moved to another open-
structure elementary school, Nishikawa Elementary, for 10 years, and ultimately transferred to 
Ishikawa Elementary School in 2001.   
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During Takeishi-sensei’s early years at Sakanoue Elementary she was introduced to in-
dividualized education, (koseika kyoiku), where she crystallized her philosophical and pedagog-
ical stance.  She spoke of the tremendous influence the principal had on her as a nascent educa-
tor. He spoke to her of the importance of developing a personal philosophical position grounded 
in ethical pedagogical relationships and responsibility.  He supported her in seeking a human-
istic and individualized teaching philosophy rather than blindly complying with the curricular 
mandates of the national education system, widely accepted teaching practices and textbook 
guidelines.  Takeishi-sensei was given opportunities to experiment with the individualized cur-
riculum, and learned the importance of reflective practice in helping to shape her pedagogical 
philosophy beyond accepted norms.  She recalled the importance of mentors affirming her ped-
agogical skills during those early teaching years. These were further enhanced by the positive 
teaching experiences and pedagogical relationships she had fostered in her classroom. Takeishi-
sensei’s early professional experiences made a lasting impression and she continued to draw on 
them throughout her professional career. Unfortunately, in her first year of teaching at Ishikawa 
Elementary, she found little affirmation from those around her, and even less to praise in the 
children she confronted each day in her classroom.  For the first time in her career she felt at a 
loss and unprepared to teach the population of students she saw seated before her. 

 
Disruptions: A Crisis of Confidence & Conflict in the Classroom—The Narrative 

 
Soon after hearing of her transfer to Ishikawa Elementary, Takeishi-sensei was over-

come with a sense of dismay. The school had a reputation as being a troubled school with low-
income, defiant students and depressed teachers.  In addition, Japanese-Brazilian families were 
seen as invading the school, lowering its already dismal image. Takeishi-sensei had little expe-
rience working at a traditionally designed school; neither the physical space of the school, with 
its closed off classrooms, nor the traditional teacher-centered, uniform approach. Takeishi-
sensei was unfamiliar with teaching practices centered on strict discipline and adherence to 
national curricular guidelines.  She spoke about undergoing a crisis of confidence, feeling iso-
lated in her pedagogical philosophy and practices, while suffering the harsh reality of educating 
disengaged, disruptive, and rebellious students. She faced many challenges, not the least of 
which was to teach the many Japanese-Brazilian students in her class who were either unable 
to speak Japanese, or unwilling to take part in the lessons.   

Takeishi-sensei also encountered a radically different student population from the mid-
dle-to-upper class Japanese students she had taught previously. She felt that the professional 
knowledge and individualized practice she had developed in the open-structure schools was not 
transferable to this new population or atmosphere. As she put it, 

 
When I first came here, Ishikawa Elementary was fairly ordinary. I mean, I don’t 

have anything against issei shido (teacher-centered, uniform instruction), I thought I 
could cope either way. Everything I had been doing over the past 20 years didn’t work 
at this school. I soon realized I couldn’t carry out koseika education (individualized in-
struction) in the first place, which is why I thought applying the issei system—a system 
that focused on order, and disciplining the children, was so important. I mean it’s not 
that I don’t think that’s important now, but…when this concept of discipline clashed 
with the children, it made me realize how inexperienced I was as a teacher. Even though 
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I had gained some confidence over the past 20 years…it was a big blow.  Especially the 
first two to three months, I struggled with that. I couldn’t feel any affection towards the 
children, and I think they saw that. I knew it in my head…if I don’t open up to them, 
they won’t open up to me. But, I just couldn’t feel affection towards them.   
 
As she spoke I was curious about why she felt disconnected to this group of children 

and what made her feel it was necessary to teach them in the traditional issei shido style, which 
ran counter to her deepest pedagogical beliefs of individualizing instruction. She provided a 
comparison between the students she had grown accustomed to teaching at the two open-struc-
tured schools with her students at Ishikawa Elementary School. She contrasted their family 
backgrounds, overall demeanor, behavior, academic engagement, and participation of both par-
ents and children within the life of the school. The children at the open-structure elementary 
schools were well-behaved, well-groomed, well-spoken, and academically oriented, all of 
which seemed to enable her to provide more freedom for them to engage in the student-directed 
learning associated with the individualized curriculum. She spoke about the overall highly ed-
ucated parent population and the attentiveness and eager participation of the parents from those 
schools.  On the other hand, Takeishi-sensei’s first impression of the children at Ishikawa Ele-
mentary School was that they came from culturally impoverished homes, as evidenced by their 
undisciplined behavior, low academic skills, lack of parental support, and general apathy toward 
school.  Her early perception of the children, and her peers’ strong focus on discipline and 
control, limited her ability to recognize any of the students’ positive attributes.  Takeishi-sensei 
was confronted with a cultural deficit view of her students for the first time in her professional 
career.  

Takeishi-sensei’s inability to create caring relationships with the children narrowed her 
vision of them to only seeing, and responding to, the unruly and non-compliant behavior she 
witnessed in her classroom. This denied the students the opportunity to open up themselves to 
her, and she, in turn, to them. She spoke of her early struggles to feel “affection towards her 
students.” Takeishi-sensei said, “I was not able to see the goodness in the children and therefore 
I could not come to like them. If you think about it from the opposite perspective, there were 
children who opposed me because I couldn’t see any goodness in them. That was the toughest 
thing.” It was this realization that prompted her to turn her gaze back on to herself, and to begin 
the self-reflective work required to take necessary action. This is what led her to resist and 
triumph over her self-imposed normalizing practice and cultural deficit view of the children.  

 
Disruptions: A Crisis of Confidence & Conflict in the Classroom—Theoretical  
Reflection 

 
From the first day Takeishi-sensei entered the world of Ishikawa Elementary School, 

she was met with both personal and professional dissonance.  She quickly discovered that her 
pedagogical style and philosophy were in conflict with the culture of teaching at the school and 
the coercive relationships she had so far created with her students. She experienced a crisis of 
professional identity and lost confidence in her pedagogical skills and philosophical beliefs; she 
was adrift, unable to anchor herself to anything that felt familiar or comfortable. Feeling em-
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battled, Takeishi-sensei reached a breaking point. The coercive nature of teaching in this man-
ner forged a barrier between her students and herself, leaving all of them feeling exasperated, 
disengaged, and antagonistic toward one another.  

Takeishi-sensei recognized that her negative perceptions were being reflected back to 
her, and the that students, in turn, were responding in kind.  Foucault (2005) claims that we can 
only attend to ourselves by truly seeing ourselves via an identical nature, or a reflection of the 
self.  “The eye does not see itself in the eye.  The eye sees itself in the source of vision.  That is 
to say, the act of vision, which allows the eye to grasp itself, can only be carried out in another 
act of vision, the act we find in the other’s eye” (p.69).  Takeishi-sensei had come to a clearer 
vision of herself via the reflection of herself in her students’ gaze, and recognized how she 
limited her own and her students’ potential to act freely. Takeishi-sensei sought out goodness 
in the children knowing that if she could not respond positively to them, she would not be able 
to teach them. 

Coercive relationships are understood here as the unethical enforcement of power by 
one individual over another, ultimately diminishing that individual’s ability to act freely. The 
pedagogical relationship under these conditions becomes defined by the institutionalized nature 
of that relationship, which sanctifies the enactment of the teacher’s power over her students, as 
an agent of the state. Noddings (2003) asks, “Can one be really happy working to promote 
products or practices that are injurious to others?” (p. 230).  Her subsequent answer brings with 
it a call for action that seeks to alleviate the disillusionment and contradictions one experiences 
when personal convictions are pitted against the demands of an institution. “When people feel 
that they are forced by circumstances to promote products or activities they find morally abhor-
rent, they may become deeply unhappy. …They may lose entirely that part of happiness derived 
from self-respect and inner contentment” (p.230).  Todd (2003) similarly describes this tension 
in terms of, “teacher as an institutional figure” and “teacher as a compassionate person” (p. 26), 
whereby the institution creates a normalized relation between the teacher and student by con-
straining their communication to “embodied performances of a sterile script” (Todd, 2003, p. 
42).   

Unquestioned, sanctioned, and coercive teacher-student relationships do not allow for 
the open, interpersonal, and compassionate relations that are required of an ethical and respon-
sible pedagogical relationship. Takeishi-sensei had strayed from her professional position as an 
educator who claimed responsibility for the subjectivity of her students. This caused her to feel 
lost in her practice because she had failed to develop the caring and ethical relationships that 
had guided her past pedagogical vision. Takeishi-sensei’s narrative of her early experiences at 
Ishikawa Elementary School are defined by her discomfort at the coercive pedagogical relation-
ship she felt compelled to inflict on students as she struggled with her responsibilities of 
“teacher as an institutional figure,” which overrode her ethical professional responsibilities of 
“teacher as a compassionate person.” Gunzenhauser’s (2012) thoughts on ethical professional 
responsibility provides additional insight into Takeishi-sensei’s disrupted professional experi-
ence. 

 
For those educators who believe firmly in their professional responsibility for 

children, the most significant relation is between the teacher and the student. This is a 
relation over which they believe they have some control, and it is a relation which they 
believe needs to be protected. (p.67) 
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Takeishi-sensei eventually found the source of her discontent by turning her gaze back 

to the children, forcing her to reconsider the teaching style and conditions of their learning 
experiences. She recognized that to have any success in this new environment, and to grow to 
care for these children, she would have to seek out their goodness. Takeishi-sensei realized she 
would need to create opportunities for students to release that goodness into the world.   

 
A Place to Shine: Building Trust & Coming to See the Child—The Narrative 

 
Takeishi-sensei eventually found a way to connect with the children. She recounted the 

experience that enabled her to “see them anew.” She realized the need to engage with the stu-
dents beyond the constraints of a conventional learning environment, that limited their ability 
to fully express themselves and engage with each other. She set her sights on an annual school 
event to organize an activity that would help her form the bonds of trust she believed necessary 
to move forward. Events such as this are integrated into the national school calendar. Typically 
students perform short plays for the school community to enjoy. Rather than an oral perfor-
mance, Takeishi-sensei believed that she would have greater success with the children through 
a physical activity. She turned to a colleague from Sakanoue Elementary to aid her in her ef-
forts.  At first, the Kid’s Dance Salon, as she named it, did not take off, nor did it have the 
impact Takeishi-sensei had hoped it would.  However, by the fourth practice the children were 
responding positively to the dance instructor’s directions.  This marked the turning point when 
Takeishi-sensei began to engage with the children in the positive and responsive manner she 
had been accustomed to in the past.  As it turned out, the dance performance altered her view 
of the children, transformed the relationships she had with them, and changed their image 
within the school.  Here is how Takeishi-sensei described it: 

 
The first change came when we did the Soran Bushido dance at the Fall event in 

2002. We connected a little then. The students here are kind of Yankee, or rebellious. 
This kind of dancing made them look cool, and really showed their strengths. This has 
now become a school tradition.  First, the students disapproved of the dancing—about 
half of them didn’t want to do it. So, I asked the dance teacher at Sakanoue Elementary 
to teach them. Now that person choreographs for our all of our festivals. She’s a profes-
sional choreographer and is brilliant with the children.  They seemed to enjoy it. In the 
beginning there were some students lying down on the corner of gym, not wanting to do 
the dance.  It really happened one by one, with me and the dance teacher coaxing each 
child to join, and eventually they all joined. In the end, all of them danced. Students who 
were unwilling to dance at first, danced with attitude. The practice was tough, but they 
were confident in themselves the moment the curtain rose. They were applauded and 
admired by the teachers even though they had a bad reputation. I felt I could bring out 
the best in them and they also thought that they could trust me. And also, their parents 
opened up to me a little. They gradually started to trust me after that. So we connected 
then.  I had a difficult time trying to find something where they could really shine. I used 
to force them into things they weren’t good at, and we wouldn’t get along, but with this, 
I felt I had found them a place where they could really shine.   
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Takeishi-sensei saw both the struggle and success of the dance performance as the be-
ginning of her own shift in consciousness toward these students, a shift, which was simultane-
ously met by a shift in theirs toward her. She had become so overwhelmed with her daily exist-
ence and malaise that she had lost sight of the individual children and was unable to see the 
positive qualities they possessed.  She said that she remembers “seeing the children anew” and 
thinking, “this child really is very clever, and has been all along, but my teaching method until 
now has not brought this aspect of the child out.” This experience affirmed her belief in the 
children and provided the incentive she needed to reevaluate her pedagogical practice and rela-
tional stance to the children in her class.   

 
A Place to Shine:  Building Trust & Coming to See the Child—Theoretical Reflection 

 
Regardless of the past, Takeishi-sensei knew her students had many stories to tell and 

that the only way for her to hear their stories, and see the children more fully, was to push 
beyond the boundaries of the negative pedagogical relationship in which they had been con-
fined, thus “foreclosing opportunities for student self-constitution” (Gunzenhauser, 2012 p. 83). 
as well as her own. In this sense, the work of self-critique renewed her vision both of herself 
and her students. 

The first step Takeishi-sensei took was to find a way for the children to reveal more of 
themselves, “to find a place to shine” as she put it, which created the opportunity to see “[the] 
goodness in the children” that she longed for. When she suggested they work on the Soran-
bushido dance for the fall festival she initially experienced resistance from the children.  She 
was once again faced with having to coerce them.  Yet, this coercion was not due to compliance 
with the normalizing and disciplinary practices that had pitted them against each other, but ra-
ther it was based on a desire to see the children succeed by using their overlooked talents. Soon 
cracks in the hard exterior of the children began to reveal a lightness and joy that Takeishi-
sensei had not seen before. Noddings (2003) claims that “coercion always damages caring re-
lationships,” yet recognizes that at times there is little choice but to coerce a child to act.  “If a 
need can be met without it, it is better to avoid coercion.  If not, then the act of coercion must 
be followed by explanation, discussion, and perhaps consolidation” (p. 67).   

In this instance, Takeishi-sensei balanced her need for the children’s trust, with the dam-
age that was possible by, again, forcing children to do something they appeared not to want to 
do. The students might fail and further erode the trust that she was fostering. There was a risk 
here.  Takeishi-sensei was trying to develop a foundation of trust that would nurture a deeper 
connection, leading to a more trusting, caring and ethical pedagogical relationship. Returning 
to Gunzenhauser (2012),  

 
Applied to education, taking a risk may be as simple as trusting a student or a 

colleague, or experimenting with something new…or spending time on something in-
teresting that is not aligned with a standard or a test.  An ethical decision is often a risk, 
but it is also for Foucault an exercise of power that opens up possibilities of new insti-
tutional practices and social arrangements. (p. 158) 

 
Taking the risk and pushing the children to work hard for her, and ultimately themselves, 

proved worthwhile. The dance performance was hailed as a great success. The children had 
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bravely put themselves into the spotlight, danced defiantly and felt a great sense of pride, which 
Takeishi-sensei shared with them. There is no question that this was a hard-won success, which 
marked the beginning of an ongoing transformation between Takeishi-sensei and her students.  
The risk she took opened up further educational possibilities and revealed the children’s desire 
to actively participate within the school community, and in her classroom.  

 
Reaching Higher: Challenging the Children & Exceeding Expectations—The Narrative 

 
When Takeishi-sensei spoke about the shift in her relationships with the children after 

the dance performance she revealed the pedagogical stance she had been cultivating for two 
decades.  Her objective was to introduce her students to the success that comes from challenging 
themselves by trying tasks they perceived as beyond their reach.  She was cognizant that push-
ing the students too hard might crumble the fragile foundation of trust she had just begun to 
build, or worse, threaten to undermine the belief the children began to have in themselves.  To 
keep their energy and engagement from waning, it was imperative that the students experience 
incremental moments of success, while being challenged to learn content matter they had not 
previously been taught.  Below, Takeishi-sensei speaks about these early experiences when she 
and the children started to push themselves further academically: 

 
I think my classes are a little difficult for the children. It’s not that I want the 

children to understand everything in my classes—it’s that I want them to try and under-
stand. That’s my main priority.  I made my students read difficult poems and memorize 
the whole of the Constitution of Japan when they were fifth graders. It is pretty difficult. 
They often said, “I don’t want to memorize.” “It’s too difficult.” Or, “I can’t memorize 
this.” However, I always made them do only an amount that they can manage. I made 
them stop saying, “I can’t do this” before they even started at something. That was a 
kind of a promise we made to each other. I always say, “I won’t make you do things you 
can’t do. I only make you do things you can do. I believe in you. How can I say this…it’s 
about thinking that one particular piece of work is more interesting than another, because 
it is a little bit more difficult or involves more effort, you know? I don’t want the students 
to simply choose the easy way out or make decisions for their studies based on which 
problems are the easiest to solve, but rather choose things that interest them or they want 
to learn regardless of the level of difficulty…I think that is why they have improved...I 
really do believe that. Growth and motivation have to do with really connecting with 
something or someone, being involved—and if you can find something you’re confident 
in doing.  I think a successful class is about the students thinking, “I tried hard” or, “I’m 
great at this.” 

 
Before Takeishi-sensei would be able to fully incorporate aspects of the individualized 

curriculum, she needed to build on the trust she had established during the dance sessions. This 
would help her to push the children toward more advanced and challenging learning activities.  
She understood the need to incite confidence and chose an oral language activity that would 
help the children exceed their own expectations. The task involved using a complicated and rich 
language exercise for a lesson required by the national curriculum. This was particularly diffi-
cult for the Japanese-Brazilian children who lacked the academic language necessary to become 
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fully involved in the activity. Many of the Japanese-Brazilian children could not read the com-
plex Japanese required of the lesson. To involve the children, she asked them to orally repeat 
the course texts.  Had Takeishi-sensei chosen to focus exclusively on the academic development 
of her Japanese students, she could have sent the Japanese-Brazilian children to the JSL room 
as teachers around her tended to do.  However, doing so would have disrupted the trust she had 
forged and the growing sense of community in the classroom. 
 
Reaching Higher: Challenging the Children & Exceeding Expectations—Theoretical  
Reflection 

 
After Takeishi-sensei had established a positive, trusting, and caring relationship, the 

children were more open to accepting the challenges she continued to present to them.  Through 
their shared struggles and successes, they built a foundation of trust that allowed both Takeishi-
sensei and the children to push the boundaries of their relationship further. Noddings (2003) 
defines the foundation of an ethical pedagogical relation as one based on a renewed understand-
ing of “response-ability,” which she defines as, “the ability to respond positively to others and 
not just fulfill assigned duties” (p.35). This is reminiscent of Todd’s (2005) conflicted pedagog-
ical identity of “teacher as institutional being” and “teacher as compassionate being” (p.26).   

These split positions need not be considered dichotomous.  In fact, an ethical teacher is 
called upon to embrace both of these roles dialogically, sometimes alternating between them 
simultaneously when weighing decisions for the good of both self and student. The problem 
arises when one position shuts the other out, specifically when the voice of the compassionate 
teacher becomes silenced by the institutional teacher voice.  Takeishi-sensei takes her job as an 
educator seriously, claiming her responsibility to fulfill her duty “to teach” the children accord-
ing to the mandates of her job as a public servant, as well as her ethical “reponse-ability” to 
fully nurture her students in their becoming free and fulfilled human beings (Noddings, 2003).  
To perform both of these response(abilities), Takeishi-sensei had to push the children to reach 
higher and to experience success in and out of the classroom. 

When Takeishi-sensei started to introduce the children to more challenging material, she 
did so in a way that would meet the needs of both the Japanese-Brazilian and the Japanese 
students.  She included all students by straddling the gap between them.  She focused on build-
ing community and increasing confidence in the same way she had prepared them for the dance 
performance, by leading them one-by-one through a community-creating activity fostering suc-
cess for all. Takeishi-sensei established the conditions of trust whereby she could exert her ped-
agogical authority as legitimate, a necessary condition to enact ethical relationships across 
“non-reciprocal moral relationships (such as those between teacher and student)” (Gunzen-
hauser, 2012, referring to Bauman, p. 73).  Gunzenhauser (2012) states, “The pedagogical rela-
tion is a rather significant human relation, particularly since it’s not reciprocal…it is an unequal 
human relation in the very significant sense that the teacher is responsible for the student, but 
the student is not responsible for the teacher” (p. 73). Takeishi-sensei claimed her authority 
precisely because she did not relinquish her responsibility for the students in her classroom, 
instead she reclaimed her “responsibility for [their] subjectivity” (Biesta, 2002, p.8), which is 
central to any ethical pedagogical relationship.  As Biesta (2002) writes: 
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If teaching is about creating opportunities for the student to come into presence, 
if it therefore is about asking “difficult questions,” then it becomes clear that the first 
responsibility of the teacher is a responsibility for the subjectivity of the student, for that 
is what allows the student to be a unique, singular being. (p. 13)  
 
Previously, the coercive relationships Takeishi-sensei experienced with her students 

limited her ability to open up to them, and for them to open up to her.  Because of this, she was 
unable to see them as singular, complex beings full of possibilities rather than simply as “yan-
kee” children who were unteachable. 

 
The Power of Pedagogical Philosophy:  Nurturing Philosophical and Pedagogical 
Growth in Self & Others—The Narrative 

 
During the first four years teaching at Ishikawa Elementary School, Takeishi-sensei was 

functioning within a disconnected and isolated position within the overall school environment 
and community. While she was slowly instilling components of the individualized curriculum 
in her classroom, the rest of the school operated within the traditional issei shido teaching struc-
ture and culture.  The tides were due to shift four years into her post when a new principal was 
selected.  In April 2005, Principal Ishiyama, with whom she had worked in the open-structure 
schools, took charge of Ishikawa Elementary School and soon joined forces with Takeishi-
sensei to reshape the instructional style, learning environment, and culture of the school.  
Takeishi-sensei began a practitioner-research project in her classroom, recruiting some of her 
colleagues in the upper elementary division to observe her lessons. After classes, the teachers 
would gather to discuss and reflect on the lessons with her. Through these activities, Takeishi-
sensei enabled her colleagues to see the students as capable, responsive, and engaged learners.   
She was no longer an island. Takeishi-sensei said:   

 
The teachers don’t talk about philosophy in the first place. When I was in Sa-

kanoue Elementary, the principal there told me that at the end of the day, “it’s all about 
philosophy.” But the teachers [here] don’t think they really need it. It’s just that not 
having a strong philosophy and not having any will to try is different. I don’t think there 
is a need to hire particularly intelligent teachers. We just need normal teachers who have 
the will to teach and develop their practice.  If they learn to think about how they teach 
then they can really put their strong points into practice. I think we have that kind of 
system at the present point. That is how I feel. Primary school teachers generally teach 
the children so they can simply master reading, writing and sums. Of course, that is 
important too, but even when you remove those three points there has to be something 
more important left. You know the national curriculum guidelines? It is the law and 
decided by the Ministry of Education. So, we have to carry it out...The teachers become 
worried when they can’t cover all the content in the textbooks. Being able to go over the 
textbooks brings a sense of achievement to the teachers, but that doesn’t mean the stu-
dents understand the lessons completely. Many teachers only check if they do the exer-
cises in the textbook and can feel satisfaction that they have accomplished their task as 
dictated by the text. This is separate from the actual experience of the students and 
whether they have learned anything or not. 
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Five years into her term at Ishikawa Elementary School, Takeishi-sensei was supporting 
several of her peers to develop an appreciation for the individualized curriculum, a process that 
sparked and nurtured their philosophical awakening.  In the same way that she formed a bond 
of trust to further awaken the children’s desire to participate in their own learning and engage-
ment within the school, she committed herself to supporting new teachers as they grew in their 
pedagogical practice and philosophy. Takeishi-sensei helped them move beyond the limitations 
of the commonly accepted disciplinary teaching practices and blind allegiance to textbook les-
sons. In a sense, Takeishi-sensei had come full circle from her earliest years as a nascent edu-
cator in the open-structure schools where she developed her own pedagogical philosophy and 
practice. She became the mentor to a new generation of teachers. 

 
The Power of Pedagogical Philosophy:  Nurturing Philosophic and Pedagogical  
Growth in Self & Others—Philosophical Reflection 

 
From her earliest years as a teacher, Takeishi-sensei was fortunately welcomed into a 

nascent practitioner research community that developed theories and innovative practices asso-
ciated with the emerging open-structure schools and individualized curriculum movement.  
Teacher practitioner research in Japan is not unusual. In fact, most schools and teachers engage 
in some form of practitioner research, and there are extensive journals published by, and for, 
teachers in Japan (Cave, 2008; Okano & Tsuchiya, 1999). These journals generally provide 
practical ideas on how to better implement the national curriculum and enhance learning expe-
riences in the classroom, though some focus on theory development (Cave, 2008).  

Classroom research focused only on teaching strategies may lead to better practice, but 
it does not necessarily foster the development of a philosophical stance that ultimately leads to 
changes in a teacher’s consciousness about her role and ethical responsibilities to her students. 
Nor does it ask her to consider and critique the purposes, and predominant practice, of education 
in the lives of the students she teaches.  For too many teachers, the main focus is getting through 
the mandated material in preparation for the next grade level and required standardized test 
preparation for entry into junior and senior high school.  This narrowly conceived practice ulti-
mately draws teachers’ attention away from seeking a pedagogy based in ethical relations and 
can prevent them from asking the difficult questions that lead to deeper knowing and more 
engaging, educative experiences for themselves and students. This form of knowing requires 
educators to develop a habit of self-care through critical reflective practice, whereby they can 
nurture ethical resistance to normalizing practices. Gunzenhauser (2012) claims that, “In regard 
to professional practice, we need something more than moments of individual actions.  We need 
instead something like a stance, a set of habits that places an educator in a position of constant 
vigilance against normalization” (p.139-140). 

Takeishi-sensei came to reevaluate the value she placed on her own pedagogical philos-
ophy, in light of the new circumstances and unethical pedagogical relations entangling her on 
entering Ishikawa Elementary School.  Schön (1983) calls this “reflection in action” (p.50) de-
scribing it as a kind of practitioner’s art. “It is the entire process of reflection-in-action which is 
central to the “art” by which practitioners deal with situations of uncertainty, instability, unique-
ness, and value conflict” (p.50). This reflective and refocused insight renewed Takeishi-sensei’s 
convictions to rethink the applicability of an individualized pedagogy in her new school and re-
envision new possibilities for herself and the children in her classroom. At last she could draw 
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on her “capacity to see [the] unfamiliar situation as [a] familiar one…” and “…bring [her] past 
experience to bear on the unique case” (Schön, p. 140) in which she found herself entrenched.  

The “matrix of relationships” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995, p. 141) that was beginning 
to form among the teachers at Ishikawa Elementary School would eventually grow to include 
individuals from across schools and universities in the region and beyond. Takeishi-sensei came 
to claim a central position within this intricate web of professionals who drew on their shared 
pedagogical philosophy to ultimately transform a once troubled school into a collaborative, in-
clusive, and responsive learning community. 

 
Concluding Thoughts 

 
Here, at the end of Takeishi-sensei’s personal story, what can the reader take away from 

the particulars of her narrative, based as it is on Japanese culture and centered around a unique 
set of circumstances in a foreign country?  The value of narrative work is that it provides a 
truthfulness of experience that both honors and transcends the individual by allowing the reader 
to recognize aspects of his or her own story within that of a distant other (Eisner, 2005).  Like 
many educators, Takeishi-sensei spends her professional life rooted in the daily lives of the 
children she teaches and for whom she feels responsibility. She prepares them to seek fulfilling 
lives, both inside and outside of school, and guides them as they decide on the life paths they 
will eventually take. 

Takeishi-sensei came to recognize that neither the Japanese-Brazilian children, nor the 
Japanese children from low-income or single parent homes, were uneducable. She refused to 
support a system that denied its responsibility for its children and ignored their disengagement 
from learning.  She recognized that all the children were rebelling against a pedagogical, cur-
ricular, and structural system that narrowly defined them; forced them to the margins; denied 
them opportunities to reveal their inner talents and goodness; and held them back from full 
participation in their own learning experiences. The students did not respond to the coercive, 
non-forgiving teaching methods required by the traditional, teacher-centered and uniformed is-
sei shido educational system that was in place.  They resisted participating in schooling alto-
gether.   

Takeishi-sensei was unable to work under the pressure of the system, which imposed a 
logic on her that she could not reconcile. Therefore, she used every resource, both inner and 
outer, available to help herself confront the daily conflict she experienced. It was a hard strug-
gle, but through this professional and personal crisis Takeishi-sensei came to see beyond the 
limited image of the students she initially saw, to question how her own gaze had created a 
distorted view of them.  She chose to seek an alternative view and experience for herself, and 
for her students.  Greene (1988) tells us that, “When people cannot name alternatives, imagine 
a better state of things, share with others a project of change, they are likely to remain anchored 
or submerged…” (p. 9). Takeishi-sensei fought to remove the chains that had submerged her 
pedagogical consciousness under the weight of the normalizing and disciplinary practices she 
encountered.   

In initial meetings with Takeishi-sensei, I could not have fathomed the depth of despair 
and confusion she experienced.  Nor, could I have expected her suffering would push her to 
reimagine her pedagogical role in relation to her students after the many years she had spent in 
the classroom.  Her aims went much deeper than adhering to curricular mandates and passing 
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her students through the system, whether they learned or not. She drew on her philosophical 
and personal experiences to make choices, and to act as a responsible, ethical educator, engaged 
in her own project of self-constitution.   

Through ethical resistance and care of self, Takeishi-sensei asked difficult questions that 
led her to overcome the oppressive and self-limiting conditions she encountered. Reflective 
practice helps educators to view their teaching through a philosophical lens. This further em-
powers them to resist institutionally sanctioned practices that work against their own and their 
students’ well-being.  Developing a philosophical foundation, grounded in ethical relationality 
and professional response-ability, helps to guide the eye, the mind, and the heart of the teacher.  
This allows her to enter into the unknown committed to take action in fostering self/other agency 
and grounded in an ethic of care. 
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The New Human Landscapes of Iceland: A Worldful  
of People and Languages  
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Abstract 
 

As the world looks today–and maybe always has–the “human landscapes” are in a con-
stant state of change. The movement of people and the changes in the landscapes is a fact 
that has to be considered in social, educational, and cultural areas and services provided 
in society. Over the past 15 years the number of people, from all over the world living in 
Iceland, has greatly increased. Today about 14% of the citizens in Reykjavik are immi-
grants. The largest groups are from Poland, Lithuania, and the Philippines. When the 
landscapes change, we have to revise our cultural maps. Since 2008, Reykjavik City Li-
brary runs several intercultural programs and, within these projects, tries to create ties 
between people, life stories, and languages represented in the capital city of Iceland. All 
the projects are built on collaboration with diverse partners in society, especially the edu-
cational sector. In this article the reader will gain insight to some of them–and examples 
of visualizing the changes in the human landscapes in creative ways. 

 
Keywords: self-directed learning, diversity, interculture 
 
 

Intercultural Projects at Reykjavik City Library 

The Reykjavik City Library began its intercultural activities as pilot projects by hiring the 
author as project manager 2008. The projects are now an integrated part of inter-and-multicultur-
alism in Reykjavik, in the cultural, social, and educational fields. These inter-and-multicultural 
projects have been introduced, and in some cases transferred, to other countries such as Belgium, 
the Czech Republic, Spain, Canada, Greece, and Denmark. The main idea behind the work is that 
individuals or groups should be seen in a wide context, rather than as “icons” for one nationality 
or another, and that the projects should appeal to “local people” as well as “global people.” 

Desiring to contribute to a vibrant intercultural society, and the development of intercul-
tural competence, the target groups are both Icelanders and world citizens living in Iceland. The 
goal is to promote awareness of the positive values of cultural and linguistic diversity–values that 
can contribute to dialogue and coexistence in society. 
 

Cooperation Partners—the Fundamental of the Work 
 

The library puts an emphasis on cooperating with schools, educational, cultural, social in-
stitutions, Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), and individuals from all over the world liv-
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ing in Reykjavik. Among our partners are; The University of Iceland, The Department of Educa-
tion and Leisure of Reykjavik, The Vigdís Finnbogadóttir Institute of Foreign Languages, The Red 
Cross, The Human Rights Office of Reykjavik, artists, social workers, language schools and the 
two NGOs “Mother Tongue Association” and “W.O.M.E.N. in Iceland” (Women of multicultural 
ethnicity network in Iceland). 

At Reykjavik City Library we use the UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific, 
and Cultural organization) Multicultural Library Manifesto as a guideline in the multicultural pro-
jects. The objectives of our work are to: 
 

• Encourage social integration, understanding and respect. 
• Introduce Icelandic society to immigrants and vice versa through cultural and social 

encounters. 
• Enhance immigrants’ language skills in Icelandic. 
• Enhance awareness of linguistic diversity and intercultural competence among citizens. 
• Encourage an open dialogue in society. 
• Make connections between citizens through culture and the arts 
• Create an informative and dynamic forum of communication for diverse groups in so-

ciety. 
• Break down isolation and encourage compassion towards others. 
• Make a visit to the library an integral part of the daily lives of immigrants. 

 
Roots and Wings 

 
There is an old Indian proverb saying: There are two gifts we should give our children; one 

is roots, and the other is wings.  
Before returning to Iceland, after 30 years in Denmark, having grown up there from the 

age of six, I worked as a language teacher for almost 10 years. I was drawn this proverb early in 
my teaching life, and I choose to implement it into my current professional life.  It relates to dis-
cussion of languages whether mother-tongues or foreign languages.  

You can say that languages are the roots of our personalities and the wings that help us fly, 
whether native or foreign language we learn to master. Our native tongue gives us the roots to our 
self-image and other languages we learn bring us wings and help us to connect with the world. 
This can also be reversed because new languages bring us new roots and a solid knowledge of our 
native tongue can help to take our imagination anywhere we like, beyond the horizon and further. 

At the library we embrace linguistic diversity which is why we have several permanent 
language projects during the year. We also have festive events on celebration days, such as the 
European Language Day in September, and the International Mother Language Day, which is cel-
ebrated all over the world in February with pomp and splendor. Such festive days give us the 
opportunity to draw special attention to the importance of languages, as well as the linguistic re-
sources of multilingual citizens. But with projects such as Café Lingua, The Flying Carpet encoun-
ters, Reykjavik Safari (an annual culture walk for immigrants in different languages), we try to 
highlight the richness of multilingualism not only on occasion of the above mentioned “special 
days.” We need to celebrate the diversity of languages throughout the year and stimulate mother 
tongue and language skills of children and young people every day. 
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It is important not to rip people up with roots when they spread their wings and move 
between countries. Sometimes we forget that those who come into our society, whether people 
returning, or immigrants and refugees, bring life experiences, stories, life styles, and languages 
that can enrich the community. 

Why roots and wings? These concepts are important in the life of an individual and for the 
development of self-esteem.  It is the responsibility of parents, teachers, and all those working with 
children in the field of education and culture, to help young people to connect to their roots and to 
create opportunities to acquire their wings. 

Awareness of where you come from, your story, and origin, is what helps you to find your 
place in life and to create the feeling of belonging, wherever you live. To understand others we 
have to understand ourselves, and for others to understand us, we need good language skills.  

It is not enough to have strong roots, we also need wings. Wings that give us freedom and 
enable us to dare to get acquainted with new paths and go beyond our comfort zone. The new 
languages we learn widen our horizons and let us see things from new angles. 

A person who masters many languages can be a treasure for most work places. One of the 
most important capacities of individuals of the future is to keep good relations with others, across 
cultures, and languages.  

By developing and embracing language skills and different forms of expression in the 
school system, we can educate creative and critical thinking individuals who know themselves and 
understand the world well. With this we also strengthen democratic and active participation in 
society. Language skills are one of the most important tools for that purpose. 

In the following I will give examples of how we embrace and celebrate that citizens from 
all over the world, have come to Iceland, and bringing us an ocean of languages and cultural ex-
periences. More than 100 languages are spoken in Iceland. 
 

The Flying Carpet:  Intercultural Encounters 
 

The author created a method and has developed it as part of her teaching in Denmark and 
in the intercultural field in Iceland over the past 17 years. The goal of the method is promoting 
mutual respect and understanding between people, in a concrete way, and through various means 
of expression. Everyone involved is to be received with acknowledgement. The cultural interaction 
should help one develop life-skills that foster the view that diversity makes us richer, rather than 
seeing it as a cause for conflict. Students, parents, and staff members get an opportunity to intro-
duce their personal culture and interests in a fun and lively way within an encouraging environ-
ment.  

The emphasis is to not only to work with aspects of national culture or backgrounds, but 
also individual interests and those things that matter the most in an individual’s life. What the 
participants would like to share, and the ways they would like to communicate who they are, is 
based on personal choice, and need not necessarily reflect their native culture. Again, nobody 
should automatically be seen as an icon of any particular group. 

The main goal is to embrace diversity, focus on the pupils’ strengths, and to enhance inter-
cultural competence in the educational system. During the process the concept culture is discussed 
with the pupils; what is culture, what is my culture, what makes me proud, what is important in 
our lives, what do we have in common? All students take part, and the project is not to be seen as 
an event of cultivating “othering,” where some groups are seen as the “different” ones. The biggest 
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and most essential question that the children work with is what makes them shine. This is why 
everybody makes their own Sun, with themselves in the middle, in the first phase of the project, 
where their strengths appear as the sunbeams.  

The project manager assists teachers and students in organizing intercultural encounters in 
primary schools, elementary schools, and colleges. The project has become part of the intercultural 
curriculum supported by both the Icelandic Department of Education and the Department of Cul-
ture in Reykjavik. About 35 schools have taken part so far. Schools can apply to become an Inter-
cultural Encounter School, thereby making the project more sustainable.  Nine schools in Reykja-
vik currently are identified as Intercultural Encounter Schools.  

The Flying Carpet has its own home page with guidelines for teachers: www.flyingcar-
pet.world. Some comments from teachers and headmasters are to be found here in English: 
www.borgarbokasafn.is/node/1043. There are videos documenting the method to be found at: 
https://vimeo.com/216181451 and https://vimeo.com/182948112/b4b5a5b759. 

In September 2017 The Flying Carpet will be the Icelandic contribution to the Nordic Lan-
guage Festival in Aarhus, Denmark, and will take part at the art museum of the city, AROS. 
 
Café Lingua:  Living Languages  
 

The Café Lingua is a platform for those who want to enhance their language skills (Ice-
landic or other languages), a place to chat and communicate in various languages, as well as a 
gateway into different cultures. One of the goals is to activate the languages that have found their 
way to Iceland, enriching life and culture, while at the same time to give immigrants the option to 
express themselves in Icelandic by introducing their mother tongue to other citizens. The linguistic 
events are held in different places around the city and aim to let everyone interested contribute to 
the linguistic landscape of Reykjavik. The “unveiling” of the world languages spoken in Iceland 
by immigrants seems to be a successful way of promoting a positive awareness of linguistic diver-
sity.  

At some events a single language is introduced in a lively way by immigrants. At other 
events, such as Language Rendez-vous, multiple languages are introduced. This model was imple-
mented at the University of Iceland, and has built bridges between multilingual students and the 
Icelandic students studying languages. There are a wide range of partners in this project, including 
The Department of Foreign Languages and Icelandic as a Second Language at the University of 
Iceland, The Vigdís Finnbogadóttir Institute of foreign Languages, and several NGOs.  As a result 
of European grants, The Café Lingua model from the Reykjavik City Library has been imple-
mented in Czech Republic. 
 
The Women’s Story Circle and the New Map of Iceland 
 

The Women’s Story Circle provides a space for everybody on the map and makes a frame-
work where the story of every individual can bloom. This is a project that fulfills the goals men-
tioned in the beginning of the article.  It is a forum where women exchange stories, experiences, 
and cultural backgrounds. In addition, they take part in creative workshops as well as cultural visits 
and excursions. A creative writing workshop, a clown course, and a drama course, resulting in a 
multilingual performance, have also been among the projects. The language of communication is 
mainly Icelandic, but women participating also communicate in all varied foreign languages. 
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The Women’s Story Circle was founded in November 2008. Since then several hundred women, 
both Icelandic and non-Icelandic, have participated in the program, and new participants continue 
to join. The intention is to connect women with one another and to create a platform for network 
and friendship. The project is a cooperation between the library and W.O.M.E.N. in Iceland, an 
NGO whose goal is to unite, express, and address the interests and issues of women of foreign 
origin living in Iceland. 

Two of the works of art were created out of the project are now icons representing multi-
culturalism and intercultural dialogue in Iceland. They were created using the Australian Aborig-
inal method of painting with dots. Both paintings are maps, one of Reykjavik and the other of 
Iceland. What makes these paintings unique is the fact that the women have personalized the maps 
with symbols that are significant to their lives, be that a connection to their own personal stories, 
their country of origin, Iceland, or another place in the world important to them. 

The map of Reykjavik was made in 2011 and quickly caught the attention of Kaffitár, one 
of the largest coffee companies in Iceland, who approached to ask whether The Women’s Story 
Circle would be interested in making a painting, in the same spirit, to be used as the new branding 
and logo for the company. This lead to a fruitful cooperation resulting in shedding light on how 
diverse backgrounds are now a vibrant part of Iceland’s cultural landscapes.  

“A new map of Iceland” is a painting created by 35 women from all over the world. It was 
unveiled at The National Museum, by Vigdís Finnbogadóttir, former president of Iceland, in the 
spring 2014. Since then, it can be found on coffee and chocolate packaging, in super markets, and 
cars covered in the art work.  

In addition, the art piece is exhibited on the walls of cafés, with a photo of the women 
behind it, and a short description, in Icelandic and their mother tongues, of their contribution to 
this colorful and lively version of Iceland. Everybody seems to adore what visually came out of 
this warm and creative process—but also the story behind its existence.  

We are pleased that the idea has spread. “A New Map of Greece” was painted by students 
from the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki, in the same spirit as the Icelandic map. In the autumn 
2017, The Women’s Story Circle is going to change the world by creating yet another map, this 
time a map of the world. 

A video of the Women’s Story Circle can be found at: https://vimeo.com/216507392. 
 

Additional Examples of Intercultural/Multilingual Projects 
 

• “Reykjavik Safari,” a guided walk in multiple languages where immigrants introduce 
other immigrants to cultural life of Reykjavik in their mother tongue. 

• Story telling in different languages. 
• A celebration of the International Mother Language Day in February and The Euro-

pean Day of Languages in September. 
• “Children teach children languages,” programs where children introduce their mother 

tongue to peers.  
  
 
 
 



 

 
 
Thresholds Volume 41, Issue 1 (Spring, 2018)                                                                              Page | 25  
 

Information about all the intercultural projects of Reykjavik City Library: 
 
The web page of Reykjavik City Library can be accessed at: http://borgarbokasafn.is/en/con-
tent/multicultural-projects. 
 
In 2017, a handbook with digital guidelines as to how projects have been developed, will be made 
in Icelandic and English. To share best practice projects in education, the Reykjavik City Library 
the Ministry of Culture and Education, in cooperation with the Nordic Conference, will feature 
Flying Carpet projects at a May 2018 international Nordic Conference in Reykjavik. 
 
Kristín R. Vilhjálmsdóttir,  
Intercultural project manager, Reykjavik City Library 
kristin.r.vilhjalmsdottir@reykjavik.is 
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Lessons Learned from International Education:  
Three Educators’ Perspectives on Heutagogical  
Practices in Pennsylvania Public School Teachers 
 
Laura B. Miller, Jennifer L. Motter, and Vanessa A. Sral 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 

Three American educators at a rural school district in Western Pennsylvania present the 
conduct of a research study and application to a professional development initiative in-
spired by international educational research on heutagogy, a theory developed in Australia 
and practiced in the United Kingdom that centers on self-determined learning. In this ar-
ticle, we share our inspiration for changing teacher professional development by: intro-
ducing heutagogy, exploring implementation of self-directed professional development, 
and reporting findings. Case findings reveal that the teaching profession needs a major 
change with regards to professional development and learning, as teachers must be per-
mitted to self-determine the learning process. Thus, school districts must carefully consider 
how professional development is structured and how best to promote self-determined 
learning within the staff. Through this article, we hope to inspire educators to seek and 
pursue self-determined learning opportunities and encourage implementation of a person-
alized model of professional development in American public schools. 

 
Keywords: heutagogy, teacher professional development, self-determined learning 
 
 

“Professional learning should be applicable, authentic, and teacher-driven. Often-
times, the teachers are left out of the process and the planning when  

they, in fact, are the ones to whom the development is presented.”  
- Anonymous research participant (Miller, 2016).  

 
Although the challenges of teacher recruitment, support, and growth seem to always be a part of 
the national discussion, one place to look for evidence of improvement is international experi-
ence.  While culture and context play a role and are difficult to transfer, looking to the international 
community can provide inspiration about how to design solutions to the problems facing American 
education.  The practical application of heutagogical practices by classroom teachers as they grow 
in the implementation of self-determined learning demonstrates significant positive self-efficacy 
characteristics. Research from Australia and the United Kingdom significantly influenced the 
thinking and learning experiences of three American educators in a rural school district in Western 
Pennsylvania. Throughout the article each educator reflects from her unique perspective as a di-
rector of education, a researcher, and a teacher.  
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Director Reflection: As a director of education in a small, rural Western Pennsylvania 
public school for the last seventeen years, frustration, bewilderment, and anxiety describe my re-
action to the professional development sessions I planned for the teaching staff. I knew the ses-
sions I planned were inadequate at best.  I knew the sessions I planned did not meet the needs of 
the teachers and I knew the teachers resented the time spent on professional learning that they 
had no say in planning and no intention of implementing.  For years, the one thought that kept 
running through my mind was the incredible amount of time and money spent on unfocused and 
unwanted initiatives that had no chance of implementation to truly improve student achievement. 

Throughout the article, the importance of Miller’s 2016 research study is examined to iden-
tify characteristics of Pennsylvania teachers who engage in a high degree of heutagogical practices. 
Three major themes from the study survey emerge as integral components to understanding the 
professional learning needs of public school teachers. The first theme the survey indicated dis-
cusses how teachers yearn for self-directed professional development opportunities.  Teachers and 
administrators realize that change is necessary for true reform to happen. Relevance in learning 
highlights the second theme identified where the teacher decides what topics are relevant and worth 
precious time and resources. The third theme describes teachers’ need for professional develop-
ment results to be applicable to everyday classroom activities with real world application.  As self-
determined learning practices are expanded into public education systems, the opportunity to truly 
improve student achievement will increase exponentially. One valuable result of the study and 
work leading up to it was the creation of a first-of-its-kind heutagogical-based professional devel-
opment plan created by the researcher and director and implemented in their home district. 

 
Inspiration for Changing Public Kindergarten-Grade 12 Teacher Professional Development 

 
Professional development for teachers in the United States fails to do its part to ensure the 

preparedness of teachers to teach all 21st century students who must exist in a global society be-
cause simply integrating technology is insufficient to prepare students adequately (Rotherman & 
Willingham, 2009). Opportunities for true teacher collaboration where the opportunity to work 
together and learn from each other are rare. Conversely, often teachers must go through one-size-
fits-all professional development programs that do not focus on individual teacher need or interest 
(Lieberman & Pointer Mace, 2008). The opportunities for professional development and learning 
do not take into account the difference in professional need between a kindergarten teacher and a 
calculus teacher, often placing these teachers in the same trainings. Várela (2012) argues that the 
“one-size-fits-all mentality of many in-service sessions goes against the concept of differentiated 
instruction. Just as educators strive to individualize instruction for their students, teachers also 
have unique needs and strengths” (p. 18). Yet traditionally, kindergarten teachers and high school 
physics teachers and everyone in between participate in the same professional development. 

The National Staff Development Center (NSDC) (2008) reports that on average, teachers 
participate in eight hours of professional learning each year. This statistic becomes alarming fol-
lowing the NSDC estimate that it takes between 49-100 hours of focused professional learning to 
affect student achievement (2008).  With these figures in mind, it would take a teacher between 
six and 12 years of professional development on the same topic to truly affect student achieve-
ment.  This model could perhaps succeed if districts maintained the same focus for several con-
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secutive years, but long-term, sustained professional development on the same topic is not cur-
rently the norm. Instead, teacher professional development often changes focus annually, if a focus 
exists at all.  

Historically, the United States’ k-12 public educational system has been pedagogical in its 
construct, with the teacher deciding what the learner should be taught and the learner playing a 
passive role in receiving the knowledge (Kenyon & Hase, 2001). Students were perceived as empty 
vessels that teachers would fill with knowledge. 

Research over the past 40 years has led to radical changes in the theory of how people learn 
(Kenyon & Hase, 2001, Knowles, 1970).  Prior to the early 1970s, there was little theory or concept 
that differentiated that adult and children learn differently and as such should not be taught in 
similar ways.  Malcolm Knowles’ (1970) theory of andragogy was groundbreaking and sparked a 
new field of research.  Andragogy is defined as the theoretical perspective that adult learning is 
distinct from juvenile learning, due to the matured thought process and varied experiences of adults 
(Stocia, 2008). Knowles’ theory, while originally controversial, eventually became the standard 
on how adults learn. His work, while seemingly obvious, was anything but that at the time.  He 
theorized that adults do not learn in the same ways that children do (Knowles, 1983).  Adults have 
vastly differing experiences in education, life, and work; they bring experience-based knowledge 
to a learning situation.  Knowles (1983) suggested that as a whole, adult learners are more prepared 
to learn, experienced, task-oriented, self-directed and intrinsically motivated than child learners.  It 
stands to reason, then, that adults should not be taught in the same ways as children.   

Researcher Reflection: While sitting in a professional development session, I looked at 
the teachers sitting a few rows ahead of me and had a realization. Because I live and work in the 
district from which I graduated, I have the experience of working alongside some of my high 
school instructors. Sitting in the same row several seats apart were my son’s pre-k teacher and my 
Physics II instructor. While I cannot recall the topic of the professional development, I remember 
clearly thinking these two teachers could not possibly have their professional learning needs met 
in the same session.  I knew at the time the pre-K teacher’s instruction focused on buttoning pants, 
zippering coats, scissor safety, and letter recognition.  I remembered vaguely the deep and sophis-
ticated formulas and concepts taught to me in Physics II.  How could these teachers, whose jobs 
were alike only in their titles, learn and be challenged by the same material? There had to a better 
way, and I sought to find the answer. Unfortunately, there was no clear answer in the United States’ 
literature on teacher professional development. Instead, the missing link was found in an emerging 
theory from Australia that is gaining momentum in Europe.  
 

Introduction to Heutagogy 
 

The study of heutagogy, while gaining popularity in Australia and the United Kingdom, is 
not currently conducted in the United States.  Heutagogy (Kenyon & Hase, 2001), also called self-
determined learning, differentiates the traditional learning model of acquiring knowledge and 
skills from deep learning that challenges the values and assumptions of the learner.  In this model, 
the learning is determined by the learner and facilitated by the instructor resulting in deep engage-
ment, flexible curriculum, experiment, research, individualized learning, and ability for the learn-
ing to conceptualize concepts, knowledge, and new understanding (Hase, 2014).   

Researcher Reflection: When first introducing the topic of heutagogy, I find it helpful to 
discuss it in one of its most natural occurrences, that of parents learning to guide the learning of 
their children. For example, my six-year-old son has two great passions in the world—soccer and 
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sewing. Neither of these are areas where my husband or I excel (or even have more than a basic 
functioning knowledge). It is our job, however, as his parents, to facilitate his knowledge and 
passion in these areas. We cannot teach him, as we do not possess the knowledge he needs. We 
can, however, facilitate his learning by determining our own learning.  We guide him through his 
natural learning process and expose him to a variety of resources to encourage his progress. We 
watch YouTube videos, attend seminars, ask experts, gather information ourselves, and help him 
overcome challenges when he is “stuck” in his learning. More importantly than teaching the basics 
of soccer or sewing, however, is teaching our son, through our own modeling, how to acquire 
knowledge and skills he needs.  Doing so has led him to believe there is nothing he cannot learn 
or master, if he decides to do so. Unfortunately, this self-determined, facilitated process typically 
does not occur in teacher professional learning.  

Heutagogy derives its name from ancient Greek for “self” and capitalizes on the theory that 
people want to learn and have a natural tendency to do so (Kenyon & Hase, 2001). The theory 
challenges the notion of teacher-centered teaching, arguing that learning should be facilitated by 
the instructor who is not the keeper or sharer of the knowledge, but rather the guide. The facilitator 
provides resources, but the learner takes those resources and determines the direction of the learn-
ing. In a formal learning environment, the facilitator and learner work together to determine and 
negotiate the continued direction as well as the assessment (Kenyon & Hase, 2001).  The two also 
collaborate to determine what will be learned, the facilitator’s role in the learning, how the learning 
will occur (by what means), how the learner will guide the learning, and the proper way to assess 
whether or not the learner has been successful (Kenyon & Hase, 2013).  The process allows for 
the learner to self-determine the learning while still being responsible for meeting the requirements 
of academic rigor in a formal education process.  

Hase and Kenyon (2013) clearly define the reasons why the education world is unlikely to 
ever revert to an era where it is necessary for a student to sit in the presence of a teacher in order 
to learn.  They state: 

 
The “now” generation don’t want to wait to find things out when they have a need, the 
motivation to seek. Using their wireless devices they can search the internet, read the latest 
research, listen to the latest talks on topics via TED or YouTube and follow opinion. If the 
“student” needs information to be deciphered or clarified in some way they can search out 
a facilitator, an expert. Alternatively they can talk to their colleagues or friends, a major 
source of learning for people, even in traditional education settings. (p. 208) 
 
Building on the work of Malcolm Knowles (1970), and others related to andragogy and 

adult learning, the concept and practice of heutagogy attempts to redefine the learning process by 
moving it from a system where the teacher serves as the keeper of the knowledge, and the student 
operates as a passive participant, to a learner-directed system that operates with the assistance of 
a facilitator (Kenyon & Hase, 2001).  A teacher as “keeper of the knowledge” is unnecessary in 
2017, when information is available via the smartphones carried in most pockets.  Experts are 
available in most imaginable fields, and connecting with them is often as simple as sending an 
email or making a post to a blog or wiki.  The change in the way information is stored and acquired 
calls for a change to what is considered learning.  Blaschke (2012) argues that today the ability to 
synthesize and evaluate information, as well as build capacity and competency, is valued in learn-
ers since information can be so easily obtained.  After building the capacity to synthesize and 
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evaluate information, the learner, who is self-determined, is able to assess how best to learn the 
necessary information and solve the problem at hand, whatever it may be (Blaschke, 2012).  The 
process allows for truly self-determined learning that is guided by need and interest, and not sur-
face-level learning that does not impact the learner long-term. 

The goal of heutagogy extends beyond helping the learner acquire competencies such as 
knowledge and skills. It aims to reach a deeper cognitive level of capacity building which results 
in the learner being able to apply the competencies in new and unfamiliar situations (Hase & Ken-
yon, 2007).  Implementing heutagogy into professional development for teachers may help them 
to navigate the K-12 public education system in the 21st century. 
 

Double-Loop Learning 
 

 Hase and Kenyon (2013) state that, “Double-loop learning often occurs spontaneously and 
involves internally challenging our deepest values, beliefs and ways of knowing. While it is diffi-
cult to change any of these schema that drive human behavior, it is at this level that the deepest 
learning occurs” (p. 22). The concept of double-loop learning strengthens the argument that learn-
ing is not linear, but rather a process that occurs when the learner is ready and the environment is 
correct.  This sentiment echoes the 6th century B.C. teachings of the philosopher and poet Lao-Tzu 
who said, “When the student is ready, the teacher will appear.” 

The following example (personal communication, January, 6, 2016) clarifies how double-
loop learning manifests in a real-life situation.  In this example, the superintendent allows for her 
staff to determine their own learning within the confines of particular topic–inclusionary prac-
tices.  In doing so, the staff engages in learning that changes deeply rooted beliefs and values. A 
former superintendent of a 5,000 student district, described the design and implementation of a 
strategic plan.  Her first year in the district she worked with all stakeholders designing and adopting 
a strategic plan focused around the concept of “success for all students.”  This process occurred 
years before the regular implementation of inclusionary practices that is now commonplace in the 
United States.  While some teachers believed in the concept, they felt they could not implement it 
without more training. 

The superintendent had previous experience leading this kind of effort and knew that train-
ing must occur in a real context with students.  She stated that research indicated that, unless teach-
ers had direct experience with exceptional students in their own schools, they would never feel 
sufficiently trained to educate such students. She arranged a school visit to a district where she 
previously created a model program of inclusionary practices that received guidance from regional 
and national experts, including teacher leaders in the field of inclusionary practices. 

Following this site visit, the district administration, including the superintendent, worked 
in teams with teachers, students, parents, and board and community members to determine what 
they needed to support the inclusion of these exceptional students.  As a result, the interdisciplinary 
teams worked on such concepts as adapting flexible curriculum. To do so, schedules must provide 
for daily meetings  for teams of teachers, including special education teachers.  This would provide 
opportunity to develop instructional plans based on real-time student progress. The interdiscipli-
nary teams also designed ongoing programs and student assessments to report progress so every-
one would know, in real time, how individuals and subgroups were progressing. These actions 
took place through spring and summer of the school year, and students who had previously re-
ceived their education in separate schools arrived the following fall for the start of the next school 
year. 
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Problem-solving and program development were ongoing. There were times when the su-
perintendent interacted as a counselor with individuals or groups of teachers, as did teacher lead-
ers.  The result showed teachers and administrators that where there was a will, there was a way, 
and indeed that was true. They worked their way through problems and opportunities that arose. 
By the end of the second year, the teachers had coined the phrase, “All students belong to all 
teachers.”  
 The superintendent stated (personal communication, January 6, 2016) that she could have 
provided years’ worth of workshops without ever changing the deeply held belief by the educators 
that they were not prepared. But by engaging in double-loop learning, challenging those deepest 
beliefs even as they engaged in interdisciplinary planning and action among adults, the district was 
able to change the belief system because of the real interactions and context. In this example, if 
the district had engaged in single-loop learning, the result most likely would have been as follows 
in Figure 1. The result of not engaging adults in their own learning is that no change in beliefs 
occurs. 
 
 

 
Figure 1.  The process of single-loop learning. This figure illustrates the process of single-loop 

learning as it pertains to the example provided in the above text. 
 

However, because the district administration engaged the faculty and staff in their own 
learning and change process, and gave ownership of the change to the teachers and other stake-
holders, attitudes changed to reflect the belief that including all students was the right thing to do, 
and as such, problems that arose were seen as challenges to solve. This change in attitude and 
beliefs was the result of the double-loop learning that occurred, as indicated in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2.  Graphic illustrating the process of double-loop learning as pertains to the example. 

 
The body of knowledge on heutagogy remains small but ever growing; its principles have 

not been applied to teacher professional development in a formal sense, but may be occurring 
informally in teacher’s individual professional learning. Traditional professional development 
does not utilize the knowledge and understanding of how adults learn, but instead continues to rely 
on the outdated workshop and conference model (Penuel, Fishman, Yamaguchi & Gallagher, 
2007). 

Andragogy-based curriculum often has aspects of self-directed learning; however, the main 
focus is still on a teacher-student relationship in which one person, the teacher, has the knowledge, 
and the other person, the student, receives the knowledge (Hase & Kenyon, 2007).  Teachers are 
limited in the learning process to simply transferring knowledge and skills. Effective learning must 
be controlled by the learner and encompass more than acquiring skills and knowledge.  It means 
acquiring competencies that build capacity for the learner to transfer those skills to new and unan-
ticipated situations (Hase & Kenyon, 2007).  Cordon’s Canadian study (2015) substantiates the 
idea in her finding that oncology nurses who participated in heutagogical learning reported that 
they were able to “problem solve new and unfamiliar situations” (p. iii).  Teachers often find them-
selves faced with the need to problem solve in new and unfamiliar situations with regard to their 
students. 

The ability to help direct one’s own learning is central to the idea of andragogy, but it is 
only part of the continuum of learning that leads to self-determined learning. Thirty years after 
Knowles introduced the world to the concept of andragogy, Kenyon and Hase (2001) introduced 
the concept of heutagogy, or the practice of learning in which the learner determines what and how 
learning should take place, as opposed to the prevalent theories of pedagogy and andragogy, which 
both focus on the teacher/student relationship.  This more progressive concept is a direct result of 
the possibilities that exist in a world in which information is so readily available. It also focuses 
on the need to learn how to learn, more than on the need to consume knowledge. It is not meant to 
replace the theory of andragogy, but rather seen as a natural progression that optimizes learning in 
the 21st century with resources (Kenyon & Hase, 2001) beyond what Knowles and other earlier 
theorists could have imagined 30 years ago.  Hase and Kenyon (2013) state that “Heutagogy is a 
stimulus to thinking differently about learning, teachers, and education and training and hopefully 
will assist in generating new thinking about educational practice” (p. 207). 
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While research on heutagogy and professional learning in a variety of professions is being 
conducted in other countries, no such research yet exists in the United States.  Some research is 
beginning to emerge in other professions regarding the positive aspects of implementing a high 
degree of heutagogical practices in professional learning.  A recent study conducted in Canada by 
Cordon (2015) found that oncology nurses who participated in heutagogical learning reported that 
they were able to “problem solve new and unfamiliar situations” (p. iii).    

Reaching beyond the formal training environment in workplaces, an Australian project, 
Mature Men Matter, used heutagogical concepts through interactive theater as a means of reaching 
retired working-class men, a demographic often described by health professionals and adult edu-
cators as difficult to engage in learning (Foskey, 2013). The project, whose aim was promoting 
health and well-being in older men, designed theatrical events that eliminated the proverbial fourth 
wall in theater that keeps the audience as viewers.  They made the audience participatory members 
who interacted with the characters to reflect and discover answers to common issues plaguing the 
demographic.  Following the viewing of a scene, the audience engaged with the actors, who were 
all trained adult educators, in conversations that reflected on “their own experiences, values, and 
assumptions, as well as those of their characters” (p. 195). It should be noted that participation was 
strictly voluntary, but many men told their own stories and reflected on similar experiences in their 
lives. Foskey (2013) notes that “in this process those older men, who may previously have been 
left voiceless and invisible in expert-led community health information and education events, were 
often able to contribute their insights, skills, and knowledge” (p. 201).  Demonstrating the effec-
tiveness of using heutagogical principles to reach this typically hard to reach demographic paves 
the way to implement the principles in a variety of contexts both formally and informally. 

 
Implementing Internationally Inspired Teacher Professional Development 

 
Northcote and Boddey (2014) conducted an Australian study that focuses on the develop-

ment and use of Moodle’s Little Helper, a self-help online resource for instructors at Avondale 
College of Higher Education, to serve as professional development in becoming more effective 
online teachers. The study used a utilization-focused design to assist in the development and eval-
uation of the resource’s structure and content. The methodology encouraged the participants to 
contribute to the design of the resource as well as have a voice in the modifications via journals 
and online surveys.    

The results of the study, based on heutagogical principles, seem to indicate that the ability 
to approach professional development from a heutagogical framework increased perceptions of 
self-efficacy and capacity, specifically in regard to self-consciousness about frequently contacting 
on-campus support services. A further analysis revealed that both inexperienced and experienced 
online teachers used the resource regularly.  Regular online use is attributed to Hase’s (2009) ar-
gument that “learning occurs when the learner is ready rather than when the teacher expects or 
intends for it to occur” (p. 44). This reiterates Rogers’ 1969 work stating that no one can teach 
another person directly; learning can only be facilitated (Kenyon & Hase, 2001).  By allowing the 
teachers to access the information on their own terms, in their own time, adult learners were given 
a greater sense of autonomy.  The study noted, however, that the online collaborative piece was 
least effective, with individuals preferring to speak in person or via email, indicating that a com-
plete shift to online learning and collaboration may not be the best idea. With the results of North-
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cote and Boddey in mind, we set out to offer not only online options in personalized, self-deter-
mined learning, but also the opportunity to form partnerships or groups that might pursue the same 
topic.  While many teachers opted to work independently in their first year given a choice, the tide 
changed significantly in the second year.  Many small, organic groups formed to study the same 
topic or tackle a common problem. These groups were not limited by department or grade level. 
Some of the pairings seemed nonsensical, by any standard means, however, the resulting plans of 
study not only made sense, but are likely to lead to powerful, organic movement in teaching for 
the participants. 

Director Reflection: In 2002, I participated in a graduate class where we discussed differ-
entiated professional development, but the discussion suggested school administration should con-
duct a needs assessment with teachers to determine an appropriate program of professional devel-
opment. Whole group sessions were the norm, with occasional grade level teachers or curriculum 
department sessions with appropriate topics.  As budgets tightened and grants disappeared, even 
those small differentiated professional development programs dwindled.  For more than ten years, 
I was directed to find free or inexpensive professional development programs that could be pro-
vided for all teachers at the same time in the same place. Therefore, the professional development 
offerings became more and more generic and less and less engaging for the teachers.  Fortunately, 
one of the teachers in my district began to research best practices in adult learning which led us to 
investigate several international authors of heutagogy.  Ultimately, uncovering a significant body 
of international work in the field of self-determined learning.  We discussed practical implications 
of the findings, culminating in an initial plan.  Under this plan, teachers could develop the skills 
necessary for independent learning, but still be easily monitored by administration.  The initial 
year was a success, and the following year teachers planned for ten hours of self-determined learn-
ing. 

Researcher Reflection: The director and I spent countless hours discussing first the merits 
of andragogy and later the international research on heutagogy, as she took interest in my research 
and work.  As I read and consulted with the seminal writers in the field regarding my own instru-
mentation and research, the director and I talked more and more about the practical implications 
of this idea. I hoped that we would one day implement the theory in some way into our practice, 
but had not quite worked out how to do so until the director approached me with a rough sketch of 
a three-year plan to implement an increasingly heutagogical professional development plan within 
our district. The plan served as a starting place and we discussed, debated, and revised several 
times before taking it to the superintendent.  The plan was again revised. We began to implement 
the first steps without revealing the underpinning theory or research to the faculty. While there 
was some resistance to the initial process from teachers, all teachers successfully completed their 
first year of independent learning.  In year two, after more discussion and revision, we asked the 
faculty to design an individual professional learning plan encompassing a minimum of 10 hours 
of learning.   

Teacher Reflection: As a self-motivated lifelong learner, I find value in setting and 
achieving professional development goals that will assist me in my current position as an art and 
technology teacher.  When selecting professional development interests, I am mindful of my goals: 
1) continual development of a new media arts program at a rural junior-senior high school, and 2) 
further growth of my professional leadership skills.  Therefore, during the 2016-2017 school year, 
I planned to achieve Google for Education teacher certification, as I used G Suite for Education as 
an online course management system for my classes.  I also participated in STEM professional 
learning workshops and stained-glass mosaic training sessions. 
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Professional Development Program Findings 

 
The researcher relied heavily on information gathered from Pennsylvania public school 

teachers during her 2016 study. The original purpose of this survey was to identify the character-
istics of Pennsylvania teachers who engage in a high degree of heutagogical practices.  

Because no instruments existed to capture the practice of heutagogy in a quantitative man-
ner, Miller conferred with several experts in the field, including Stewart Hase, Trevor Kerry, Mela-
nie Booth, and Lisa Marie Blaschke, to review and modify an instrument. At the suggestion of 
these researchers in the field, a qualitative piece was added to provide more depth and context to 
the research.   
       The qualitative portion consisted of one open-ended question where participants could re-
spond in up to 100 words their preferred professional development and learning practices.  This 
was not a required question on the survey and participants could leave it unanswered. 

Although optional, 221 of the 268 (n=221, N=268) participants offered a response.  The 
researcher employed an iterative process of open coding and analyzing the data based on Tesch’s 
1990 (Creswell, 2014) eight steps in the coding process. The process includes clustering similar 
topics and reducing them down to categories.  In this study, the researcher reduced the themes, but 
nuances in the answers provided by participants meant there were many categories where only one 
answer qualified. This process ensured no answers or valuable data were missed. While seven 
major themes occurred, for purposes of this article, only the top three will be discussed. 

The participants used the terms “self-directed” and “self-determined” interchangeably, 
though when examining the context, the vast majority of the responses referred to self-determined 
learning.  Self-determined learning has roots in heutagogical learning and involves building capa-
bility in the learner, being directed by the learner, and facilitated by the instructor. Self-directed 
learning has roots in andragogical learning and is interested in being content and teacher-focused. 

 
Theme 1: Self-directed    
 

21.7% of the participants in the study gave answers represented by the theme self-directed. 
While the literature indicates this is not currently how professional development and learning is 
done, it is what the surveyed teachers desired the most in their professional learning.  

One participant said, 
 
I have strong motivation to learn and I am a lifelong learner. I believe most teachers are. 
However, we are rarely given VOICE in our professional development. So, first, generate 
professional development from the needs/desires/interests of the staff. The other issue is 
giving a staff the TIME to engage in self or group learning. I see huge benefits from net-
working with colleagues, reading and responding to blogs, or doing a book study together. 
More time in a less structured environment! 
 
A second participant wrote that choice is necessary, saying, “Meaningful professional 

learning involves teacher choice over what to learn and how to learn it.” Another participant indi-
cated that when directives come from the administration, instead of teachers, it is less effective by 
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saying, “The key to PD [professional development] is sustainable, teacher-driven directives with-
out the “top down” approach that suggests little to no teacher input before implementation.”   

Other participants shared a sense of frustration toward involvement in professional devel-
opment in areas where the teacher is already experienced.  This concept is a reality when districts 
practice the kind of professional development that puts teachers, with decades of experience, in 
the same professional development sessions as brand-new teachers, and do not account for differ-
entiation of the learners.  One participant wrote, “There is almost nothing more frustrating to a 
professional educator than to sit through a lecture-type presentation covering topics in which she 
is already well-experienced. The opportunity for teachers to choose the best fit in PD [professional 
development] is vital to effective individual growth.” 

One participant said, “Self Directed Professional Development [sic] is important as no one 
knows better than the employee themselves what weaknesses they have or interests they wish to 
develop.” This same sentiment was echoed in the response to provide “Choice for teachers to pick 
what will best help THEIR students.” Similarly, another participant shared, “professional devel-
opment would involve my input what I find/deem necessary for me to be successful in my class-
room not necessariy [sic] what the administration feels I need.” Likewise, one participant said that 
the ideal professional development experience “would be my choice, not something the district 
says I have to do.”  In the same way, another participant stated that the ideal experience would be 
“Self-directed! I feel most of us are aware of our strengths and areas of need. We would utilize 
freedom in this area to best enhance our instruction.” 

One participant who called for individual choice in professional development then stated 
that the district had forced all of its teachers to participate in a non-applicable training for five days 
the previous year. This same frustration was echoed by several other participants, further demon-
strating what the literature reveals about the current ineffectiveness of teacher professional devel-
opment. One participant explained why forced professional development is ineffective, but when 
given a choice, there are more opportunities for motivation and collaboration. The participant 
wrote: 

 
I would consider the best professional development to be a self-directed idea or concept 
that the teacher engaged in. Each individual has very different professional development 
needs depending on their own educational background and teaching area. Understanding 
is a key component to professional development, and if I am placed in a situation in areas 
which I have no interest, that form of professional development is useless to me. Teacher-
centered professional development is more effective, and it provides more opportunities 
for collaboration in each area. If we expect our educational system to improve we need to 
motivate our teacher's [sic] to be the best they can in their classrooms. After all, we are 
teachers not administrators and we have very different job descriptions. In other words, as 
a teacher I know what I need to be more effective. 
 
While the participant did not use the term “self-determined” to categorize a preferred learn-

ing practice, the answer touches on elements of heutagogical learning and goes to the nature of 
self-determined learning.  
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Theme 2: Relevant  
 

A total of 20.4% of the participants in the study gave answers that demonstrated the theme 
of a desire for relevance, making it nearly as important to the participants as the ability to be self-
directed in their professional development. The idea of relevance in learning closely relates to self-
determined learning since it is the learner who subjectively decides the relevance of a particular 
topic.  In the case of this survey, many participants used the term as a proxy for self-determined 
learning. 

Several participants simply listed the word “relevant” when asked for their preferred prac-
tices in professional development and learning.  A few participants expanded a bit further, saying 
the preferred practice would be “something that is well worth our time.” Another participant said 
his/her preference was for something “relevant and not redundant to your specific subject matter.” 

One participant was explicit in voicing some frustration in current professional develop-
ment models, but praised what he/she considered a particularly relevant professional development 
experience in saying: 

 
The best professional development has been presenters that don't just read to you from a 
Powerpoint [sic]. They can engage the audience. Their topic also needs to be something 
relevant. I think the best professional development we have had have been when we prac-
ticed for a shooter in the building and new ways students hide/use drugs. These are current 
problems; not just writing curriculum for the 17th time! 
 
Another participant seemed to agree, stating,  
 
Just teach us about something we can utilize effectively that we have not already been 
trained in many times before. Do not force teachers to take training that will not ever pertain 
to their subject area. Gym teachers don't need to know the ins and outs of Study Island 
[test-preparation software].  
One participant encompassed the top three themes when stating: 
 
I feel the best professional development is designed for the specific school and teachers, 
and is followed up by administrators. Our PD [professional development] is rarely appli-
cable to most teachers in our school and is never followed up. Our PD is often chosen based 
on grants received by administration and although everyone is required to attend, less than 
5% of the teachers are involved in the actual project. It is often a waste of time. 

 
Theme 3: Applicable   
 

19% percent of participants echoed the theme of applicable learning, which closely tied to 
the theme of relevance and served as another proxy term for self-determined learning, since again, 
the learner is the one making the decision as to the applicability of the topic.   

As in the previously discussed themes, some participants simply used the term “applicable” 
to describe their preferred professional development practices, while some expanded further on 
the topic.  One participant put it simply by stating the desired activity was “something that is useful 
in the every day [sic] classroom,” while another shared that the preferred activity “involves real 
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application.”  One participant was more specific in stating, “A key characteristic would be mean-
ingful learning opportunities that are applicable within my classroom.” 

Another participant repeated the same concept and tied it to self-directed learning by stat-
ing a preference for “applicable, self-directed professional development that provides opportunity 
to learn the most effective, and up to date teaching strategies.” While this respondent did not use 
the term “self-determined learning,” the description of his or her learning preference encompasses 
the ideas of heutagogical learning. Yet another stated professional development should “have com-
ponents that are easily replicated in the classroom.” 
        One teacher explained: 
 

Giving a teacher things that are applicable to the classroom is the best kind of professional 
development. New ideas and the technology needed to implement them are key points. 
Each teacher will take what they've learned and develop their own new strategies from 
there but sometimes you just need a little kick start and ideas. 
 

        A similar belief was heard in the statement, “The best professional development is some-
thing where you are learning hands on and can use that knowledge gained in the classroom.”  Some 
participants felt that “applicable” meant having professional development experiences tied to their 
own content area and grade level.  One said, “I want specific strategies for my content area and 
appropriate for high school.” 

An art teacher had similar thoughts and expressed, “The best professional development 
would be learning skills that can be applied within the classroom on a daily basis. I teach art and 
many of the professional development learning provided does not apply to the arts.”  This partici-
pant’s answer expresses a desire to self-determine what is applicable and practical to the learning 
he or she deems relevant to the specific content area taught. 

In considering the participants as a whole, teachers expressed a preference for heutagogical 
practices in professional learning. Pennsylvania K-12 teachers surveyed overwhelmingly preferred 
self-direction and other heutagogical principles in their professional development.  Many of the 
themes discussed by participants point to this idea, yet districts nationwide continue to engage in 
professional development practices that do not demonstrate the intended outcome of effecting 
change within the teacher and ultimately improving student achievement.  The sense that failing 
to adjust teacher professional development practices wastes the teacher’s time was clear.  Often 
districts and administrators have no clear path to eradicating this issue.  A lack of money, time, 
and expertise keeps substantive change from happening.   
 The researcher and director made several rounds of revisions to the heutagogical-based 
professional development plan, relying heavily on these participants’ words to guide the program 
to become a productive and less frustrating experience for teachers. 

Year one (2015-2016) involved a whole-district goal to study a particular topic that aligned 
with current needs within the district.  Teachers were told what topic to study, and given resources 
from which to work, but were then left to direct their own learning regarding whether to work 
individually or collaboratively. They also chose when they preferred to work, whether it be at 
home, during preparatory periods, or scheduled in-service days. Doing so led to more independ-
ence in learning but within strict guidelines.  It removed teachers from a dark auditorium with a 
speaker on stage and engaged them in their own professional learning process. 

Year two (2016-2017) continued on the continuum toward heutagogical learning, allowing 
teachers to develop their own plan of study for 10 hours of independent learning throughout the 
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school year.  Time was carved out of in-service days and dedicated to individualized learning. No 
meetings or other assignments were given during this time. Teachers worked with their immediate 
supervisors to determine what they wanted to learn and how they would accomplish the learn-
ing.  While there was trepidation, as often occurs with policy shifts, the majority of the response 
was overwhelming positive. There were no limits initially placed on the learning topics—if a 
teacher could justify the topic to an administrator it could be approved.  

Teachers buzzed while discussing what line of learning they would pursue with their new-
found opportunity.  Several discussed forming their own professional learning community to study 
a particular topic, while another rejoiced in the ability to study something so very specific that it 
could only apply to his curriculum.  One teacher approached the researcher and gave a generous 
thank you.  She stated that her entire career as a special area teacher has been spent in professional 
development sessions that have little to no application to what she does daily in her classroom.  She 
said that she and her colleagues in similar departments in her district and many others have been 
asking for just this type of program for a very long time, and while it would not have much bearing 
on her career, she was thrilled that it would affect future teachers in her field.  Likewise, two other 
specialty area teachers, who work diligently to stay at the top of their fields, inquired about whether 
or not they would be permitted to count upcoming studies they already had planned for their 
teacher professional development requirement. When met with a yes from the administration, their 
energy and enthusiasm was palpable.  Both stated that it was thrilling to finally be recognized for 
the hard work they put into being excellent at their craft and instruction of it. In the second year, 
topics ranged from stained glass making, welding, technology certification, studying the Zika vi-
rus, improving classroom management, and questioning. 

The burden is on the district and schools to do away with professional learning that does 
not have a lasting impact on teachers and clear the way for true, deep, meaningful self-determined 
learning in which teachers willingly engage.  

Teacher Reflection: I relished participating in the 2016-2017 professional development 
initiative, as I was able to focus on my subject-specific interests and further increasingly acquire 
knowledge and skills that will advance my practice as a new media arts educator.  My school 
district’s new professional development requirement provided me with a sense of local encourage-
ment and support that was lacking in previous years.  Being able to spend in-service time focusing 
on what matters to me was a welcomed change.  During the 2016-2017 school year, I surpassed 
my professional development goals by achieving Google Certified Educator Level I, Level II, and 
Trainer status. In addition, I participated in multiple other art and technology workshop opportu-
nities. My professional development hours at the end of the school year totaled 126 hours, far 
exceeding our 10-hour professional development requirement. 

Director Reflection: As I reflect on the state of our district’s professional development 
initiative, I am overwhelmed with the positive results.  Individual teacher plans demonstrated 
thoughtful and progressive modes of self-determined learning. The topics aligned with current 
trends in classroom practice as well as explorations in innovative tools and methods.  Teacher 
collaboration between and among grade level teachers and curricula increased two-fold, without 
administrative intervention. The 84% of the entire teaching staff who reported their total hours, 
64% participated in more professional development hours than the 10 hours required. The average 
number of hours reported by teacher was 18.3 hours, 8.3 hours more than required. Both adminis-
trators and teachers seem genuinely engaged with the process and satisfied with the results. In a 
teacher’s reflection she said, “I feel better able to communicate with my students, use meaningful 
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questioning and discussion techniques, and create a deeper level of learning by engaging stu-
dents.  All of this is done while continuously being flexible through constant lesson adjustments, 
responding to students’ needs and assessing throughout each step of the lesson.” 

Researcher Reflection: The first year of relying on heutagogical principles in the teacher 
professional development program far surpassed my expectations.  The plans developed and im-
plemented by a large portion of the staff demonstrated high levels of interest and learning.  The 
creativity and diversity of the plans developed indicated our thinking was moving in the right 
direction.  Beyond the submitted plans were the conversations throughout the year about what next 
year’s plans might look like and include.  Teachers planning ahead for their own professional 
learning, and developing long-term plans, was exactly the response we hoped to achieve. 

  
Teacher Professional Development Initiative Revisions 

 
 As the professional development program within the district continues to grow, and teach-
ers become better practitioners of heutagogy, the professional development model has to change 
and expand.  One area that continues to require revision is training the principals and supervisors 
to better understand the facilitation process.  We also are encouraging teachers to think holistically 
in their professional learning plans, considering the district’s differentiated supervision plan, and 
state-required performance tasks. In keeping with the spirit of heutagogical practices, we do not 
force teachers to reflect on those areas before choosing, but we are advising principals and super-
visors to query the teachers about the intersection of these elements during annual review meetings. 

While the majority of teachers developed thoughtful, rigorous, interesting plans, some re-
lied on simple and non-challenging learning objectives and plans.  Opting to take an online course 
to which one had no particular ties or interests does not exemplify the practice of heu-
tagogy.  Whether teachers chose the simple path because of its ease or a lack of creativity was not 
investigated, but the director and researcher did set out to alleviate the issue.  One practical solution 
involved writing sample professional development plans teachers could pull from a shared Google 
folder and either adjust to fit their own interests and needs or use exactly as written. The director 
and researcher began by writing these sample plans for teacher use or inspiration, but soon other 
teachers and professionals authored their own to be shared with the faculty. The resulting plans 
expanded even the director and researcher’s thinking about professional learning opportunities. 

 
Call for Future Internationally Inspired American Teacher Professional Development 

 
The teaching profession in the United States desperately needs radical changes in the area 

of professional development and learning. One solution to the one-size-fits-all model that currently 
exists is the implementation of heutagogical principles. This allow teachers to self-determine their 
own professional learning.  A facilitator assists in setting goals, determining appropriateness of 
subject matter, and negotiating artifacts that demonstrate mastery of the concepts chosen for indi-
vidualized learning. The proposed change is likely to be met with hesitation from top-down dis-
tricts which historically controled the learning environment for teachers.  District administrators 
and school board members must understand and embrace the heutagogical principle that learning 
must belong to the learner, not to the facilitator. This does not mean the district and administration 
retain no oversight of the process, but rather work collaboratively with individual teachers to set 
appropriate learning goals and criteria for each teacher. 
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The time has come to make self-determined learning a reality.  The field of education has 
only just begun to uncover the basics of the heutagogical theory of learning, which will certainly 
continue its evolution as the world and technology change. As the availability of information and 
communication technologies rapidly increase, the heutagogical approach to learning will continue 
to evolve. Therefore, school districts must embrace progressive change toward a self-directed 
model of teacher professional development in order to benefit student learning and achievement. 
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Standardization, Assessment, and Globalization 
 
Amy L. Kelly 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 

This paper explores the role of globalization in standardized education, specifically as-
sessment and curriculum. Additionally, it discusses the ways that domestic educational 
policy fits into a global context. This information is organized into three sections: Interna-
tional Organizations, Outcomes-Driven Policy, and Privatization. The United States does 
not exist in isolation; the influence of foreign affairs permeates every facet of our lives, 
which is precisely why it is necessary for American educators to become aware of their 
role in a globalized world.  

 
Keywords: educational globalization, educational standardization, educational assessment, pri-
vatization in education 
 
 

Introduction 
 

The turn toward testing for accountability in recent years is not strictly limited to the United States. 
There has been a global transformation in not only types of assessments but in both quality and 
outcomes. Traditionally, the high-stakes attached to exams determined students’ academic and 
career paths (Smith, 2014, p. 5).  It could be argued that the outcomes remain quite similar today. 
With federal legislation that mandates standardized assessments, and the harsh consequences at-
tached, the stakes are high for children, teachers, administrators, and public education systems in 
the United States. While such policies are specific to the US, they foundationally reflect global 
trends and phenomena.  
 Globalization, as defined by Waks (2006) is:  
 

The process whereby market exchange relationships and multi-media telecommunications 
capabilities spread from the core of economically and technologically developed nations 
to other regions of the world, facilitating the flow of goods, services, and people across 
national borders, this process being stimulated by, while in turn reinforcing, an image of 
the world as a unified whole and humanity, despite its cultural diversity and continuing 
differentiation, as a single global society, while also generating resistance and violent op-
position from those excluded from this imagined global society. (p. 414) 
 

As these processes continue to advance and permeate life, it becomes urgent for educators to un-
derstand their roles in globalization. The economic, political, and cultural interconnectedness of 
people and places is more pervasive than ever before (Zhao, 2009, p. 101). The United States does 
not function as an entity in isolation; issues within and between countries around the world pro-
found effect global life. 



 

Page | 44     Kelly—Standardization 
  

 As Stiglitz (2003) points out, “globalization itself is neither good nor bad” (p. 20). How-
ever, the effects of this phenomenon have brought environmental, political, and financial crisis for 
some while breaking down barriers, reducing debt, and improving health conditions for others 
(Stiglitz, 2003, p. 8-10). The ways in which international organizations and regimes of power have 
enacted and implemented policies indicate who will benefit and who will suffer. Groups such as 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank are significant economic contributors to 
globalization. To most educators in the United States, these institutions may seem distant and un-
connected to their practice. However, the political and economic actions taken by nations around 
the world have domestic ramifications for teachers through the corporatization of public schools 
and mandated reforms. 
 This paper will explore the role of globalization in standardized education, specifically 
assessment and curriculum. Additionally, I will discuss the ways that domestic educational policy 
fits into a global context. To organize this information, I created three overlapping yet distinct 
sections:  International Organizations, Outcomes-Driven Policy, and Privatization followed by 
brief closing ideas.  
 
International Organizations 
 

The parallels between global regimes of power and domestic policies and practices are 
remarkable. The functions of policies enacted by organizations like the IMF and The World Bank 
hold a striking resemblance to the United States Federal Legislation Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA), which is the most recent reauthorization of President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). ESEA was enacted as part of the Johnson Administration’s 
War on Poverty campaign. “The law’s original goal, which remains today, was to improve educa-
tional equity for students from lower income families by providing funds to school districts serving 
poor students” (Atlas, 2015, p. 1). According to Stiglitz (2003) the IMF is a public institution 
established with taxpayers’ money; it was founded on such beliefs as: (1) international pressure is 
necessary for countries to have more expansionary economic policies, (2) collective action at the 
global level is needed to ensure economic stability, and (3) markets do not work well (p. 12). The 
originating principles of both the IMF and ESEA have transformed from humanitarian to neolib-
eral in nature.  

Another promotion of globalization is through the international agreement Education for 
All (EFA), which was launched by United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organi-
zation (UNESCO). This program resembles the many reauthorizations of ESEA. To begin, EFA 
initially set six goals encouraging all countries to adopt policies resulting in basic educational 
standards (Goldstein, 2004, p. 7). The current legislation, ESSA is built upon the Obama admin-
istration’s six principles for reform and it also affirms previous No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 
legislation that Common Core State Standards (CCSS) will continue to guide learning in Amer-
ica’s classrooms (Executive Office of the President, 2015, p. 8-10). Next, EFA has set up targets 
for achieving goals by certain dates, which is reminiscent of Clinton’s Goals 2000 (Goldstein, 
2004, p. 7). Additionally, the EFA achievement of targets is linked to financial aid. The World 
Bank established a ‘Fast Track Initiative’ for selected ‘high-risk’ countries to receive aid in return 
for achieving specific policy reforms (Goldstein, 2004, p. 12). Similarly, in 2009 the Common 
Core initiative, which is a set of math and English/Language Arts standards and aligned standard-
ized tests, was adopted fully by 46 states and three US territories through US Secretary of Educa-
tion Arne Duncan’s Race to the Top (RTTP). The following quote is Dunkin’s promotion of RTTP 
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to the National Governors Association (NGA): 
 
More than $4 billion of this money has been reserved for the competitive Race to the Top 
grants, which present the nation’s governors with an extraordinary opportunity to make 
bold reforms in education. In a budget year when most states are struggling just to keep 
education funding stable, the Race to the Top funds provide governors who are ready to 
push for innovative education reform with much-needed funding. (Schneider, 2015, p. 165) 
 

States found themselves with no choice other than to commit to the criteria stipulated by the RTTT 
competition; CCSS and corresponding assessments were developed and administered by one of 
two approved consortia (Schneider, 2015, p. 164). The two multi-state consortia, the Smarter Bal-
anced Assessment Consortium (SBAC) and the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for Col-
lege and Careers (PARCC), won federal startup grants (respectively, $160 and $170 million) to 
develop Common Core tests that meet this requirement. Likewise, the EFA concerns both curric-
ulum change and intensive assessment. Goldstein (2004) explains, “curriculum development bod-
ies, testing and examination bodies and textbook publishers are all likely players and these almost 
inevitably will be those with the most international experience” (p. 12). Furthermore, the great 
technical expertise that will be necessary to create curriculum materials and assessments are ex-
pected to reflect the global interests of such corporations (Goldstein, 2004, p. 12).  

Another comparison between global and domestic groups involves whose voices are heard. 
Stiglitz (2003) notes that the representatives at the IMF are finance ministers and central bank 
governors; these individuals are usually closely linked to the financial community (p. 19). “The 
policies of the international economic institutions are all too often closely aligned with the com-
mercial and financial interests of the advanced industrial countries” (Stiglitz, 2003, p. 20). Simi-
larly, the NGA established a “national nonprofit organization allied with states and business inter-
ests that could serve as a clearing house for information and research on standards and assessment 
tests” (Schneider, 2015, p. 21). This organization became known as Achieve Inc. and eventually 
was responsible for the idea of the CCSS.  

In 2008, the NGA and Achieve produced the report “Benchmarking for Success: Ensuring 
U.S. Students Receive a World-Class Education.” Through a neoliberal lens, this report clearly 
identified the need for a single set of K-12 standards. Schneider (2015) writes, 

 
The primary gist of the report is the now-too-familiar panic line that American education 
needs a test-driven overhaul in order to keep up globally. The underlying message is: “We 
need to see what other nations are doing because we think we can isolate what causes them 
to score higher than us on international tests. Then, we can pay attention to select issues, 
the ones that the experts named in this report perceive as those that produce higher test 
scores and graduation rates. By emulating select qualities, we are trying to beat other na-
tions in the international tests, which will prove our superiority and therefore translate into 
national economic security.” (p. 71) 
 

The neoliberal, competitiveness-driven reform agenda of ESSA serves business interests with little 
regard for whom the policy was intended. Policy makers and politicians draw strong connections 
between the competitive standing of a nation in the global marketplace and its educational system 
(Valverde, 2014, p. 576). To that end, educational systems need to be measured and judged for 
quality of outcomes.  
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Outcomes-Driven Policy 
 
 Stiglitz (2003) cites the mantra of the IMF as “accountability and judgment by results” 
(p.30). This sentiment is echoed throughout education reform initiatives around the world. 
Valverde (2014) names the many domestic and global agencies, as well as international regimes, 
as “radical advocates of education,” that advocate for schools to accept internationally created 
definitions of educational quality, and making those definitions a leading focus of policy (p. 576). 
As such regimes continue to expand and infiltrate educational systems worldwide. It becomes es-
sential for teachers to understand not only the prevalence of such regimes, but also the reasons the 
ways, and reasons why, they enact these policies. Smith (2014) reports, “that between the years 
1995 and 2006 the number of countries worldwide that participated in an annual national testing 
programs more than doubled from 28 to 67. As of 2006, 81% of developed countries and 51% of 
developing countries have conducted at least one national test” (p. 4).  

Rapid adoption and implementation of standardized assessments is problematic in terms of 
social responsibility. Just as Stiglitz (2003) highlights the importance of considering the political, 
social, and historical context of a country, when executing an economic program, the same 
acknowledgement should be given to educational assessment (p. 186). Standardization attempts to 
remove individuality and diversity while concurrently promoting a dominant ideology. Goldstein 
(2004) addresses one of the most concerning issues with international testing and comparisons as 
problems of translation and cultural specificity.  Some items on such assessments are culturally or 
educationally specific and exact translations are impossible, therefore the usefulness of the testing 
instrument is brought into question (p. 9).  
 Eferakorho (2006) cites three types of reform: competitiveness, finance, and equity-driven 
as responses from the education sector to changes in the world economy. (1) Competitiveness-
driven reforms whereby quality is measured mainly by student achievement; (2) Finance-driven 
reforms mostly driven by international organizations and regional alliances, like the IMF and The 
World Bank; and, (3) Equity-driven reforms are designed to promote equality of educational op-
portunities typically through economic opportunities. Eferakorho (2006) posits NCLB as an eq-
uity-driven reform in theory, and competitiveness-driven, as well as finance-driven reform, in 
practice (p. 255-256). Competition is a dominant theme in standardization and assessment ideol-
ogy as “knowledge is the most valued commodity in the global economy” (Eferakorho, 2006, p. 
260). 
  In many fields, economic and education policy to name two, ideology has replaced science 
(Stiglitz, 2003, p. 230). “Ideology provides a lens through which one sees the world, a set of beliefs 
that are held so firmly that one hardly needs empirical confirmation. Evidence that contradicts 
those beliefs is summarily dismissed” (Stiglitz, 2003, p. 222). This notion is precisely why, despite 
educational improvement especially for marginalized groups, standardization and high-stakes test-
ing persist 33 years after A Nation at Risk. Commitment to a testing and accountability ideology 
too often requires dismissal of practical knowledge and evidence to the contrary. Smith (2014) 
speaks to this idea in a somewhat different and perhaps conflicting manner through his discussion 
of ‘Faith in Science’ as an element of the emerging world culture to provide justification for testing 
for accountability systems. Smith (2014) posits science as an inevitable position, which increases 
the value placed upon education systems that use test scores to objectively and correctly measure 
student knowledge. Further, “the swelling of science production is often called for by policymak-
ers and practitioners who believe science to be an objective arbiter of truth” (p. 13). Whether 
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standardization and assessment are viewed through Stiglitz’s or Smith’s perspectives the funda-
mental ideas are the same. Believing in the principles of the global education reform movement as 
absolute truths in the face of opposition is both naïve and ignorant.  
 Data is easily manipulated to meet the needs of those whose interests are served. Stiglitz 
(2003) proposes this type of data negotiation to serve particular interests occurs within the IMF (p. 
232). Valverde (2014) refers to “data inspired speculation” as the ways in which international 
programmers collect data, identify positive trends, and infer “lessons” to be promoted as policy 
paradigms (p. 586). This universal application is taken out of context and applied without regard 
for the groups and individuals affected. Again, environmental and cultural characteristics vary 
greatly, without such consideration assessment practices are invalid and unreliable.  
 The shift toward testing for accountability through quality of outcomes is a global phenom-
enon. When educational systems do not meet set standards, goals, or targets, enforcing agents 
invoke strict consequences. These ramifications come in several forms, including revoking assis-
tance and/or aid, heavy sanctions, and privatization.   
 
Privatization 
 
 The massive expansion of globalization accompanied the spread of neoliberalism under the 
leadership of Margaret Thatcher, in the United Kingdom, and Ronald Reagan, in the United States. 
Both shifted policy goals from welfare protections and full employment to low inflation and eco-
nomic growth when approaching the challenges of globalization. Additionally, Thatcher and 
Reagan wanted to “introduce market efficiencies by encouraging entrepreneurship, privatizing or 
deregulating firms, and contracting out or privatizing government services” (Waks, 2006, p. 417). 
Certainly, the privatization of public education in the United States was influenced by the Reagan 
administration. In 1983 the National Commission on Education issued the report, A Nation at Risk. 
In this study it was argued that in comparison to other industrialized countries, schools in the 
United States were performing unsatisfactorily, and the United States was in danger of losing its 
global superiority. The agency recommended that states develop higher standards and conduct 
assessments to hold schools accountable for reaching those standards. These accountability 
measures became known as high-stakes tests (Amrein & Berliner, 2002, p. 1). 

Stiglitz (2003) argues that competing private industries and firms can function more effi-
ciently than the government as long as critical requirements are met prior to privatization (p. 54).  
In American public education privatization is taking the form of charter programs and school 
choice.  Schools, and an abundance of social programs, are outsourced to private corporations and 
businesses based upon the belief that they will work more proficiently. Smith (2014) explores this 
idea, 

 
The long-term societal effect of treating education as a market, concerned primarily with 
private returns, is a reduction in public spending on social services, such as education and 
health. These reductions may be partially ameliorated by increased private support, accel-
erating the movement toward privatization. (p. 20) 
 

Students have been commodified and used as pawns in the game of business and privatizing public 
education specifically through the implementation of standardized curriculum and corresponding 
high-stakes exams.   
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 The international education powerhouse—Pearson—began as a construction company in 
1844 and evolved into an acquisition company focusing on publishing, international media, and 
education. Between 2009 and 2011 Pearson Charitable Foundation paid one of the owners of the 
CCSS, the Council of Chief State School Officers, $540,000. As one of two CCSS assessment 
consortia, the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers awarded Pearson 
the contract ($240 million per year) to develop the PARCC test, despite their well-established 
history of testing errors. As developers of this test, they inevitably gained the credibility to design 
curriculum and professional development that align to the test (Schneider, 2015, p. 175-189).  
Stiglitz (2003) discusses privatized monopolies, like Pearson, in opposing terms: (1) privatized 
monopolies, without regulation, exploit consumers, and (2) privatization with regulation, corporate 
restructuring, and governance generates growth (p. 220). While Pearson would likely claim it is 
regulated by governmental control, the company arguably exploits the schools and districts that 
have adopted the CCSS and PARCC as an assessment tool.  
 George Bush’s NCLB “became the first national framework linking standards, assessment, 
and accountability” (Smith, 2014, p. 9). Schools were to be evaluated on their ability to make 
Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) as shown through the use of student scores on standardized tests. 
Those schools that did not meet AYP for three consecutive years were subject to sanctions, re-
structuring, and further reform efforts (Schneider, 2015, p. 16-19). The threat of sanctions and 
withheld aid is reflective of the IMF liberalization practice (Stiglitz, 2003, p. 62). Just as schools 
in low-income areas find it necessary to adopt private-interest federal reforms to obtain financial 
assistance, so do countries in crisis feel they have no choice but to accept the terms established by 
the IMF.  
 
Looking Ahead 
 
 “Testing for accountability is viewed as a common solution to educational problems around 
the world, and an important part in the global education compact, or ‘global education reform 
movement’” (Smith, 2014, p. 10). Standardized testing measures, like the PARCC, are not only 
arbitrary and biased, but are also inaccurate and unreliable for a variety of reasons. As assessment 
for accountability becomes more prevalent, the narrowing of curriculum through standardization 
is inevitable. These types of reform efforts are enacted through coercive policies and legislation. 
Whether these reforms are a generated by a governmental body or private enterprise, they are 
undoubtedly conceived through a neoliberal perception of free market ideology.  
 As I have explored the role of globalization in standardized education and assessment prac-
tices, I have drawn upon the prevalent themes of outcomes-driven policy and the promotion of 
privatization. For educators who feel distanced from the notion of globalization, I hope that the 
ways in which domestic policies and practices fit into a global context is clear. There are unques-
tionable parallels between groups responsible for the promotion of globalization, such as the IMF 
and The World Bank, and American policies and legislation such as NCLB, ESSA, and RTTP.  
 As members of a global society, educators must understand their roles in globalization.  
We are responsible for educating our youth within systems that are often unjust, unrealistic, and 
bias. The information I have presented here, should give teachers the opportunity to reflect upon 
their own practice and institutions. Specifically, teachers need to explore the foundations of na-
tional and local policies and reforms that mandate standardization and assessment, as these are a 
major part of the corporatization of public education, which is an aspect of globalization. While I 
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cannot tell educators what they could or should do with this knowledge, I can share my personal 
and professional growth as a result. 
 To begin, as I researched global regimes of power the similarities to domestic policy were 
striking. Understanding the current reforms that I have been working with as a public school 
teacher as the global phenomena they are, helped me formulate my opinions regarding what glob-
alization is and how my school, my students, and I are affected. Additionally, studying the corpo-
ratization of public education as a global interest was important for me to reflect upon. As teachers, 
having the ability to recognize corporatization as a product of globalization, allows us to accept or 
resist such practices that reflect this business ideology. Furthermore, viewing the global movement 
and foundations of standards and their assessments in the United States, helped my personal teach-
ing philosophy evolve. 
 The most important ideas I have taken away from my research of globalization relate to 
my students. Over the years, I have seen my students suffer through mandated standards, curricu-
lum, and tests, as they have been commodified in the public education system. I need to work 
diligently to counteract punitive and biased reforms in my own classroom. Some of the ways I do 
this are through: 
 

(1) Personal Reflection:  I am constantly thinking about my role as an educator, my prac-
tice, and the needs of my students. 
(2) Research:  Every federal, state, or local reform and initiative that I am required to 

participate in is questioned and researched until I fully comprehend and can make my own 
judgment for my students and myself.  
(3) Student Choice:  My elementary classroom allows ample opportunity for students to 
make choices in their learning; from center activities to reading material, to writing 
prompts. I understand and appreciate the individuality of every learner and choice helps 
my students build their autonomy as active participants in the classroom. 
(4) Student Voice:  I want students in my classroom to feel comfortable sharing their 
thoughts and opinions with their peers and myself. We take time to share, listen, and offer 
feedback to each other daily, even (especially) when we have opposing views. I believe the 
practice of choice promotes community as well as both student agency and confidence. 
 

The information presented is intended to help educators both gain a better understanding of glob-
alization and also understand how and why global phenomena should be important to them. As I 
continue to develop as a teacher, I must work more assiduously to assist my students in adopting 
a global perspective in their thinking and developing a sense of global citizenship. 
 

As citizens of the globe, they need to be aware of the global nature of societal issues, to 
care about people in distant places, to understand the nature of global economic integration, 
to appreciate the interconnectedness and interdependence of peoples, to respect and protect 
cultural diversity, to fight for social justice for all, and to protect planet Earth—home for 
all human beings. (Zhao, 2009, p. 113)  
 

The US does not exist in isolation; the influence of foreign affairs permeates every facet of our 
lives, which is precisely why it is necessary for educators to become aware of their role in a glob-
alized world. 
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Social Work Students 
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Abstract 
 

This paper explores the emerging themes in the development and implementation of a 
short-term study abroad tour of Ireland and Northern Ireland by education and social work 
majors. The twenty-two student participants were invited to take part in a post-travel focus 
group process to discover how the experience impacted their developing professional iden-
tities. As the researchers reviewed the focus group transcripts and reflected on the experi-
ence, powerful ideas regarding the development of a successful study abroad experience 
emerged. The following four themes emerged: instructors need to purposefully schedule 
the experience to meet the social and learning needs of the students; instructors need to 
fully immerse students in the culture for a more effective, meaningful, and lasting experi-
ence; students must rigorously engage in the cultural and educational expectations while 
on the study tour; and the students need multiple spaces during the tour to discuss and 
debrief the experiences that challenge their preconceived expectations. Although it would 
be premature to say these themes rise to the level of “best practices” at this point, this 
research will help direct and strengthen future studies of faculty-led study abroad experi-
ences. 

 
Keywords: professional identity, intercultural development, study abroad, multicultural educa-
tion, teacher education/development, social work education/development 

 
 
In the summer of 2015, we offered a cross-disciplinary course to education and social work stu-
dents entitled “Peace and Reconciliation in Ireland.” The class included an embedded two-week 
study tour of Ireland/Northern Ireland, where we took an in-depth look at programs and policies 
designed to foster healing of the historical wounds left by the Troubles. Prior to departure, we met 
with the twenty-two student participants numerous times in a seminar format to prepare for the 
international experience. The tour included time in the Republic of Ireland in urban Dublin, as well 
as rural Donegal. We also traveled to Northern Ireland and spent a number of days in Belfast and 
Londonderry, with the goal of comparing and contrasting their experiences between the south and 
north of the Irish isle.  

     In developing this course and tour, we also formed a research objective around how an 
experience like this would impact the students’ formation of their professional identities in their 
respective disciplines. Equal to this goal was also the discovery of themes associated with the 
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experience itself from a professor/facilitator perspective. This paper will focus on the themes that 
emerged in developing, implementing, and processing a faculty-led study abroad experience.     

 
Professional Identity Formation of Pre-Service Teachers 

 
Research on developing professional identities is quite limited, especially on how interna-

tional experiences affect professional identity. To better understand how pre-service teachers and 
social work candidates develop professional identity, professional identity needs to be defined 
specifically for pre-service teachers (PSTs) and undergraduate social work candidates. 

Pre-service teachers are not solely shaped by their experiences within their learning envi-
ronments, as experiences outside of the schools are very influential (Sutherland, Howard, & 
Markauskaite, 2010, p. 455). This relates directly to Harro’s (2013) Cycle of Socialization that 
provides an understanding of the cyclical influences of identity creation. According to Harro, our 
personal identity is influenced by specific people (i.e. parents, friends, family, teachers, clergy), 
institutions (ie. school, work, church, etc.) and other outside entities (i.e. media). We have little 
control over our influences, especially early in our growth, and we come to see and understand our 
world based upon what we have come to know, both good and bad. Without an understanding of 
how we can grow, evolve, or completely change an aspect of our identities, we will continue re-
peating this process in a continued cycle of socialization. 

For teachers (as well as social workers and any other professionals who regularly interact 
with others), these identities cannot be activated based upon the different social situation; rather, 
we are always a reflection of the identity in which we have come to be, and these roles are con-
stantly evolving based upon the influence of our experiences (Sutherland, Howard, & Markaus-
kaite, 2010, p. 455). Harro (2010) does indicate that we can leave the socialized understanding of 
our surrounding world towards a Cycle of Liberation, where our identities can grow beyond the 
current limiting actualities. What is needed to break out of this cycle is for us to engage in mean-
ingful and systematic reflective practice on how our current perceptions of personal identity are 
being challenged. This form of reflection must be learned and practiced in order for the practicing 
teacher to make informed interpretations of their ongoing experiences (Harro, 2010; Sutherland, 
Howard, & Markauskaite, 2010, pp. 455-456). We cannot just reflect and identify the discordance 
in their personal identity; rather, we must also plan and act towards change and growth in order 
for any progress to expand upon our personal identity. 

PSTs also need pragmatic experiences beyond the hypothetical that tend to dominate the 
classroom-orientated instruction they receive in their teacher education programs. The classroom 
should be a place where PSTs challenge their personal identities by being pushed beyond their 
“comfort zones” (Brindley, Quinn, & Morton, 2009, p. 531), as well as learning strategies to be-
come more systematic reflective thinkers. The practica experiences are where PSTs are able to 
challenge perspective and experience praxis (Freire, 1974). Research has shown that study abroad 
experiences have a significant influence on helping PSTs become reflective thinkers (Brindley, 
Quinn, & Morton, 2009, p. 531). Teachers experience some of their most significant changes in 
professional growth following graduation (Sutherland, Howard, & Markauskaite, 2010, p. 456), 
as extended experiences in new educational cultures create ongoing challenge toward their per-
sonal and professional identity. 
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Professional Identity Formation of Social Work Candidates 
 

The process of identifying oneself as a social worker is both complex and developmental. 
One of the primary aspects of this identity is learning and understanding the recognized body of 
knowledge associated with social work (Sims, 2006). Social work education programs are the pri-
mary vehicles for learning this knowledge base. Accredited programs are expected to ensure that 
students “understand the profession’s history, its mission, and the roles and responsibilities of the 
profession” (Council on Social Work Education, 2015). Although this knowledge base is an im-
portant cornerstone to professional identity, it is clear that there are other significant traits (i.e. 
attitudes, values, and beliefs) that are shared with others in the profession (Beddoe, 2011).  

This shared identity is recognized as a specific social characteristic or group membership, 
and social work programs begin that process by creating a fitting-learning environment at the uni-
versity (Sims, 2006; Beddoe, 2011). Like other professional training curricula, accredited social 
work programs allow only majors to enroll in core course work, thus creating an insular environ-
ment for acculturation. Another key aspect of this socialization is the existence of role models to 
help the student develop the appropriate identity (Adams, et al., 2006). Faculty (including field 
instructors) often function as formative role models, as well as job supervisors and coworkers.  

Credentialing is also an important factor in professional identity development. Gaining a 
significant credential, such as a diploma or licensure, is viewed as “legitimizing” a claim to a 
profession such as social work (Castells, 1997).  Gaining employment with a relative job title also 
influences professional identity.  

 
Short-Term Study Abroad Programs 

 
Many of the perceived benefits of participating in a study abroad program have been well 

documented (Dwyer, 2004b; Gorka & Niesenbaum, 2001; National Association of Foreign Stu-
dent Advisers, 2014). One large-scale study, commissioned by The Institute for the International 
Education of Students, identified a significant number of participants indicating the experience 
impacted their lives in a positive way (Dwyer & Peters, 2004). Over 3,000 participants responded 
and identified three primary areas of development. Participants believed that they benefited sig-
nificantly in maturing as a person and gaining self-confidence. Students who have studied abroad 
also identified intercultural development as a result of their travels. Participants gained both a 
better understanding of the destination culture and global awareness, as well as a better under-
standing of their own culture and biases. Finally, the study indicated that the majority of travelers 
reported that their study abroad experiences positively impacted their subsequent education and 
career choices.  

Paige et al. (2009) found that study abroad experiences had a strong positive impact on 
civic engagement, social entrepreneurship, and leading a more modest lifestyle. Much of the cur-
rent literature focuses on the benefits of yearlong or semester-long placements. Little research has 
been done on the benefits of short-term study abroad experiences. One pilot study by Anderson et 
al. (2005) that examined the benefits of a short-term program suggested a positive impact on par-
ticipant intercultural sensitivity. Lewis and Niesenbaum (2005) found that a short-term program 
impacted participant’s future course selection and forthcoming travel or study abroad decisions. 

Research seems to suggest that the longer in duration the study abroad experience is, the 
more beneficial it is for the student; despite this, the trend has clearly been established that student 
education abroad experiences are now shorter in duration than in years past (Dwyer, 2004a), with 
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the majority of students studying abroad for less than an academic year (Dwyer, 2004b). Short-
term study abroad programs are usually defined as courses that include one to eight weeks of travel 
(Tuma, 2007). These programs are often faculty developed and led with various degrees of insti-
tutional support. The reasons for shorter experiences are primarily two-fold. First, the expense 
associated with studying abroad for a semester or entire academic year is viewed as prohibitive by 
many college students (Curry, 1999).  Second, students worry that extended study-abroad experi-
ences will disrupt their plan of study for a timely graduation (National Association, 2003). Many 
students believed that a longer experience would necessitate taking credits that would not matric-
ulate into their required curriculum and/or cause them to graduate later than they expected.  

 
Methods 

 
The purpose of this study was to examine a sample of our 22 undergraduate education and 

social work students’ developing understandings of professional identity while on a two-week 
study trip in Ireland.  

We opted to use two sessions of focus groups for data collection. We needed to gather all 
of our data in only two sessions, and focus groups are ideal under these constraints (Morgan, 1989, 
p. 15; Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, p. 16). Focus groups create spaces where “the give-and-take 
of interaction leads to relatively spontaneous responses from participants as well as producing a 
fairly high level of participant involvement” (Bellenger et al., 1976 as qtd. in Morgan, 1989, pp. 
17-18). We assumed that these sessions would be one of the first opportunities the participants had 
to consider their perceptions on professional identity, and a small-group dynamic comprised of 
individuals with whom they have come to know well would foster meaningful dialogue.  

All 22 students who participated in our study-abroad program were invited to attend one 
of two scheduled focus group sessions. Ten of the twenty-two students participated (45%): six 
participants during the first session (four from social work and two from education), and four 
participants during the second session (three from social work and one from education). As Mor-
gan (1989) suggests, there is a “need to maintain a reasonable amount of homogeneity within 
groups in order to foster discussion,” and yet “the goal is homogeneity in background, not homo-
geneity in attributes” (p. 46). Although the second group fell short of the suggested number of six 
to twelve people (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, p. 57), the size of the groups allowed for everyone 
to a chance to speak. We realized that we only needed to “do as many groups as are required to 
provide an adequate answer to the research question, because there are few economies of scale to 
doing more groups” (Morgan, 1989, p. 43). 

We approached the sessions as a “moderating team” (Krueger & Casey, 200, p. 101). We 
opted to use two moderators, where we would “work together but represent different levels of 
expertise with focus-groups and the topic of discussion” (p. 188). We both had similar expertise 
in focus-group research; however, Dr. Carney provided perspectives of social workers, while Dr. 
Tack offered understandings of teachers in relation to the research questions. 

We created an interview guide with the purpose to “provide direction for the group discus-
sion” (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, p. 61) through semi-structured interviews addressing three 
major questions:  

 
1. How do the participants think their involvement in the Peace and Reconciliation in 

Northern Ireland study-abroad tour impacted their teaching/social work practice, consider-
ing their beliefs prior to the experience?  
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2. How do the participants think their involvement in the Peace and Reconciliation in 
Northern Ireland study-abroad tour impacted their identities as future teachers/social work-
ers, considering their beliefs prior to the experience? 

3. How do the participants think their participation in the Peace and Reconciliation in 
Northern Ireland study-abroad tour impacted their cultural competencies as future teach-
ers/social workers, considering their beliefs prior to the experience? 

 
Morgan (1989) recommends that focus group sessions should last between one and two 

hours in length (p. 55). These questions provided robust conversations that lasted just over one 
hour for each session.   

 
Emerging Themes 

 
Through our own personal reflections along with the student interviews, there are four key 

themes that emerged. The first theme is that instructors need to purposefully schedule the experi-
ence to meet the social and learning needs of the students, rather than go through one-size-fits-all 
tours. The tour we developed was not of the cookie-cutter variety. Although we did use tour com-
panies to assist in securing airfare, ground transportation, and lodging, the day-to-day activities of 
the tour were designed by us to best engage our students in the course objectives. It is an important 
distinction to make, as we had defined goals for each of the educational experiences of the tour, 
and were uncompromising in our dedication to these goals.  

This experience would have been much easier to simply commit to a packaged program 
from an educational tour company, but we believe the disconnect would have detracted from the 
student experience. This meant that we had an active role in leading during the ground tour rather 
than deferring to an assigned tour guide. We needed to work and teach as co-teachers to manage 
this. While in Ireland, we met as instructors multiple times daily to review upcoming activities, 
logistics, and any student concerns. As with any complex extended educational experience, not 
everything went according to plan. The strong rapport we built as colleagues and co-teachers al-
lowed us to flexibly work together and navigate changes as they occurred with few issues.  

The second theme that emerged was the need to fully immerse students in the culture for a 
more effective, meaningful, and lasting the experience. Vital to a successful international travel 
experience is preparation. Our goal in designing this experience was to dedicate ample time prior 
to traveling and prepare students for what they would encounter on this tour. We planned five pre-
departure seminars throughout semester prior to the experience. These seminars served three pur-
poses: to provide a historical foundation of the Troubles; to prepare our students for international 
travel; and to establish a philosophy of international travel that would ensure a smooth transition 
into a new culture.  

We provided information on the history of Ireland, specifically about the recent experi-
ences with the Troubles, as well as information about Irish culture. The overarching theme of the 
tour was “peace and reconciliation in Ireland.” In order for students to build a foundation for un-
derstanding what was currently happening in Ireland, they needed to have some extensive histori-
cal education about the decades-long conflict between Ireland and Northern Ireland. The students 
had readings and mini-lectures on the Troubles. They were allowed time to interact in small groups 
to discuss emerging perspectives on the Troubles and how they, as pre-service teachers and social 
work candidates, would address these issues in their work environments. 
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We spent a considerable time preparing the students for international travel. Many of the 
participants had never been outside of the United States or on an airplane. We discussed what and 
how to pack (most importantly, what not to pack), and provided a checklist of recommended items 
based on our experience of international travel and what we knew would be culturally appropriate 
as well as appropriate for the expected weather. We emphasized that each person would be respon-
sible for carrying all of his or her luggage, and this was not an “all-inclusive vacation.” We assisted 
students in getting passports, and understanding the intricacies of customs navigation.  A repre-
sentative from financial aid met with the class to discuss securing funds for this experience. These 
concerns and experiences are not unique to this group of students, and we took them into account 
when we planned the seminars, while leaving time to address ongoing questions and concerns. 

We discussed our philosophy of international travel, and encouraged students to see them-
selves as travelers, or temporary citizens instead of “tourists.” It was in these pre-departure ses-
sions that we also introduced the concept of “being the other” or being seen as a cultural outsider. 
We discussed what stereotypes the Irish might have of students from the United States, and how 
not to live up to the “Ugly American” caricature. Most importantly, we began to understood the 
challenges of being in a new culture while challenging certain long-held personal and professional 
beliefs and assumptions. We needed to establish a culture of respect and understanding through 
familiarity with each other (including the professors). We emphasized that for the fourteen days 
of the tour, we would be spending significant amounts of time every day with each other. We did 
not encourage them to select roommates for the trip, but instead asked them to be open to spending 
time with many members of the class.  

The students who participated in the focus groups vocalized the anxieties they experienced 
during travel that would have limited the effectiveness of the tour if left unaddressed. One partic-
ipant expressed the challenges of all the change that happened: “I never left home before, either, 
and you go somewhere new by yourself, you have to grow up a lot. Deciding who to trust, who 
not to trust, and the pace at which you should do that.” While another student remarked about his 
or her need to to co-exist socially: “It was like having to learn how to make friends all over again 
and getting to know each other. I thought that was one of the most important things for me.” To 
ease these pre-travel anxieties, we created a Facebook group for the students. This allowed us to 
be in constant communication throughout the semester, and acted as an effective communication 
tool while we were in Ireland. We could prompt students to create conversation threads about 
questions they had, and look to others for answers. This also allowed them to create rapport and 
extend conversations and connections from seminars. 

The third theme that emerged the need for rigorous student engagement in educational and 
cultural experiences while on the tour, as well as allowing for multiple opportunities to explore 
and experience the culture outside of planned experiences. We intentionally started the tour in 
Dublin, as this “westernized” city provided a manageable transition from “familiar” big cities in 
the United States. This allowed our students time to culturally acclimate themselves before we 
went to areas in Northern Ireland that would strongly challenge their preconceived perceptions of 
political, social, cultural, and educational issues. The students reflected upon many of the differ-
ences they observed in various parts of Ireland: “I view Northern Ireland and Dublin as two dif-
ferent trips…because my experiences in those two places were completely different.” 

This awareness of difference did not alleviate all cultural missteps students experienced 
when working through preconceived (mis)understandings. Many of these cultural “stumbles” were 
simple mistakes in vernacular nuance. One student described her experience in attempting to nav-
igate the cultural minefield of the names of some cities: “I went to the store and the [clerk] asked 
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me where we were going. And I said, ‘Oh, we’re going to Londonderry,’ and he immediately said, 
‘It’s Derry.’ He put my stuff in a bag and sent me out the door.” 

A difficult experience one a group of students had was being asked to leave a bar because 
of how they were dressed: “When we were in Belfast and we tried to go to this karaoke place and 
they turned us away because they said we weren’t dressed right.” Another continued, “[T]hey 
didn’t even let us into a bar, because we were all wearing sweatpants. And we were like, ‘Really?’” 
Another student described how the experience made her feel “humiliated. I’ve never been kicked 
out of any place before, and I kind of wanted to disappear. And we had to back up in front of all 
those people, all the other customer there, and we had to back up and turn around and walk away.” 
Experiences like these challenged our students, as they have few experiences of this level of neg-
ative confrontations with cultural differences on such a personal level. As instructors, we needed 
to not only be aware these incidents occurred, but purposefully schedule times to engage the stu-
dents in understanding these incidents. This process is further discussed in detail in the fourth 
emerging theme. 

     We opted to use Irish family homestays while in Dublin, as a chance for our students to 
culturally saturate themselves. Using homestays in lieu of hotels, our students were safely forced 
to work within a new set of norms alongside Irish natives familiar with guiding people through the 
challenges that arose (like those mentioned above). Our first five days were saturated with cultural, 
educational, and professional activities, yet we would argue that much of the implicit education on 
Irish culture occurred during the homestays. During this time, students were placed (in pairs or 
more) with Irish families who are experienced in working with international students.  

     It was also during these homestays where many of the students first saw themselves as 
“the other,” yet had a safe environment to discuss what they were experiencing with their homestay 
parents. Our students happily referring to the homestay families as mom and dad during our con-
versations with them. Experiences as “the other,” for some, involved the clothes they wore, while 
for others it was simply being treated as a “typical American student” (ex. given a three-minute 
limit when showering). As previously mentioned, it was important for us as the instructors to create 
time for the students to positively process these experiences.  

The initial reaction one student had to homestays was, “They have a whole different set-
up then we do. Like trends in make-up or clothes…it’s completely different.” Another student 
described how her experiences with the host family immediately challenged some of her precon-
ceived assumptions: “Our host mom was always so dressed up. Even if she was staying at 
home…The kids in my host family…always had nice clothes…I was not expecting that at all. I 
thought it would be like in America.” One student was impacted by family structure: “I think the 
family’s set up [was] different than ours…a lot of kids stay at home until they’re 26, 27, 28, and 
in our culture, you’d be considered almost like a failure.” When pressed for answers during and 
after the experience, our students overwhelmingly mentioned that they felt able to address these 
differences comfortably with the homestay parents. 

The final theme that emerged links directly to the previous theme in that there was a need 
to have multiple debriefings during the tour. As instructors, we took an active role in this process 
by identifying emerging issues and engaging the students in focused conversations. Throughout 
the tour, the group participated in daily activities focusing on the educational goals of the course.                                                                                
Two organic opportunities presented themselves early in the first week. One was travelling to-
gether on a charter bus just outside of Dublin. The drive allowed multiple opportunities to engage 
smaller groups of students in processing the tour. We as the instructors met during breakfast and 
again on the bus to discuss what we had been hearing from our students and how the new cultural 
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experiences challenged their professional identities. While on the bus, we divided students into 
groups and initiated conversations. These interactions were mainly listening sessions, where we 
presented challenges and students talked through the issue. We believe that, in part, later focus 
group conversations were successful because we had already created a culture of conversation. 

Evening hours, designated as “free time,” provided the opportunity for students to choose 
to engage with us in further conversation. We often ate with the students and shared a Guinness at 
the local pub, which allowed for unplanned listening sessions. Although some may be concerned 
with this level of informal interaction, we discovered that it was an optimal time to process the 
events of the day in a friendly and informal environment. While we found these times to be pow-
erful encounters, they required us to be attentive to maintaining the boundaries of the instruc-
tor/student relationship. 

 
Understanding Emerging Professional Identities 

 
As a result of these experiences and the opportunity for meaningful reflection, students 

discussed specific ways in which they are beginning to understand their emerging professional 
identities. In order to accomplish this, students needed to develop characteristics of their profes-
sional identities: relationship building, compassion and openness to others, and intercultural sen-
sitivity. 

One important characteristic our students mentioned was relationship building. We chal-
lenged students to form relationships in order to engage in meaningful learning experiences. As 
one student commented, she had to “relearn” the skills to make new friends and get to know others 
beyond the superficial.  

Many of our students mentioned the need to build these relationships on a firm foundation 
of compassion. One student reminisced on feeling others’ compassion while feeling vulnerable: 

 
One thing I remember was when I got so sick. You know, when everyone went to hike and 
I was in the woods? No, not even the woods, but out in the open, openly being sick? That 
day so many people checked-up on me. I don’t know how many times both of [the profes-
sors] were asking me if I was okay. And everyone knew I was sick, and everyone kept 
telling me about what happened, and drawing me pictures, and telling me about that. Nor-
mally, people don’t do that. It was like I felt really special, because everyone cared that I 
didn’t feel well, and cared enough to make me feel better. I think that’s something I’ll also 
take away: caring about people. It was really nice that people cared enough to include me, 
even though I wasn’t included. 

 
This feeling and practice of sincere compassion continued as the trip progressed. One stu-

dent mentioned “…people got more considerate of each other toward the end of it.” Building on 
this comment, another student made a connection to her professional identity: “Yeah, as individu-
als, we have to do this; but, as professionals we need to do this too. With students or clients, you 
have to build that trust so that you can help them. I think it showed both independently and in our 
group that way.” 

Some students mentioned that this trip not only allowed them to work through their own 
shyness, but allowed to them understand how this skill will help them as future teachers and social 
workers. For some of students, this challenged their personal and professional comfort zones: “I 
consider myself shier, too, and I also just used to blend in. [In Ireland] we didn’t blend in. I didn’t 
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really like that.” Yet in challenging students to push their boundaries in a safe environment, one 
student mentioned that this is what allowed her to move past these uneasy feelings: 

 
I’m shy. [This experience] has taught me that I don’t have to be so shy here, because I 
didn’t have to be shy there. Not only that, but increasing [my] cultural competency, or 
cultural awareness, or whatever you want to call it. You have to know how to deal with 
different situations and different cultures. 

 
Many students discussed their growing intercultural sensitivity as a result of this experi-

ence. One student mentioned coming to a greater realization of her growing understanding of dif-
fering perspectives: “[This experience] definitely made me more open to other people’s situa-
tions…I mean, not like I wasn’t before; but, it gave you a whole different perspective in relation 
to things. More open and more considerate of their backgrounds.” Our students spoke often of this 
newfound perspective through their own experiences as “the outsiders”: 

 
I think it’s kind of hard to see another student who is new to the country and under-

stand how they feel. A place where you’re not the norm. Where you’re not in your normal 
culture. Handling that awkwardness where it’s different. It was really good to experience 
that, because I haven’t experienced that before. I guess a little, but not fully. So, it was 
good to feel that way and feel uncomfortable, and feel what a student new to the United 
States might feel, or somebody who’s culture is different than what’s ‘normal,’ because I 
think it will help me make them feel more comfortable in my classroom. I might understand 
what it’s like to feel a little different. 

 
This student not only gained a greater awareness of what her future students may experi-

ence in her classroom, but she also started to understand the complexity of this process (“I might 
understand what it’s like to feel a little different.”). 

Another key understanding that emerged is a growing “awareness of our surroundings,” 
and how our students’ perspectives are often not the same as their students or clients. One student 
discussed how even this short experience made a strong impression on her growing awareness: 

 
Before I went [to Ireland], I wasn’t aware of my surroundings as much as I am now. ‘Cause 
I’m from a small town, and there’s all the same type of people there. So now I’m more 
aware of my surroundings, and you have to be careful about what you say…I think it just 
made me more aware.  

 
This awareness was universally expressed by all our participants, but some even mentioned 

how they are no longer passive bystanders when they see others being wronged: “Before I went 
on this trip, when people would say racist comments, I wouldn’t really say anything. But now I’m 
like, ‘Hey! You did not really say that!’” Another added how she has moved from understanding 
to action in her work setting: “Especially now that I have clients [who are from other cultures] and 
I’m going out in public with them. People are so rude. And you’re trying everything you can to 
not say something to people, but you have to in some situations.” This movement from realization 
to action is a mature step in developing their intercultural sensitivity as future educators and social 
workers. 
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Concluding Thoughts 
 

The nature of this experience was not to arrive at proficiency of understanding. This is a 
process, that takes time, but must begin with realization. Effective teachers and social workers 
typically take a few years of experiencing “the other” to even begin the process of questioning 
their own held biases. Our purpose in designing this course was not to have students arrive at a 
fully realized state of being at the conclusion of the experience. We feel there was success in 
creating a culture of awareness about the biases and misconceptions students hold, and provided 
multiple safe spaces for students to examine what this means for them as future teachers and social 
workers. 

In reflecting on our own teaching practices, we feel that what fostered success was a com-
bination of effective co-teaching practices and the dispositions of students. We believe that be-
cause of planning, purposeful seminars, and our interaction as co-teachers, students not only came 
to express positivity about the whole experience, but also a growing understanding of key facets 
in their own developing professional identities as teachers and social workers. 
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