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Foreword

In this moment when the world has such a critical common cause to overcome the pandemic and to 
make progress with racial reconciliation and yet faces such tensions and barriers that keep us much 
too separated, there has never been a more important need for organizations like WLSA. Our best 
hope for future progress with these complex challenges lies in our acknowledgment of our common 
humanity and our commitment to exploring creative solutions that emerge most successfully through 
collaboration and strong relationships. WLSA’s mission to build these strong relationships among our 
member schools, their faculties, and their students and to offer crucial support systems and programs 
that enhance the member schools’ abilities to develop empathetic, responsible global leaders serves 
as a powerful counter-cultural influence in this time of rising global divisiveness. We are fortunate that 
WLSA brings us together when so many other influences push us apart.

As the Head of a relatively new Associate School in WLSA and as a new member of the WLSA Board, 
I have seen firsthand just how important the framework of WLSA can be. The biennial WLSA Student 
Conference is a powerful opportunity for students from our member schools to build meaningful 
relationships with fellow students from around the world and to understand the impact they can have 
as a collective force. The reports that the student leaders from the 2018 conference shared with the 
administrators and educators that gathered last July in Prague were a powerful affirmation of the 
students’ enthusiasm for this important learning experience. The Cross-Cultural Leadership Program 
(CCLP) takes this collaborative concept and relationship-building opportunity to new heights.

Similarly, the biennial Global Educators Conference offered important moments for new friendships 
to develop and for new collaborative initiatives to be explored across all our member schools. Having 
representatives from both the university level and from secondary schools helped reinforce the benefit of 
exploring learning opportunities that can reinforce this vision of empathetic, global leaders for students 
across many levels and ages.

As you read this latest edition of Reach, you will hear more about other initiatives and opportunities that 
Associate Schools have experienced through WLSA or ones that represent best practices in various areas 
from which all Associate Schools can benefit. From interesting advice about how best to develop cultural 
intelligence to helpful suggestions about ways to approach virtual learning to important thoughts about 
what we must do to combat the xenophobia that pandemics like this COVID-19 crisis can instill, this 
edition of Reach offers educators from our Associate Schools and other thought leaders an opportunity 
to play an active role in fostering the collaboration and sharing of wisdom that is so critical today.

Sadly, the current pandemic has forced WLSA to postpone much of its important upcoming programming 
or to seek virtual opportunities until greater freedom of travel and connection can return. It is disappointing 
that several exciting newer initiatives from WLSA have been delayed in this way. The leadership team at 
WLSA is working diligently to consider how best to pivot in this moment, and the organization will have 
an opportunity to emerge from this pandemic with an even stronger collection of virtual and in-person
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opportunities for member schools to share best practices and collaborate in the development of 
tomorrow’s global leaders.

I do hope you will enjoy perusing this edition of WLSA REACH. Our staying connected to the work of the 
Association and the efforts of our individual member schools is our best method of ensuring that we all 
benefit from our connection to WLSA and position our students to be the leaders this world will need in 
the years to come.

Charles M. Stillwell
WLSA Executive Board (NL)
Head of School, Episcopal High School (US)



A Brazilian experience
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With the increasing social and economic 

globalization of recent years, intercultural 

intelligence has emerged as an essential 

competence and one that we urgently need 

to develop in all our students. 

But what is intercultural intelligence?  

It helps if we start by thinking about culture, 

a definition of which might be ‘a shared 

system of assumptions, values and beliefs 

among a group, that results in characteristic 

behaviors among its members’. 

We all belong to and are molded by a series 

of interlocking cultures (regional, social-

economic, age-related, ethnic, religious or 

other) that influence how we see the world, 

make decisions and interact. We have all 

assimilated a series of worldviews and 

behaviors during our lives, and instinctively 

expect others to share them. If someone 

doesn’t, our first reaction is to judge that 

they are wrong. 

To foster intercultural intelligence is to 

develop the capacity to take a step back from 

assumptions about what is ‘natural’, suspend 

our instinct to judge and instead recognize 

that other worldviews and behaviors also 

have value. While we can’t teach students 

the intricacies of every single culture, we 

can prepare them to be more open-minded, 

tolerant, and ready to deal with ambiguous 

situations.

How we do this will depend on each school’s 

circumstances, but I believe we can help 

our students assimilate the message if we 

engage not only their intellects, but also 

their affective layers.  

Just as children learn their native language 

through immersion, by living the language 

and forging an affective relationship with 

it, we need to foster cultural intelligence 

among our learners by creating a respectful, 

mediated environment in which they are 

confronted with and live and breathe cultural 

diversity every day. 

I teach at a residential high school in Rio de 

Janeiro. Our teenagers come from all over 

Brazil, a country that is continental in size 

Fostering intercultural 
intelligence in our students

Martin Pont, Escola Sesc de Ensino Medio (BR)



and embraces a rich diversity of cultures 

and ethnicities. They come from groups that 

are culturally very distinct  and many bring 

these typical cultural traits to school with 

them. It is important to note, therefore, 

that intercultural differences and conflicts 

can exist between different groups within a 

single country.

We consider this diversity one of our most 

precious characteristics. In every possible 

setting, we consciously structure activities 

so that learners will be exposed to these 

differences, breaking them out of their 

comfort zones, raising their awareness, and 

promoting mutual acceptance and growth.  

 

In the dorms, our students are always 

placed in rooms with peers from different 

backgrounds, and this is repeated in the 

classes and tutor groups. Even the restaurant 

celebrates diversity by offering different 

regional dishes every Thursday.  

But we don’t focus just on regional diversity. 

The school receives students from all types 

of social-economic, geographic and religious 

backgrounds: including the children of 

shopkeepers, professors, migrant workers, 

slum-dwellers, cleaning ladies and doctors, 

coming from megacities, towns or small 

remote villages, and with belief systems 

that range from Roman Catholicism to 

Evangelical protestants, to Islam, Buddhism 

and Candomblé – all living together and 

learning together in an exciting educational 
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community.

In class, we try to imbue our learning about 

cultures with an affective experience. 

Language activities, for example, culminate 

in immersive projects such as Dia de 

Pachamama, Halloween and Dia de Muertos. 

Class discussions on social, environmental 

and political issues give rise to events such 

as International Earth Day and Model UN 

simulations. In an international perspective, 

our students engage in exchange programs, 

summer camps and courses at foreign 

institutions, as well as conferences like that 

of WLSA.  

We also enjoy an incredibly rich cultural 

program, organized by our dedicated cultural 

division, which includes plays, exhibitions, 

music shows, and talks with artists and 

producers as well as workshops on circus 

skills, music, dance, photography, graffiti, 

and playwriting, amongst others.

In all these activities, our students participate 

with members of the surrounding 

communities, cultivating new mind-sets, 

expanding their horizons, and developing 

their intercultural intelligence. 

Intercultural intelligence is essential because 

it allows students to interact naturally with 

other cultures and different worldviews, as 

true global citizens. To this end, we encourage 

students to experience cultural diversity 

intensely, to eat, drink, study, play, breathe 

and sleep it, embracing our differences on 

a daily basis, and understanding that while 

we are all so wonderfully different, we are 

also essentially the same. And we are always 

better and always stronger when we are 

together.
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Martin teaches at Escola Sesc de Ensino 

Médio, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. It is maintained 

by Sesc – the Brazilian trade sector’s social 

services organization – and offers a high-

quality free education to students hand-

picked from around the country (being 

predominantly from low-income families). 

Over the years, Martin has been a member 

of the dorm faculty, a tutor, mentor, research 

group advisor, and emotional intelligence 

advisor, among other roles. He has taught in 

Brazil, Malawi and the UK, and his passions 

include all things relating to education and 

his family. 
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“The only constant in life is change.”  
- Attributed to Heraclitus.

With the globe facing the COVID 19 pandemic, 

education discussions are understandably 

focusing on online teaching and learning. 

At Episcopal High School, we are moving 

into our third week of remote classes with 

synchronous and asynchronous work 

becoming the norm. It has been an all-school 

community learning experience with bumps 

and small victories along the way. 

What has been the most evident piece of this 

experience is that we are discovering and 

uncovering skills, resilience, and creativity 

in our entire community. Our students, 

faculty, and families are put in the position 

of simultaneously learning how to use the 

tools needed to learn and continuing to seek 

what we called “regular” school. 

“Pivot” 
Questions for WLSA global educators to 
consider in the face of uncertain times
 

Jeremy Goldstein, Episcopal High School (US)
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The word “pivot” has become part of our daily 

vocabulary as we continue this journey. With 

the certainty of more change on the way, what 

future pivots could lie ahead for the WLSA 

community? I offer not a list of predictions in 

this piece, but a set of questions to consider 

in this new era of teaching and learning.

• The constraint pivot: How can we start 

seeing constraints as sources of creative 

approaches to global education?

I was involved in the NAIS Challenge 

2020 with a group of students who 

volunteered to meet with other global 

classrooms virtually. In the early days of 

videoconferencing, we worked together to 

create advocacy and awareness for global 

challenges remotely. 

As I look back on this experience, I am 

intrigued by the constraints and challenges 

we encountered. There were no guides, 

YouTube instructional videos, or even 

the opportunity to share documents. We 

struggled with balancing time zones, as well 

as sociocultural and language differences 

but our students proudly produced great 

materials and days of advocacy. 

That was over 10 years ago. While some 

of the current challenges are the same, it 

taught me that global education can flourish 

with a much smaller set of tools. 

• The individual and organizational 
pivot: How can we redefine and reframe 

global education connections?

We are now building meaning and 

connection individually with technology and 

social media, and between schools through 

global networks like WLSA. 

So with a boost in online connection, 

I’m interested in seeing what new 

relationships can be built that go beyond 

the traditional group travel, exchanges, 

and videoconferencing that we know so 

well in global education.  I have seen my 

colleagues put together innovative and 

novel approaches to engaging students in a 

matter of days.

I’m wondering what this intense period of 

innovation can produce in the long term.

      

• The inclusivity pivot: What will we learn 

about our social, cultural, and economic 

differences in this challenging time?

We may be currently socially distant, but 

we have “zoomed” into each other’s worlds 

overnight. With online education from home 

added to our lives, we are learning more 

deeply about the different communities and 

families we come from.

 We are united by our humanity in the face 

of COVID 19. 



As we spend more time apart physically, I’m 

hoping we can take opportunities to develop 

more empathy for our fellow global citizens 

as we connect virtually.

• The social-emotional pivot: What can we 

do to engage and connect with each other in 

this new reality?

We are currently deeply immersed in 

change and the upheaval of our normal 

life and learning rhythm. The importance 

of interpersonal connection and emotional 

safety is more important than ever. 

One of the first discussions in our planning 

for online classes at Episcopal High School 

was to move forward being aware of the 

challenge of supporting emotional balance 

for the students, parents, and teachers. In 

our third week online,  

 

I’m still seeking a rhythm and balance in 

keeping up my own child engaged in school, 

doing my work to the best of my ability, 

and being mindful of the emotional impact 

today’s events on the global community of 

teachers and learners.

We are living in our own spheres of 

uncertainty right now, and some days hold 

surreal challenges that we never thought 

we would encounter. I am comforted by 

the resilience that the community of global 

educators is showing as we all seek different 

ways to pivot in new directions.

After graduate school, Jeremy worked as a 

Forensic Archaeologist and Anthropologist 

in Southeast Asia. In 1998 he was fortunate 

enough to pursue his passion for teaching 

and learning when he served as a long term 

substitute in a Chester, S.C. public high 

school. 

Jeremy’s independent school background 

includes teaching grades 5-12 in a wide array 

of subjects that cover Modern Languages 

(French/Spanish), World and US History, 

Science, Global Studies, and World Religions. 

He began working in educational leadership 

when he was tasked with directing a growing 

Global Education program in Rhode Island. 

He currently serves on the senior leadership 

team at Episcopal High School as the 

Executive Director of the McCain - Ravenel 

Center where he leads teams in developing 

innovative place-based curriculum, design 

new professional development opportunities, 

and help grow the school’s network of 

partners in the greater Washington area and 

beyond. 

Using anthropology and a design thinking 

mindset as a foundation, Jeremy strives 

to build energy around innovation and 

connecting his school community to unique 

strategic partnerships.
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In conversations around mental health, 

mindfulness, wellness, and self-care have 

become common rhetoric. These ideas and 

practices are being taught, bought, and sold 

in many different ways all over the globe. In 

many respects, this is great. 

These skills are integral to building good 

intrapersonal coping skills and resiliency. 

Yet there are moments where I wonder if 

even with all the progress made, we are 

still focusing too much on micro solutions 

to a macro problem.  The disconnect is 

that though we are all learning how to help 

ourselves individually, there are still barriers 

to having real conversations about mental 

health and help seeking behaviour. 

The biggest barrier of all in my research and 

experiences, personally and professional 

is stigma. This is a barrier that cannot be 

broken down on a micro level, it is one that 

we must conquer at a societal, macro level. 

And as educators we are uniquely placed 

to have the biggest impact on sustainable 

change. 

The Oxford Dictionary defines stigma as “a 

mark of disgrace associated with a particular 

circumstance, quality, or person.” (Stigma, 

n.d.). What the definition does not capture 

are the effects and consequences that stigma 

brings to a person, a family, a community, 

and/or a culture. Stigma is a cyclical process.  

It can be difficult to know when stigma 

toward an issue starts. It can take years, 

or generations, for stigma to build and be 

incorporated into a culture as a norm.  It 

usually begins with silence around an issue, 

often driven by fear, which then perpetuates 

a lack of knowledge and creates a false 

societal perception of the issue, which in turn 

makes individuals associated with the issue 

scared to discuss it, increasing the silence. 

 

This increases the perception of stigma, and 

the cycle goes on and on. The largest barrier 

to changing the value of conversations 

around mental health is that the stigma for 

mental illness is so ingrained in ideology that 

the terms mental illness and mental health 

have become synonymous. 

This has created an environment where the 

stigma not only surrounds those affected by 

Using the Positive Mental Health Framework 
in our schools
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From Rhetoric to Conversation

Amy Rankin, Maple Mental Health (CA)



 mental disorders and necessary services, but 

also surrounding mental health in general. 

This stigmatization towards anything related 

to mental health and its care has infiltrated 

itself not just into the societal, systemic 

level, but also at the individual level through 

the shaming of conversing and discussing 

mental health among ourselves. 

In some places it has become acceptable to 

talk and teach about coping strategies and 

resiliency skills, yet we are still not having 

real conversations around why and when we 

need these skills in the first place.  Think back 

to how many times you have answered “fine” 

to someone in your life when asked “how are 

you?”, instead of really expressing how you 

feel or what is going on behind closed doors. 

Cultural and systemic change do not happen 

over a short period of time, they are a 

longitudinal investment that requires a vision 

of a different society. They take patience, 

perseverance, and a belief that a new way is 

possible. Breaking down stigma is difficult. 

Just as the stigmatic beliefs took generations 

to build, it may take as long to fully break 

them down and rebuild new perceptions and 

practices. Just because we want something to 

be acceptable does not make it so, we need 

to do the work and model a different way of 

being and thinking. 

Perhaps the most powerful tool in the 

destigmatization process is education. 

Education cannot only replace stigmatic 

thinking and change perceptions of mental 

illness, it can increase the value people place 

on their own mental health, which is the key 

to systemic change. 

Through schools it is possible to reach a 

large audience, to conduct promotive and 

preventative activities, and to create a 

positive environment where new standards 

for mental health are set. Best practices 

indicate that a whole school approach is best 

for bringing about change. 

The key way that I have seen this work is 

using a framework that draws on health 

promotion theory based on the principle 

of normalizing mental health and its care 

within a school community. Mental health 

promotion work is the reframing of mental 

health to its positive definition, rather than 

as mentally ill health, where mental health is 

defined through the absence or presence of 

mental illness. 

This means teaching that mental health 

encompasses everything we think, feel, and 

do. When we talk of it like this, it is easy to 

understand that everybody has mental 

health. It includes our thoughts, our emotions, 

our feelings. It is about our ability to solve 

problems and overcome difficulties big and 

small. It includes our social connections, and 

our understanding of the world around us.  

And just like our physical health, mental 

health is a continuum that will fluctuate, going 

up and down throughout our lives (or our 

days) based on our experiences.   
11
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Working from this lens helps to improve the 

position mental health occupies on the scale 

of values within a community. Once mental 

health is valued and understood more, 

people tend to be motivated to improve it 

and seek help when needed, they tend to 

be more open about what is going on, which 

reduces and deters specific or predictable 

problems, as well as reduces the need for 

intervention and postvention. 

Though working from a promotion and 

prevention framework does make it harder 

to quantify success (it is difficult to measure 

what you prevent from happening), I know 

from my decade of implementation that 

if there is a plan and a will to stick with 

the vision, the results will start to become 

more and more obvious, and data easier to 

provide. 

In addition, extensive research done by the 

World Health Organization demonstrates 

that combining promotion and prevention 

programs in mental health within overall 

public health strategies, including education,  

reduces stigma, increases cost effectiveness, 

and provides positive outcomes. 



Every country, city, and school are at a 

difference place in their journey to normalize 

and value mental health education and its 

care. Some have more advanced systems, 

some take more holistic approaches and 

are more open, while others are still in the 

infancy of this work.  Regardless of where 

you or your school lies there is work to do. 

On a school level, evaluate what is being 

done and what conversations are being had. 

Are we focusing only on teaching about being 

positive and/or strategies to manage an issue 

or problem without being comfortable really 

discussing what is happening underneath? 

Or have we gone the other way where we 

are teaching about mental health through 

only a pathological lens and not discussing 

the nuances that happen in between being 

mentally healthy and mental illness? 

Reframing how you and/or your school will 

teach and feel about mental health can 

start with making school wide mission. By 

prioritizing the understand that mental 

health is something we all have and need to 

take care of. That there are ups and downs 

and that getting help is not only okay, it is 

encouraged. 

By remembering that language matters 

and being purposefully with the words you 

choose both to others and yourself. I urge 

you to speak honestly and openly and to 

hold space for others to do the same and to 

listen. Really listen, it is the best way to start 

any conversation.

Amy Rankin is a mental health consultant, 

educator, program developer and therapist.  

She spent the last 10 year working primarily 

in China rebranding mental health from a 

negative to a positive.  

As the Director of Personal Development 

at Shenzhen (Nanshan) Concord College, 

she pioneered the first counselling and 

psychoeducational programming in schools 

that focuses on mental health and wellness. 

Her philosophy that prevention and 

education will reduce stigma and the need 

for intervention has paved the way for mental 

health awareness to grow both within the 

school and local community. This included 

developing and implementing this innovative 

and successful approach in different schools 

around China. 

She currently runs Maple Mental Health out 

of Toronto, which provides mental health 

consultancy, education, and counselling. 

You can contact Amy for training or consulting 

on Mental Health at 

maplementalhealth@outlook.com
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Recollection and Reflection
Looking back on the 2019 Global Educators 
Conference
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At the World Leading Schools Association 

(WLSA) Conference in Prague this summer, 

I had the opportunity to see colleagues 

and leaders in international education, 

international college admissions counseling, 

and international enrollment. Being able 

to connect and engage around this year’s 

theme—Education for the Human Condition—

was truly meaningful and furthered my 

appreciation of the purpose and mission of 

WLSA and my understanding of WLSA as a 

growing, broad, and diverse community of 

educators looking to collaborate and learn 

from each other.

As part of the dinner on the first night of 

the conference in Prague, I was asked to 

talk about how I came to know about WLSA. 

I reflect on that often and recall that my 

introduction to the organization happened 

via a conversation with one of WLSA’s most 

passionate leaders, Jack Jia.

Jack made contact with enrollment leadership 

at Cornell University five years ago and they 

directed him to speak with me. It’s been a 

while now, but it was at a college fair at the 

Hongqaio Marriott Hotel in Shanghai, that 

I first talked to Jack about WLSA. It was the 

first of many enlightening conversations 

about the evolving organization. I remember 

talking about my experience recruiting for 

many years in China and I shared Cornell’s 

desire and goal for greater international 

student diversity. 

Jack shared with me how WLSA planned 

to provide opportunities and support in 

ways that would be helpful to me. And that 

is indeed what has happened. I realized 

after that conversation and many others 

that followed, that WLSA was indeed a 

tremendous resource and way for me to 

engage more diverse students in China and 

around the world. 

The WLSA CAN—College Admission 

Network—Conference in Shanghai in 2016 

is one of many moments that highlight my 

engagement on behalf of Cornell with WLSA. 

Jack Jia asked me to give the keynote. I 

thought he made a mistake in asking me; but 

I, of course, said that I would do this. Jack’s 

passion for the work of WLSA is undeniable 

and it’s hard to say no to him. The talk was 

most successful and the response was 

Shawn Felton, Cornell University (US)



overwhelming. 

 WLSA had actually helped me realize 

the power of my own voice and ideas in the 

realm of international education, much the 

same as it does for its students and network 

of member institutions. I was glad to have 

agreed to do this. The many panels and 

discussions that took place at the CAN event 

were rich with thought and ideas. 

But, what I remember most is meeting 

students from South Africa and specifically 

from the Westville Boys’ High School located 

in Durban while in Shanghai at the WLSA 

conference. It was actually through WLSA 

that I was introduced and able to connect 

with  member secondary schools, including 

Westville. 

To my surprise, several boys from Westville 

whom I had previously met in Durban were 

at the conference in Shanghai. I just didn’t 

expect this. WLSA was helping me move 

forward Cornell’s international recruitment 

and engagement goals. I didn’t expect WLSA 

to have a partner secondary school in South 

Africa, nor did I imagine being able to make 

other connections with school leaders 

affiliated with WLSA to make plans to visit 

and talk with students about Cornell. But this 

happened, too. 

15

Shawn speaking on a panel discussing WLSA Scholarship students at the launch of the WLSA US Charitable 

Foundation 18 July 2019 in Prague, Czech Republic.



As did the chance to engage students and 

parents in China, specifically, via the annual 

WLSA Higher Education Admission Fairs. The 

commitment of WLSA to bridge where East 

meets West in international education is 

significant and the focus on affecting change 

in the lives of young people through WLSA’s 

growing secondary and higher education 

community, its network of educational 

experts, and its array of programs is 

compelling and real. 

WLSA’s efforts are focused beyond college 

admission counseling and the support that 

WLSA provides member secondary schools 

and students enable the identification and 

development of the next generation of global 

leaders that colleges and universities want 

on their campuses.

At last year’s conference, planning my 

remarks, I realized something. I had been 

asked to talk specifically about the WLSA 

Shanghai Academy and WLSA Foundation 

Scholarship students at Cornell. We have had 

many at Cornell and Jack Jia knows them all. 

He could tell me almost every detail of 

every student that applied and enrolled at 

Cornell. I recall each WLSA student having a 

16



compelling story, too. The scholarship 

students made the most of challenging and 

difficult circumstances. 

The thing that I realized was that each 

student was very special to Jack. I shared at 

the dinner in Prague that Jack believes that 

each student embodies his own unrelenting 

and insatiable desire to move forward, learn 

and achieve. 

I also realized that Jack had further embedded 

this same humanity and concern for others in 

the world in the way that I and surely others 

view WLSA. 

WLSA places a clear importance on the 

development of students and provides 

access to educators and leaders, programs, 

and other resources that help students 

shape their own futures. The WLSA students 

at Cornell have performed well and have had 

the chance to grow in new and exciting ways 

in Ithaca.

 

Cornell University is certainly better for 

engaging WLSA and our campus community 

knows well the promise of WLSA affiliated 

students and the unwavering support 

provided to students by WLSA and its 

affiliated secondary schools around the 

world. 

WLSA’s story of opening minds and helping to 

create more resilient and more responsible 

leaders in the world is far from over and I 

look forward to what the future holds.

Shawn Lafayette Felton is the Director 
of Undergraduate Admissions at Cornell 
University. 

In this role he oversees the Undergraduate 
Admissions Office which provides leadership 
for prospect management, student 
recruitment and communication, admissions 
social media, application processing, the 
prospective student visit experience, yield 
strategy and coordination, market research, 
long-range planning, and admissions 
volunteer engagement. 
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Delegates attend the 2019 College Admission Network 

(CAN) Conference in Prague (CZ) 19  July 2019.



Bridging the cultural gap, one 
student at a time

18

I have had the privilege of being involved in 

the education industry for the past 19 years. 

It has been an essential learning curve, 

providing the younger generation with 

knowledge not only limited to the academic 

sphere but also their life in general. 

 

Education can best be described as the rungs 

of an endless ladder; there is no ultimatum. 

Secondary education prepares the individual 

for their senior years. Similarly, high school 

education is the forum provided for the 

child to develop the skills needed to survive 

college. “Education is what remains after 

one has forgotten what one has learned in 

school” ~ Albert Einstein.  

The education provided to an individual 

towards the last few years of his school life 

needs to be integrated with the demanding 

and rigorous routine that is college. The world 

of college exposes most of the students to a 

new environment, without the support and 

comfort of family and peers. The last few 

years of my career while interacting with 

the students have allowed me to explore a 

rather important dimension to our education 

system. 

As both the Vice-Principal of Unison World 

School and the mother of two college-going 

students, I have realized that the majority of 

our efforts are spent in getting the child into 

the college. However, there is little to zero 

Dr. Mona Khanna, Unison World School (IN)



 energy consumed in preparing the child for 

the life ahead. 

The teaching pedagogy and the content 

offered to a typical Indian student fail 

to address the crucial topics. Due to the 

extremely high competition, and the ever-

increasing students with high potential, time 

is a scarce commodity for the high-school 

student. International students struggle 

with academic challenges, social isolation, 

and cultural adjustment (Wu, Garza, Esther, 

Guzman, & Norma, 2015). 

The sudden shift in their routine, peer group, 

and teaching pedagogy force a significant 

and abrupt change in the student’s lifestyle. 

This is further highlighted when these 

international students are pitted against 

the home crowd. This contrast is evident 

in the academic performance, and more 

significantly on the physical and mental 

health of the student. As educators, we fail 

to protect and prepare our students from 

the avalanche that is a new country. 

Over my seasoned career, I have watched 

thousands of students graduate and immerse 

themselves in the corporate world. Certain 

observations bettered my understanding 

regarding the type of environment we need 

to create. 

Students graduating from a boarding 

system are better equipped than the day-

boarders when it comes to handling the 

college regime. A regime that involves 

independence from parents and continuous 

and in-depth interaction with peers across all 

backgrounds allows the students to mature 

and understand the social intricacies better. 

The exposure provided to these students 

will enable them to adapt quickly in the 

new surroundings, and also gives them the 

courage to voice their opinions on the college 

forum. A student ripe out of the cocoon of 

his home takes substantial time grappling 

with the every-day routine; sometimes, this 

struggle subdues the potential and talents 

they possess early on. 

“Courses in the humanities, in particular, 

often seem impractical, but they are vital 

because they stretch your imagination 

and challenge your mind to become more 

responsive, more critical, bigger” ~ Martha 

Nussbaum. 

In an attempt to stretch their minds, as they 

converse with the texts of sociology, history, 

and philosophy, the students of humanities 

are ready and even eager to explore new 

realms, listen to different perspectives, and 

imbibe their culture with foreign attributes. 

A student of science myself, I mean no 

disrespect to the other streams. However, 

the challenges offered are different and 

are undoubtedly valuable additions in the 

domain of academia. Research has shown 

that a company that embraces diversity and 
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inclusion (D&I) in all aspects of its business has 

outperformed its peers. Most HR recruiters 

are, in fact, on the lookout for prospects 

who have inculcated these qualities at this 

formative age. The relevance of cultural 

diversity in today’s ever-shrinking world is 

exponentially increasing. 

To that effect, schools all across would be wise 

to collaborate with their career-counseling 

cells, organize workshops and seminars on 

D&I for the high school students. College is 

like a cultural shock. Despite having the best 

of intentions, it takes but a single misplaced 

remark to offend. 

Parents, teachers, and students alike have 

specific markers while searching for the 

‘dream college.’ Most career counselors as 

well would cite the college leaderboard, the 

distinguished alumni, hallmark traditions, 

and a plethora of other fascinating 

advantages. 

A good college education can take you a long 

way, but not at the cost of your lifestyle. A 

top-notch college can only accelerate you on 

your path to success if it provides the right 

environment of learning and opportunity 

for the individual. We are all created as 

such diverse, unique individuals with varied 

requirements and specifications. 

The culture a college provides, the living 

conditions, the country in question, climate 

conditions; these are all essential checkboxes 

that must fit with the student’s profile if they 

are to attend the particular college. 

Many schools are blessed with a strong 

alumni network, expanding to all parts of 

the world. A platform can be created via 

the school, for the college aspirants to get 

in touch with their seniors, the alumni out 

there studying in the colleges of their choice. 

While adding a touch of trust to the 

conversation, the alumni would be able to 

relate to the queries of the students and 

give them a real viewpoint of their possible 

future. This platform can, over time, be 

extended to other schools and can form 

a global community in-itself, connecting 

various students across age groups. 

Students who go on tertiary studies find 

themselves more comfortable in ‘foreign’ 

environments if they have been part of a 

Foreign Exchange Program at the school 

level (WEP, 2020). The aim should be towards 

exposing the students to not just the 

curriculum of their college choices, but the 

practices associated with those places.

A Foreign Exchange Program is beneficial on 

multiple levels, allowing a bi-lateral exchange 

of cultural knowledge. The students on 

the exchange are exposed to a completely 

different lifestyle and are encouraged to 

adapt and excel without college pressure.

Even the students who stay in school are 

given the opportunity to interact with the 
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students, develop a unique bond with them, 

and learn to respect the cultural differences. 

Some institutions have such programs in 

place, if not with this particular goal in mind. 

A structured attempt is required to unite 

such programs and initiatives, allowing our 

students to excel in an international forum. 

On a more visionary level, I feel that a change 

in the curriculum is much required in the 

early years as well. Schools need to be given 

the freedom to offer such content to their 

students, exposing them to culturally and 

socially relevant subjects. 

A child’s interest may lie towards entirely 

different domains, but there is a greater need 

to socialize and share in this modern world. 

After all, “Man is by nature a social animal; an 

individual who is unsocial naturally and not 

accidentally is either beneath our notice or 

more than human” ~ Aristotle. Without the 

tools to adapt to surroundings and interact 

with individuals from all cultures, the greatest 

of all genius is but waste. 

The ability to relay the idea is more significant 

than the idea itself. Cultural Intelligence is a 

pressing need that needs to be incorporated 

immediately to provide equal opportunities 

to our students. 

Dr. Mona Khanna is a proficient academician 

who has more than 19 years of rich experience 

in education. As the Vice Principal of Unison 

World School, she has been actively involved 

in enhancing career opportunities for her 

students. Prior to this, she was heading the 

Mathematics Department at the prestigious 

Doon School. 



Before we can lead with Cultural Intelligence, 

we need to know what Cultural Intelligence 

is…

According to the knowledge Hub Archive, 

“Cultural Intelligence (CQ) is the ability to 

cross boundaries and thrive in multiple 

cultures”.

In order to cross boundaries and thrive you 

need an understanding of different cultures’ 

values, backgrounds and day to day common 

practices with one another.

If I have a look at the different cultures in 

South Africa, I cannot just assume we will all 

agree on the same thing if I present it in a 

specific way. I need to take a lot of different 

things into consideration before I can 

present something to a group of people; like 

age, race and interests.

If you want to lead a group and you don’t make 

an effort to find out about their background, 

make them feel valued, and show an interest 

in them as people, no leadership model will 

work because you have not connected with 

them.

In my experience, to lead with cultural 

intelligence, will open doors, not only to 

invite people to collaborate and work with 

you, but also open doors to their hearts, and 

that is where you ultimately want to lead 

from. If your team feels included in decision 

making and the execution thereof, you will 

be building trust, which is a crucial anchor in 

growing your cultural intelligence. 

We are all different, yet we are all the same. 

We will follow someone that makes us feel 

wanted and valued. So do yourself a favour, 

take an interest in people. Talk to them. 

Find out what makes them “tick”, and pay 

attention to what they have to say. That will 

create a connection. All humans want to 

connect. That is how we are wired.

Francis Bacon said; “Knowledge is power”, 

knowledge is one thing no-one can take away 

from you and it is a very powerful tool. They 

say if you speak to somebody in a language 

they understand you speak to their mind. 

Speak to them in their mother tongue and 
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Leading with Cultural 
Intelligence Use your knowledge to 
empower

Tanya Bower, Westville Boys’ High School (ZA)
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you speak to their heart. For example, if 

I wanted to greet Zulu people, I would greet 

them in isiZulu saying, “sanibona”.

 

The direct meaning of this greeting means, 

I see you and appreciate the God in you, 

because as Zulu’s they are people from the 

heavens “AmaZulu” and believe that they 

are God’s people. It is therefore important to  

greet them with great humility and respect. 

Having this knowledge about a cultural 

group can be very beneficial as it illustrates a 

willingness for one to extend them self and 

this will encourage buy in. 

Through you having the knowledge of 

different cultures, you are able to empower 

people, to grow and develop their own 

cultural intelligence. That, in turn, will make 

them better leaders. 

Always encourage and praise colleagues 

instead of criticizing them. Criticism can 

create a breakdown of any trust and respect 

that you might have had. If you need to 

speak to a colleague or team member about 

an error or something not going according 

to plan, do that one on one. Privately.  

This point becomes even more crucial in 

certain cultural groups where saving face 

is incredibly important. A private word as 

opposed to a public lashing would therefore 

be much better received and aid in keeping 

a good working relationship and trust with 

a person. In return you will have their trust 

and cooperation.

The parallels between cultural intelligence 

and effective leadership are immense. 

An effective leader knows that without a 

committed team, who are all in, the group 

cannot perform anywhere near optimum 

levels.

To lead with cultural intelligence, you need 

to be observant, empathetic, understanding, 

trustworthy, pay attention to people and 

most of all, always be willing to be a lifelong 

student and grow.

Tanya Bower is a Namibian, teaching and 
living in South Africa. She teaches Engineering 
Graphics and Design as well as Mathematics 
to grades 9 to 12 at Westville Boys’ High 
School (ZA).

Tanya is passionate about people and 
empowering the youth. She loves her 
family, friends, sport and travelling. Through 
travelling she gets to learn and experience 
different cultures, which in return is very 
helpful with her interaction with people. She 
is a student of life and learns something new 
everyday. 



COVID-19 We are all in this 
together, or are we? 
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We are currently in a global crisis that, for 

once, has a common enemy. Perhaps I was 

naïve in thinking this could be a time for 

unity, for us all to put down our differences, 

to work together and learn from each other. 

To combat Covid-19 as a human race, without 

the politics and barriers that consume us 

all in one way or another. Instead there is 

another type of crisis adding to the stress of 

the times --- xenophobia.

Having recently moved back to Canada from 

a decade in China, I first watched my former 

home battle the virus. Seeing my friends 

and colleagues confined to their houses I 

felt helpless but hopeful, because the China 

I know is as resilient as they come. Then 

I started to notice that most of the world 

was not overly concerned: it was an “other” 

problem.  I saw no large calls for donations, 

as I had months earlier for the Australian 

Fires, nor widespread images that asked us 

to “Pray for China”. 

 

I watched as the rhetoric of the media 

distorted the image of my home. I was 

disheartened and resentful, even if I 

understood the politics behind it. For them 

it was not as personal. For me, it’s a place 

and culture that resonates both personally 

and professionally as it is where I have spent 

a quarter of my life, largely shaping who I 

am today. But because I am not ethnically 

Chinese I could walk around without the 

fear of being targeted, setting me in the 

juxtapose of feeling like an insider-outsider, 

constantly defending what I know to be true 

of China and yet not truly having to deal with 

the consequences of my opinions the way 

my Asian counterparts might. 

Slowly as COVID-19 turned into a pandemic, 

I started to see it become very personal to 

those around me. Yet instead of it increasing 

the empathy for what the Chinese had been 

going through, I saw people selfishly panic 

buying. I received messages from friends 

being on the receiving end of unwarranted 

discrimination and I watched as some 

“leaders” thrust blame on an entire race of 

people.  

I suppose as a person who works in the field 

of psychology, I shouldn’t be surprised. There 

is nothing that distorts a person’s perception 

quite like fear. And we are afraid, for good 

Amy Rankin, Maple Mental Health (CA)
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reason. These may be  unprecedented times, 

but this is not the first time we have been 

afraid. 

One of my idols, Maya Angelou, said, “when 

you know better, do better”.  So here  is 

my greatest confusion. We do know better. 

Disease association with xenophobia is 

nothing new. At times of crisis existing ideas 

and stereotypes can get medicalized. And 

after each time, such as with SARS or Ebola, 

we have vowed to do better. Yet here we are 

in a world where fingers are overtly being 

pointed, hate is being spewed, and people’s 

covert biases are coming out in array of 

harmful ways.  

I am not sure of an exact solution, except to 

say that this is not an “other” problem, this 

is an “us” problem. It is not for those being 

marginalized to solve; it is up to each of us to 

do our part. 

If we do not begin to operate from a place of 

curiosity and learning and truly fight together, 

we will have lost more than lives and short-

term freedom to Covid-19. We will have lost 

an opportunity to rise above fear, politics 

and ego, a chance to tear down barriers 

instead of creating them. We will have lost 

an opportunity to do and to be better.



- Where is Brian?

- Brian is in the kitchen.

- Is Brian in the bathroom?

- No, Brian is not in the bathroom; he is in the 

kitchen.

When I started learning English in 6th grade 

at the Lycée de Chantilly in France, Brian 

was my main companion and guide to 

mastering this foreign language. Our class 

routine started with a rote recitation of the 

200 irregular verb conjugations: to be, was, 

been; to have, had, had; and so on. To this 

day, I can praise myself for being imbattable 

(unbeatable) when it comes to choosing the 

correct irregular preterit or past participle 

form! 

Grammar, reading, translation, and some 

conversation would set the pace for the rest 

of the hour, three times a week. My drive to 

excel in learning languages in high school, 

first English then Spanish, was fueled -- I won’t 

deny it – by my desire to obtain an excellent 

report card. But the decision to become a 

teacher of French as a second language in 

the United States did not involve any such 

ulterior motive. I did have different ideas.

 

 I landed at Groton School over two decades 

ago totally by coincidence -- I will keep that 

story for another occasion! 

Although Brian was in the back of my mind--I 

could have easily renamed him Jean-Claude 

or Micheline--I did not want my lessons 

to mirror those of my high school days. It 

was obvious to me that teaching French 

went beyond learning words, grammatical 

structures, and spelling, and then threading 

them into a sentence to ensure an excellent 

grade. 

What I wanted for my students was to 

experience the language, to feel its vibrant 

resonance, to open their minds into new and 

sometimes different ways of thinking, without 

being afraid to embrace or respectfully 

challenge these new perspectives. I 

wanted my students to develop their own 

imaginations, to listen to each other, to 

Rebecca Stanton, Groton School (US)
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Where is Rebecca? 
Rebecca is in the classroom
World Languages, where other universes call us



communicate with each other, to fall and 

then get up a stronger, savvier, more creative 

individual who is part of a wider home, in a 

world of constant motion. 

The requirement to learn a world language is 

an undeniably important part of the growth 

of a young individual, even if their use of 

the language ends up being limited in their 

life. The world language classroom is an 

environment that pushes an individual to step 

out of their comfort zone into another living 

world. Everything they listen to, say, write, 

and hopefully think, sits within a framework 

that challenges their expressiveness. 

Their aim, however, is to find ways to push 

this framework and extend their curiosity to 

enter many different universes where they 

will be excited to dwell. Our role as educators 

is to give them the necessary tools, and to 

guide them during their journey. Importantly, 

each educator enriches this process with 

their own personal style, culture, experience 

and passion. 

To learn a world language is to value diver-

sity and inclusion. Our doors and windows 

are constantly opened into other parts of 

the world where we invite our students to 

embark and then wander, question, won-

der, share and respect. 

The closeness and intimacy students expe-

rience with each other and with the people 

and cultures they visit is the first import-

ant step towards entering impartially into 

a globalized world. There, education, both 

secondary and higher, will guide them to 

navigate and overcome with sound cultural 

intelligence the many challenges they will 

face as adults. 

Rebecca Stanton a teacher at Groton 
School, where she also acts as dorm head, 
department head, advisor and coach. She 
recently completed her 26th year at Groton 
School. She studied business and law in 
France and the United States, and is also 
the founder of Rebecca Stanton Education 
Consulting LLC, since 2013, working with 
international families on education and 

cultural appreciation.
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Leading out of character
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A core narrative of personal development 

and leadership training is “authentic 

leadership”, perhaps driven by a belief that 

being authentic is to be real, honest and 

full of integrity. We place great emphasis on 

leaders and students developing their sense 

of identity or understanding their character 

– both identity and character in the singular. 

Professor Brian Little argues, however, that 

we do in fact have multiple authenticities. 

Being a sincere person can mean different 

things at different times and therefore 

who you are might differ depending 

on circumstance. This has tremendous 

importance for those working in overseas 

schools, or working in one’s home country and 

teaching international students or working 

with international faculty. This adaptive 

variation helps us not only understand how 

we can lead and act with cultural intelligence, 

but it also helps us recognise the challenges 

that others experience as they too operate 

within a new culture. 

Leading out of character can mean both 

acting away from what we normally expect 

and also acting because of character. Both 

are powerful ways of explaining a pattern of 

behaviour. Following Little, human capacity 

to flourish is driven by three sources of self: 

biogenic, sociogenic and idiogenic. Biogenic 

refers to biological propensities, e.g. the 

“big five” traits, such as extraverted (vs 

introverted), or agreeable (vs. disagreeable). 

Sociogenic traits are determined by cultural 

prescriptions that sculpt you, the norms 

you are imbued with and the ways other 

people expect you to be. Idiogenic refers to 

those aspects of your life that are personally 

significant to you. 

Even when we stay within our own broad 

cultural perspectives, we encounter 

challenges that require us to shift our 

biogenic orientations and adopt “free-

traits,” which allow us to act away from 

our character. When we operate beyond 

comfortable cultural norms, for example 

in the cross-cultural environment, we must 

identify the free traits that are not only 

effective in the new cultural context but 

will also help us achieve our aims. There is 

a downside, however, and that is that over 

longer time periods or under greater stress, 

acting away from our character without 

certain safeguards can have consequences 

for our well-being. 

Culturally intelligent leaders will understand 

how to operate effectively in a different 

cultural context and how to get the most out 

Charlie Jenkinson, Glocal Educate (GB)
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of those they lead who have been sculpted 

by different sociogenic experiences. They 

will also appreciate the challenges faced by  

those staff and students in their care from 

other cultural contexts. To overcome these, 

they must create microniches within any ill-

fitting environment and understand how to 

strategically deploy free traits. 

Strategic deployment of free traits requires 

deep understanding of what Professor Little 

calls ‘personal projects.’ People tend to have 

about a half-dozen things going on in their 

lives that they view as important to them at a 

given point in time, and Little uses the term 

‘personal projects’ to label them. Through 

tracking of these personal projects over time, 

core project systems emerge as extended 

sets of personally salient action in context. 

 

They are the doings of daily life in relation to 

behaviour, goals, tasks, strivings and pursuits. 

They are shaped by our stable and dynamic 

traits and cultural contexts. As a tool, they 

have the power to help us see personality as 

having the potential for change. Over time, 

examining your core projects increases your 

power to change the trajectory of your life. 

Through personal projects, we can adopt 

site-specific free-traits to fill roles we desire 

and use actions and attitudes to influence 

dynamic features of our social environments.

Leading with cultural intelligence, therefore, 

requires us to understand how we lead 

out of character. Furthermore, we need to 

understand those we lead, not just through 

macro-level national scale cultural traits, 

but also on the micro-scale where the 

intersection between an individual’s extrinsic 

(often cultural) and intrinsic motivations, 

identified through their personal projects, 

provides understanding of how, why and 

where they can adopt the free traits that will 

help them through their daily doings with 

action and purpose. 

Further Reading:

Little, B., (2017) Who are you, really? The surprising 

puzzle of personality, TED books, Simon and Schuster, 

UK

Little, B., (2014) Me, myself and us: the science of 

personality and the art of well-being. New York: 

PublicAffairs Books

Charlie  Jenkinson is an education consultant 
at Glocal Educate (GB). Charlie has held 
various leadership roles in three of the 
UK’s leading boarding schools, including 
Eton College, and is currently designing 
Whittle School & Studios’  signature Advisory 
program. 

Charlie designs innovative programs that 
integrate academic and pastoral learning 
to deepen students’ sense of identity and 
purpose in local and global spaces. Charlie’s 
deep understanding of schools as complex 
systems has been fostered through oversight 
roles in a variety of organisations including 
as Vice-Chair of a multi-academy governing 
body. 
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Applications are now open 
for the 2020 - 2021 Cross-
Cultural Leadership 
Program (CCLP) 

CCLP is a unique blended online learning program 
with an international capstone that helps students 
develop leadership competency and the skills to 

thrive in complex cross-cultural settings.

Learn more at
wlsafoundation.org/cclp

Applications due 15 September 2020.
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The Rebirth of the Happiness 
Center at WLSA through online 
CCA

The past Monday (2nd March 2020), our CCA, 

the Happiness Center at WLSA, had its first 

CCA period online. It was a unique and novel 

experience, but without a doubt, my favorite 

CCA session of all time, online or offline.

 

Throughout last semester, our club’s activities 

were exciting. We voted on activities that we 

think bring us happiness, and conducted 

experiments with the most voted activities, 

and collected data on these experiments. 

 

However, under the influence of Coronavirus, 

we were not able to carry out club plan face 

to face. What’s worse, not every member 

returned this semester, and we now have 

about half of the members we started with 

back in the start of G11. 

To put that into perspective, we were one 

of the biggest non-sports clubs in terms 

of members, and this semester, we just 

passed the minimum member count. As we 

never tried online CCA before, we actually 

were clueless on how to start it and make it 

appealing. I was really worried. 

  

With a shade of disappointment, I started a 

video conference call. From there, everything 

changed. In China, we have a saying: Push 

the clouds away, and then you can see the 

sun. This saying very accurately describes 

our club on its first day of online clubbing. 

After a storm, we got to see the rainbow.

At the beginning of the call, I told the 

members that we are going to discuss our 

main activities this semester. If anyone has 

any suggestions or modifications they want 

to make, they can talk in the call. The first 

few moments were complete silence, and 

with only me with the camera on, the club 

seemed dead. 

As the discussion slowly started and members 

started to talk, we realized that we had been 

somewhat the same throughout  and we 

were not creative with our new semester 

plan. 

We were too attached to continuing our 

ventures the previous semester that we 

forgot about the impracticalities and 

problems involved (for example, we focused

Eric Hu & Lara Ma, WLSA Shanghai Academy (CN)
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on entertainment rather than happiness last 

semester).

Meanwhile, it occurred to us that, since we 

are having online activities, we are able to 

turn our happiness factors into electronic 

material with the help of the Internet, which 

in turn will promote our club and spread our 

happiness. Throughout the online call, the 
club became more open-minded to member 
suggestions and wholly reinvented the main 
activities for this semester. 

Instead of repetitive experiments and 

collection of data, we now make full use of 

the Internet to have side projects and main 

activities that are innovative and not limited 

to voting or experiments. Instead of a report 

of more than a dozen pages that doesn’t 

interest a lot of people, we agreed that, 

in this semester, we would have our final 

report in video form.  

We decided to do this not only to make it fun 

but reach a bigger audience and let them 

know what we did creatively. Instead of a 

few members leading the direction, now the 

club feels more like a community of students 

that all want to do the same thing. We are 

now a more open-minded, democratic, and 

driven club. Even though, through online 

CCA, we were reborn. We even had a new 

logo designed. 

In short, we were not that panic as we 

anticipated before our activities initiated. 

If you could combine the advantages 

of Internet and the nature of your club 

activities, you can brainstorm some games 

that might be reached off line. To me, the 

greatest reward of online CCA is that we turn 

nothing into something meaningful.



One of the most challenging parts of teaching 

Philosophy is answering the inevitable 

student complaint that the subject matter 

is too abstract. Luckily, Ethics is the field 

within philosophy that has the most practical 

everyday uses besides Aesthetics ( the study 

of beauty being another form of value 

besides ethics), but that is arguable. 

Given our present circumstances, we as 

teachers have needed to find alternative 

ways to keep our students engaged with the 

subjects in our virtual classrooms. It has been 

a welcome challenge by students and staff 

alike, and I am very pleased with the strength 

and agility our school has shown through the 

hardships of what is now a global pandemic. 

We have shown our agility in navigating new 

technology, new means of communication, 

new in-class procedures (and out of class 

procedures at that), and new ways to stay 

engaged. All that being said, I’d like to take 

a moment to share my experiences from my 

online teaching of grade 12 ethics, showing 

we can remove the “abstract” from the 

subject of philosophy. 

 

This semester we have started our applied 

ethics section which will be an insight into 

many fields of practices from business and 

engineering to environmental Issues and 

gene editing. 

Last week started our Business Ethics 

module. This is yet another chance for our 

students to apply the ethical theories that 

they learned last semester to real world 

problems in business. 

We started the week out with Economic theory, 

which was supported by our economics 

teachers Ms. Lis Zhang and Mr. Stefan Maury. 

They entered our virtual classroom to add 

some thoughts on economic theory whilst 

students applied their own understanding of 

ethical concepts. 

 

At the end of the week we had generated so 

many questions on multi-national companies 

and the ethics of doing business on a global 

scale it was time to ask someone who had to 

make decisions like these in the real world.

 So I invited Mr. Eric Van der Valk to an 

interview.
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Recording interviews for use in our online 
classrooms

Roll with it! 

Phillip Elliot, WLSA Shanghai Academy (CN)



34

Eric Van der Valk in our recorded interview 

March 1, 2020.

Eric Van der Valk is Chief Executive of 

Christmas Tree Shops, a U.S.-based company 

with over 80 stores which works with 

companies in China to source the products 

that they sell. He has been with the company 

for fifteen years and travels to Southeast Asia 

and Europe for business quite frequently. 

Mr. Van der Valk is an excellent source of 

answers to our questions because he is 

someone who has had to make decisions 

that affect real lives every day, which on an 

often smaller scale is something we all do or 

may face in the future. 

This is something I would like to do for every 

module in the future regardless of whether 

we are online or in the classroom. Students 

want to see and hear from professionals in 

the field about how they might utilize their 

own understanding and ethical knowledge 

to their future professional lives. 

After this class session I asked a few students 

their perspectives on how the interview 

went.  Their responses are recorded on the 

next page.

Phillip is a Grade 12 ethics instructor and the 

Head of the Humanities Department at WLSA 

Shanghai Academy (CN). 

Interview Questions

1. Can you describe your organisation and what your role in the organisation is?

2. How do the various cultures impact your business goals?

3. Should culture be taken into account when making business decisions?

4. In what ways are employees in different regions treated differently?

5. What does the term ‘business ethics’ mean to you?

6. How are business ethics employed in your company?

7. How does your company deal with corporate social responsibility?

8. Given your experience, what are some suggestions for future business people 
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Student Reactions

“I think the interview definitely gives us some insight into business as well 

as the considerations that multinational companies might have in regard to 

different culture. And it is more reliable for a CEO to demonstrate this for us 

since he possibly have many experience on this. I guess the interview can be 

more informal. If Mr. Van der Valk can tell more about his own story rather than 

general advice it would be great. But I guess we are limited by time so that’s OK.

At first, I thought he would talk more about philosophical applications in real 

business, but actually he did not. Furthermore, he did not seem to care about 

the society besides how to run his company well. I think this is a great example of 

how imagination can differ from reality. Business ethics is a topic that philosophers 

or thinkers care much about, but for business men/women, they might care 

more about how to get the maximum profit due to the different stand point. I 

guess that’s why it is easy for one to understand something but hard to do so 

accordingly. Even though he mentioned about business ethics in his own company, 

but that is applied for the sake of better employee engagement. I think the 

interview indeed helps me to see the way of how real business people might think 

and how they could use ethics in different ways to boost efficiency and loyalty. 

In general, I like the interview since it helps me see the gap between ethics and 

reality. Also, as a practical person, I like listening to real stories and find out some 

real-world problems.’’ - Sunny Zhang 

“The interview did give me an overview on how merchants apply business ethics in 

practice.”  Lizzie Zhu

“I think that was very helpful. Mr. Van der Valk has clear recognition about business 

ethics and in the video the discourse shows that.” Bruce Fang



The Teach in China program that provides educators from independent 
schools the opportunity to teach in a global classroom and leave a 
lasting impact at the WLSA Shanghai Academy. 

Educators available to take a leave of absence or sabbatical year from 
their current position would be expected to join for one academic year  
(August - June). 

There are ample opportunities to grow professionally from a global 
perspective and vibrant multicultural community with teachers from 
South Africa, the Netherlands, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, 
Australia and Ireland. 
 
There are also long-term positions available for educators looking to 
relocate for more than one year. 
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Teach in China 

Learn more at 
wlsafoundation.org/teachinchina



It felt like a dream. I had just been given this 

amazing opportunity to work in a reputable 

international high school located in the heart 

of Shanghai teaching… Colloquy. 

At the time, it felt like such an amorphous 

concept, sort of being described as a 

psychology or philosophy course, which 

then went to being a class also on academic 

writing and finally, with my two hands tearing 

apart the given curriculum, morphing into an 

overall Critical Thinking Development course, 

all with its inspiration roots grounded in a 

class called Division at Winchester College. 

 

You know, one of my favorite comedians 

of all time, Brian Joseph Cook, once 

said, “Expectations are premeditated 

resentments” and I really think that applies 

to international working experiences. 

In this particular situation, all of the 

expectations I had were completely divorced 

from the realities I was met with. One thing 

in particular that was interesting was the 

assumptions stemming from the extolling of 

two words, collectivist culture. 

 

It seemed like that was the main aspect of 

Chinese culture spoken about all through 

my time wading through the waters of the 

American education system, then traversing 

the depths of the internet in preparation for 

my move to the great nation. 

When I first heard about the course I 

would be teaching, I really was afraid that 

the students would be a sort of hive mind 

and that discourse would not really be 

functionally possible. 

To my chagrin, not only is it possible, but that 

same cultural background, the one I thought 

might hinder my classroom, actually became 

a source of comfort that allowed for even 

deeper, critical and poignant discourse. 
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An ocean 
of expectation

Jonathan Zielinski, WLSA Shanghai Academy (CN)

TEACHER FEATURE

Upending assumptions & gaining insights 
as an American teaching Critical Thinking 
Development in China
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During debates, it doesn’t feel as if the 

students are trying to win or lose, but 

to actually get to the bottom of what is 

grounded in reality, separating the facts 

from their own feelings. 

These students also take a lot of joy in being 

able to help each other learn, our teachers 

often finding groups of students tutoring 

one another in the study room inlays. It’s 

almost as if they realize that education is a 

game that can be played together, rather 

than a journey that must be trudged alone.

This of course, is something that really must 

be developed in a classroom of Chinese 

students because many of them will recount 

tales of public shaming during middle school, 

their grade rankings posted outside the 

classrooms for all to see, even being seated 

by their ranking so the “bad performers” are 

put in the back of the room. 

During our unit of organizational behavior 

psychology, many students will openly admit 

that their parents would tell them that they 

must avoid being different and that what 

the teacher says is always right. Is it really 

though?
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We are now living in an age where the vast 

majority of information can be accessed on 

the internet with the teacher now acting as 

a sort of grade-gatekeeper of the keys to 

university, so a teacher being really clear 

on what their objectives are is particularly 

important for the development of future 

global citizens. For me, this is where being 

culturally aware really comes into play.

Understanding the background of the 

population you are teaching should be 

shaping the ways in which you develop and 

plan each class. For me, the very nature of my 

course is to sort of combat the groupthink, 

follow the leader mentality that had been 

instilled in the students since childhood. It is 

absolutely necessary to know that these kids 

will have the automatic reaction of agreeing 

with what the teacher says, so you, as the 

instructor, can be even more aware of every 

word escaping your lips. 

 

Realizing that those students who challenge 

what the teacher is saying are not merely 

trying to dig for grains of knowledge, but 

also stepping beyond the wall of their 

entire cultural background. This is worth 

acknowledging, praising and rewarding! 

These types of behaviors may be almost… 

expected in the western world, but they are 

like rare gems in the classrooms of China. 

Without this type of cultural intelligence, 

how can an instructor fully realize the magic 

that is happening in front of their eyes? 

 

It is almost as if the expectations I had from 

my superficial understanding of what it 

means to be raised in a collectivist culture 

had blocked my ability to see the clear blue 

waters in front of my eyes: my kids morphing 

and changing from obedient, little minnows 

to critically-thinking sharks. However, it is 

precisely the understanding of these cultural 

ocean undercurrents that make teaching in 

WLSA schools so rewarding.

Jonathan is a super passionate, American 

educator that has totally fallen in love with 

teaching in China. After about a year and a 

half of hard work, he has passed the highest 

officially-tested level of Mandarin, the HSK 

6, and hopes to continue falling in love with 

education and helping others.
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