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Abstract of Dissertation
The Stories of Educators Who Lead Study Abroad: A Counternarrative to the
Deprofessionalization of Education

Decades of research expounds upon the benefits of studying abroad in higher
education, including those in teacher preparation programs with a smaller body of
literature exploring study abroad outcomes for in-service educators who participate in
such experiences. Less is known about the outcomes of leading study abroad experiences
for educators who facilitate such opportunities. Therefore, this study explores the
perceptions of secondary educators who lead study abroad for secondary students to
understand the meaning they make of working in a globally oriented professional
learning community that takes shape within a centrally administered study abroad
program in Washington, D.C. Public Schools (DCPS). The stories educators tell of their
experiences are situated as a counter-narrative to the deprofessionalization of educators, a
phenomenon endemic to U.S. education since the 1980s.

A qualitative case study approach is used to explore perceptions and sense-
making, and the generation and analysis of educators’ stories suggests that educators
advocate studying abroad. Educators who lead study abroad also see themselves as
members of a globally oriented professional learning community (PLC), albeit a less
formal PLC than is traditionally implemented for school reform. Educators expounded
upon their learning and development via the roles they assume while leading study
abroad experiences. From this learning and development, educators possess professional
characteristics that suggest their increased professionalization within the DCPS Study

Abroad Program. Further work should be undertaken to explore the possibility of
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reframing PLCs as a grassroots initiative created by educators that span campus and

departmental or content-area boundaries to encompass professional interests.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Study abroad is thought to be a high impact practice in education that engages
participants in interactions with diverse groups of people in different settings, that
demands an appropriate level of performance based on participants’ abilities and time
spent on educational pursuits (e.g. language acquisition), and that affords participants
time and space to reflect and integrate their learning that is based on real-world
experiences (Ferrari & Fine, 2016; Kuh, 2008; Luxton et al., 2022; Rickard et al., 2023).
Researchers have explored study abroad in multiple disciplines and contexts, with the
largest body of research situated in higher education. While some emerging research on
study abroad is situated in K-12 education, specifically at the secondary level, further
research is needed to fully understand the outcomes and benefits of studying abroad in
secondary schools for multiple stakeholders involved, such as students, educators,
program and school administrators, parents, and other community members.

A large body of research spanning decades has explored study abroad in higher
education, including benefits, challenges and barriers, motivations, identity development,
and intercultural and interpersonal competencies (Adam et al, 2018; Bain & Yaklin,
2019; Hadis, 2005; Kuh, 2008; Raby, et al., 2021). In higher education, study abroad
participants experience a variety of benefits, including changes in personal growth, self-
concept, cultural competency, and a more profound connection to one’s community and
identity development (Adam et al, 2018; Deardorff, 2006; Dolby, 2004, 2007; Hadis,
2005; Salisbury et al., 2013). Study abroad literature represents several fields and

disciplines, as well as different types of programs with differing durations of time spent



abroad (Bell & Anscombe, 2013; Chiocca, 2021; Coker et al., 2018; Matheus & Gaugler,
2020; Schenker, 2019).

Among this vast literature on study abroad, a subcategory of research looks at
study abroad for pre-service teachers, undergraduate and graduate students of education
in programs aimed at teacher certification (Arthur et al., 2020; Cushner, 2007). Outcomes
of studying abroad for pre-service teachers (PSTs) include cultural awareness,
international-mindedness, and increased cultural competence when participants conduct
reflective exercises of their experiences abroad (Batey & Lupi, 2012; Cushner & Mahon,
2002). Study abroad for PSTs typically aims to increase intercultural competence (Back,
et al., 2022; Byker & Putman, 2019; Hauerwas et al., 2017; McBride et al., 2020;
Yomantas, 2021) by exposing them to new pedagogical approaches and educational
philosophies (Malewski & Phillion, 2009; Sharma, 2020), with the expectation that PSTs
may become better able to teach effectively in increasingly diverse classrooms (Baecher
& Chung, 2020; Lash, Akpovo & Cushner, 2022).

While the literature on pre-service teachers engaging in study abroad provides
useful insights, less is known about in-service teachers in study abroad. Of the small body
of literature that investigates the outcomes and benefits of studying abroad for in-service
teachers, scholars have found enhanced multidimensional perspectives on cultures taught
in school curricula; increased empathy towards others whose first language is different
from the language of instruction; deepened knowledge from travel applied to the
curriculum; and increased cultural sensitivity (Biraimah & Jotia, 2013; He et al., 2017;
Nero, 2009; Patterson, 2014). The overarching focus of this body of literature tends to be

on programs set up to position in-service teachers as participants in study abroad, rather



than as leaders of study abroad experiences (Biraimah & Jotia, 2013; Baker & Engel,
2024; He et al., 2017; Kelly et al., 2020; Mitchem, 2021).

Since secondary educators who lead study abroad experiences for their students
have been relatively underexplored, we lack a robust understanding of the outcomes of
engaging in such a practice, especially in a centrally administered program within which
educators work collaboratively to co-lead study abroad experiences. A qualitative
investigation provided detailed information, expressed in participants’ own words, about
the personal and professional contexts that shape educators’ experiences and perceptions
of leading study abroad (Creswell, 2018). From this richly descriptive body of data,
existing frameworks for sense-making (Spillane et al., 2002), professional learning
communities (Stoll et al., 2006), and deprofessionalization (Labaree, 2010; Milner, 2013)
were utilized to further explore educators in leadership roles rather than as participants in
study abroad. Additionally, qualitative inquiry offers participants the opportunity to
become involved in the research, enhancing the trustworthiness of data collected, and
aligning with what Seidman (2006) discusses as reciprocity and equity in terms of
attending to what teachers have to say when so few in education do and to avoid
expropriation of intended meanings of the data.

By examining the perceptions and meaning making of secondary educators who
lead study abroad experiences in a centrally administered program, and by employing
qualitative methods to center the educators’ voices and perspectives, this study can work
toward a better understanding of secondary educators’ perceptions of leading study
abroad experiences and how they make meaning of working in a globally oriented

professional learning community. In seeking a deeper understanding of educators as



leaders of study abroad, this study exposes the aspects of professionalization embodied
by participating educators that the wider field of education seemingly lacks. Furthermore,
with a deeper understanding of educator perceptions and meaning-making, program
administrators can better design training and preparation for educators, students, and
parents.

Purpose

The purpose of this case study is to describe the perceptions of secondary
educators on leading study abroad to understand how they make sense of working in a
globally oriented professional learning community in Washington, D.C. Public Schools’
(DCPS) Study Abroad Program. As a cross-disciplinary, qualitative case study, one aim
is to build a deeper understanding of secondary teachers’ perspectives of leading study
abroad for students from across a large, urban school district in a fully funded study
abroad program. This study also sheds light on how educators make sense of working
within a globally oriented, professional learning community as they facilitate study
abroad trips for secondary students. The deeper, nuanced understandings and
conceptualizations shared by educators in the 2024 DCPS Travel Ambassador cohort is
situated as a counter-narrative of the deprofessionalization of educators.

Washington, D.C. Public Schools (DCPS) is a large, diverse, urban school district
serving the 8 administrative wards of the federal district and capital of the United States.
Among the many initiatives and innovative practices employed by the school system, the
Global Education Office focuses on internationalizing the education for students in the
district. Of the programs administered through the Global Education Office, DCPS Study

Abroad is a district-wide, K-12 education abroad program that provides study abroad



experiences to students (DCPS Global Education, n.d.). DCPS Study Abroad brings
together educators working in middle or high school classrooms to lead groups of
students from across the district on short-term study abroad experiences over the summer,
typically lasting between 10-14 days. The program is fully funded, meaning neither
students nor parents or guardians incur the costs related to studying abroad such as
international flights, boarding, meals, educational experiences in the host country,
passports, and even travel essentials like toiletries and luggage as students’ needs arise.
DCPS Study Abroad targets rising 9th and 12th graders, by having students apply to the
program in their 8th and 11th grade years. Educators work with students to complete their
applications and conduct mock interviews to enhance their application. All students are
encouraged to apply from the traditional campuses and the Opportunity Academies,
campuses serving overage, under credited students pursuing a high school degree (DCPS
at a Glance, n.d.). Unique to this program is its central administration and that educators
lead groups of students who do not necessarily attend the campus where they work.

Against an interactive backdrop of multiple academic disciplines and drawing
upon the research on study abroad in higher education, the present study aims to
understand secondary educators' perceptions of leading study abroad and the meaning
they make of working with like-minded colleagues in a globally oriented collaborative
professional learning community. The main research question guiding this study is: What
meaning do educators make of working within a globally oriented professional learning
community? Besides the main question, several sub questions guide this inquiry. These
include:

1. What motivates educators to serve the study abroad program?



2. How do educators describe their experiences leading study abroad?
3. How do educators view leading study abroad in relation to their professional
development or learning?
My Connection to this Research Topic
Growing up in rural Texas, I had several unique experiences that set my life on a

trajectory of international exploration that had little to do with my geographical location.
My first time out of the United States was a family trip to Yugoslavia in 1996, in a period
of semi-peace following Croatia’s independence. After that I ventured, solo, to Rome in
2002 to visit family. Then I traveled to Argentina in 2007 for a formal study abroad
program as an undergraduate. Because I was in a teacher preparation program to fulfill
my minor degree requirements and to graduate as a fully certified high school social
studies teacher, I could only manage a summer abroad for language immersion. Upon
graduation in 2008, amidst the economic turmoil of the Great Recession, I took a job
teaching in Killeen, TX, where, for the next four years, I taught world geography to high
school students. I enjoyed learning and planning the course content. I moved to North
Carolina in 2012 where I continued to teach, this time teaching world history and civics
in grades 9-12. Approaching year seven of my career, I longed to invigorate my career
and sought opportunities to take students abroad, to bring the history (and geography I
snuck in) to life for my students. In North Carolina, I was fortunate to work with students
from families with the ability to fund study abroad experiences, and I led small groups,
ranging from 6 to 20 students, from my classes to various destinations in Western Europe

from 2015-2019. COVID-19 canceled my planned sixth study abroad experience, and |



left the classroom to pursue my master’s degree in international studies as a full-time
student, thinking about a career change.

During my two years at North Carolina State University, I took an internship that
introduced me to the field of teacher training and teacher professional development. I
facilitated multiple virtual programs across the globe for teachers of English as a Foreign
Language (EFL), culminating in organizing an in-person conference for EFL teachers in
Baku, Azerbaijan. I came to my doctoral studies thinking about how to draw from these
unique professional and personal experiences, to gain a better understanding of global,
secondary education that focuses on teachers’ involvement in the internationalization
process. In July 2023, I advised K-8 teachers on a Fulbright-Hays Seminar Abroad to
Amman, Jordan, learning about Jordanian culture and refugee education. In my advisory
role, I was introduced to various educational systems from across the United States as the
teachers and I worked to draft a curriculum unit as part of the U.S. Department of
Education’s Open Educational Resources database. The curriculum units submitted to the
Department of Education centered student inquiry, following the Inquiry Design Model
(Grant et al., 2017). I remain in contact with most of the teacher-participants of study
abroad and enjoy the virtual professional community they maintain, utilizing messaging
and social media apps.

How I came to this Study

With personal and professional experience in study abroad, and an interest in
educators’ involvement in global education, I got involved with the GW Global
Education Lab in the fall semester of 2021, where I was introduced to several in-progress

research projects on study abroad. Relating to study abroad in higher education, these



projects were interesting and provided valuable professional development as I was
introduced to the IRB process, data analysis, peer reviewing, and co-authoring. While
interesting, these projects lay outside the scope of research topics of interest to me.
During that fall semester, I attended a virtual meeting with the administrators of the
DCPS Global Education Office and was introduced to the programs the office
administers and the people who facilitate them. We discussed the projected timeline for
the study abroad program for that year, as it was to be the first year DCPS Study Abroad
would be traveling since COVID-19 had arrived in the United States. The risks associated
with traveling internationally and the administrative workload of managing students and
teachers traveling to and from multiple, international study abroad destinations with
varying COVID-19 detection policies, procedures, and resources, DCPS decided to
conduct all study abroad activities domestically, in the United States and Puerto Rico in
the summer of 2022. Teachers leading these domestically located, yet globally oriented,
study abroad experiences would be my first partners in exploring my research topic of
interest.

My Second Year Project, a program requirement in my doctoral studies,
undertook a qualitative case study with teachers leading the first, post-pandemic, study
abroad cohort. The destinations were restricted to locations within the United States, and
multiple factors led to this decision by the DCPS Study Abroad Program administrators.
While no passports were required, all program itineraries were globally oriented, with
topics of immigration to the U.S. (historical and current), global leadership, and global
climate and environmental issues, like human-environment interaction and nature

conservancy. In a series of three, individual interviews, occurring pre-travel, immediately



post-travel, and at 6 months post-travel, I asked about teachers’ perceptions of leading
study abroad and how teachers made sense of their perceptions in relation to their
teaching practices and professional beliefs. I found that the teachers viewed themselves

as champions of global education (Engel et al., 2017), teachers valued a growth mindset
(Dweck, 2016) in their colleagues as well as in themselves and student participants, and
teachers were reflective of their positionality and identities when leading study abroad for
diverse groups of students from across Washington, D.C. (Cushner, 2007; Dolby, 2004,
2007; Putnam & Borko, 2000).

In a second project, I explored the DCPS Study Abroad as a single case across the
duration of the program’s operation, from the 2015-2016 school year to the 2022-2023
school year. My co-author and I explored collaborative cosmopolitan capital
development among educators in a globally oriented, professional community of DCPS
educators leading the study abroad experiences. Through a secondary analysis of data, we
found that educators with previous international experience tend to seek out professional
learning experiences that are globally oriented. We see burgeoning evidence of a
Professional Learning Community (PLC) among the travel ambassadors, and educators
have mentioned multiple benefits of leading global travel experiences for secondary
students (Baker & Engel, 2024).

Cosmopolitan capital was evident in educators’ discussion of previous
international experiences in interviews as well as in survey responses. The aspects of a
PLC included having shared goals, trust, collaboration and active participation, and
guiding activities related to practice. These were evident in travel ambassadors'

discussions and in researcher observations. Educators perceived the opportunity to



expand their professional networks as a benefit of leading study abroad, and they
appreciated supportive, like-minded colleagues who inspire and create space for personal
and professional growth. Facilitating experiential learning opportunities and working
with students in settings beyond the confines of their traditional classrooms were also
reported to be beneficial for professional growth. Finally, educators leveraged their
cosmopolitan capital for the benefit of their colleagues and the students, to provide a
study abroad experience with the goal of facilitating the development of cosmopolitan
capital in the students they led. Since my first introduction to the teachers of the DCPS
Study Abroad Program three years ago, several teachers have remained active in the
program, diligently recruiting students, and leading study abroad experiences.
Conceptual Framework

The professional status of teachers has been the subject of scholarly debate. One
argument maintains that teachers are non-professionals (Buchanan, 2020; Brownlee et al.,
2024; Buyruk, 2014; Hodges et al., 2013; Ingersoll & Merrill, 2011; Labaree, 2010,
2018; Lortie, 1969; Milner, 2013; Pinar, 2019; Tobias & Baffert, 2010; Wong, 2006) or,
at best, semi-professionals. This argument holds that teachers have yet to achieve a fully
professional status. Opposing scholars argue that teachers and teaching have previously
achieved a professional status, but in recent decades have been undergoing a process of
deprofessionalization, ushered in via the standards movement and accountability era
(Durso, 2012; Firestone et al., 2004; Mathis, 2012). In this study, I take the view that
teachers and teaching have held, and subsequently have lost, at least some professional
status. Because of this deprofessionalization, a framework for understanding it as a

broader context of public education and its characteristics is constructed from extant
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literature (Hodges et al., 2013; Ingersoll & Merrill, 2011; Labaree, 2010, 2018; Lortie,
1969). Understanding this broader context of public education is essential to exploring
the stories and meaning-making of educators leading study abroad since a majority of the
time spent promoting and facilitating the program occurs in the domestic school system,
rather than the highlighted international experience, which is relatively short being
approximately two weeks of a year-long program.

After establishing this context, I situate the scholarly literature drawn from
multiple fields to present a claim about educators leading study abroad experiences who
work collaboratively within a globally oriented professional community embodying
professional characteristics thought to be elusive to the field of education. To make this
claim, the concepts of the professional learning community (Stoll et al., 2006),
cosmopolitan capital (Weenink, 2007), sense-making (Siczek & Engel, 2017; Spillane et
al., 2002), and a review of the study abroad literature focused on study abroad outcomes
(Adam et al, 2018; Batey & Lupi, 2012; Bell & Anscombe, 2013; Biraimah & Jotia,
2013; Cubillos & Ilvento, 2012; Cushner, 2007; He et al., 2017) explore how educators
embody, or not, the characteristics associated with deprofessionalization. To clarify, I do
not suggest that all educators, across all K-12 settings embody all characteristics
functionalists would claim to constitute educators as professionals (Yeom & Ginsburg,
2007). Rather, I suggest that secondary educators within a centrally administered
program, embody professional attributes as they lead study abroad experiences for
secondary students. While educators embody and leverage these professional attributes
within the context of the Study Abroad Program, I found little evidence to suggest that

educators can also leverage these in more traditional, educational settings.
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Summary of Methodology

Study approval was obtained from the George Washington University’s
Institutional Review Board (IRB), through the Office of Human Research, on May 1,
2024. Educators leading the Washington, D.C. Public Schools (DCPS) Study Abroad
Program were invited to participate in a qualitative case study (Creswell, 2018; Merriam,
2009; Stake, 2005) that explores their perceptions of leading study abroad and how they
make sense of working with other educators in a globally oriented, professional learning
community. From August to October 2024, individual educators participated in three
semi-structured, virtual interviews and were asked to contribute meaningful artifacts that
describe their experiences and perceptions of their service to the DCPS Study Abroad
Program. I interpreted the individual data to create participant profiles (Seidman, 2006)
for each educator, presented in the first half of Chapter 4, followed by educators’
responses to interview questions and stories told that specifically answer the research
questions of this study. When analyzing and further synthesizing the results from Chapter
4, I interpreted the data thematically and used these interpretations to further refine the
conceptual framework created to highlight the professional dispositions and
understandings of secondary educators who lead study abroad. Revisions to the
conceptual framework appear in Chapter 5 along with a discussion of the results as
applied within this framework.
Key Terms & Definitions

To situate the reader with the study, the following terms are defined as they are

relevant to the study. They are listed in alphabetical order:
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Sense-making is defined as “how individuals notice and interpret stimuli and how
prior knowledge, beliefs, experiences, social contexts, and policy stimuli influence
construction of new understandings” (Spillane et al., 2002). Professionalization is defined
as “the development of skills, identities, norms, and values associated with becoming part
of a professional group; acquiring substantive and methodological knowledge and
understanding of roles that permit functioning as professionals in the field, and training
newcomers [e.g. induction]” (Levine, 2001).

Autonomy (lack of): As a characteristic possessed by anyone thought to be a
professional, autonomy consists of decision-making power and freedom to think and act
(Friedman, 1999). In the field of education, Ingersoll (2011) posits that professors in
higher education have at least equal, if not more, control over the content they teach,
hiring new colleagues, and peer evaluation and promotion than do the administrators in
higher education. The lack of autonomy in this study refers to how teachers in K-12
education lack the power to make decisions regarding curriculum and policy
implementation. Teachers’ actions are constrained by the top-down enforcement of
educational standards and accountability measures such as high stakes testing, limiting
freedom to teach beyond the content expected to be tested.

Cosmopolitan capital: Drawing upon Bourdieu’s (1986, 2006) discussion of
social and cultural capital, cosmopolitan capital is socially constructed resources and
skills needed to navigate a globalized world. These include intercultural communication,
understanding and communicating in more than one language, and intercultural
competence, accepting cultural differences and acknowledging cultural nuances that may

or may not be relatable or similar to one’s own (Baker & Engel, 2024; Ball & Nikita,
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2014; Gaudelli & Laverty, 2015; Rizvi, 2005; Calhoun, 2002; Delanty, 2006; Lindell &
Danielsson, 2017; Weenink, 2008).

DCPS (Washington, D.C. Public Schools): DCPS is a large, urban school system,
operating across 8 administrative wards in the federal city of Washington, D.C. The
school system serves 51,000 students with more than 4,000 teachers, 109 principals, and
more than 2,900 classroom aides, social workers, counselors, and other support staff
(DCPS Organization, n.d.). Currently, there are 43 campuses serving secondary students
in grades 6-12, including traditional middle and school campuses, Opportunity
Academies, Education campuses and special education campuses that serve a
combination of primary and secondary students (DCPS At a Glance, n.d.).

Deprofessionalization: This is a process that has policy and sociological
underpinnings. From the policy and more practical perspective, deprofessionalization is a
process that involves:

“credential and licensing levels” that de-skill and water-down learning for those
preparing to become teachers, “induction and mentoring programs for entrants” as vital to
success and career sustainment for new teachers to be lacking, if existing, “professional
development support” that is not relevant to the teachers’ and their students’ context-
specific needs, a lack of “opportunities and participation” within a group of high quality,
highly effective teachers , a lack of opportunity for “specialization” in a content area or
skill that is highly valued, “authority over decision making” being stripped away from
teachers and replaced with top-down mandates, “compensation levels” that are low, even
for a specific market area, and decreased or decreasing “prestige and occupational social

standing” (Ingersoll & Merrill, 2011).
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A gender lens can also be applied to this process as most teachers are female, and
historically, women were willing to work for less pay than men. Women were also
thought to be more nurturing, making them ideal for elementary education. That teaching
is thought to be women’s work is a form of deprofessionalization as it is seen as less than
the work of men, even in education (Labaree, 2018).

Perception: evidence of a lived reality (Moustakas, 1994)

Position as Trade/Craft: Two ideas in this term are trade and craft. Trade is
defined as an economic exchange. In terms of teachers, the education they provide to
students is thought to have value that can be exchanged for something, as in social
mobility or higher wages (Labaree, 1997). Craft is defined as something that can be
learned and executed by observing and copying (Buchanan, 2020; Labaree, 2000).
Because teachers rarely disclose the thought processes that guide their decision-making
and resulting actions in the classroom, what teachers can be observed to do appears to be
simplistic and easily replicable (Buchanan, 2020).

Professional Knowledge: In this study, professional knowledge is understood to
be knowledge or information that is more abstract and is applied to situations and cases
(Abbott, 1988). Labaree (1992) states that professional knowledge is “a formal body of
knowledge that is not accessible to the layperson and that gives it special competence in
carrying out a particular form of work” (p. 125), wherein formal is understood to be
“university-based” (Haug, 1975) and “not accessible to the layperson” is understood to
mean that professional knowledge provides a basis for power and privilege (Haug, 1975).
Not everyone has access to, nor has the training to apply, professional knowledge lends

elite status to the owner of sure knowledge.
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Professional Learning Community (PLC): With no singular definition, PLCs are
thought to be a group of teachers who continually share and reflect upon their practices
together, who collaborate, and who promote learning and growth for both themselves and
their students (Stoll et al., 2006). While PLCs have roots in social learning and
communities of practice (Bandura, 1977; Smylie, 1995; Wenger, 1998), implementation
of PLC:s in the U.S. public school system has primarily been implementation framed in a
deficit lens, to increase school and student performance by way of increased teacher
quality (Dufour, 2007; 2012).

Professionalization: A process that includes training located within universities
that is extended in length beyond general studies or the lowest degree (i.e. bachelor’s
degree), forming professional organizations, licensing, and the adoption of ethical codes.
This process grants autonomy (see Autonomy above) (Haug, 1975). Furthermore,
professionalization allows members of the profession “privileged communication,”
communicating knowledge with authority because the members control a specialized
body of professional knowledge the general population cannot or does not access. As a
result, this process results in a status that is socially legitimized (Tobias & Baffert, 2009,
p. 36). Another indicator of professionalization is high, or substantial wages (Connelly &
Rosenberg, 2009; Milner, 2013).

Sense-Making: This is a cognitive process that involves individual cognition,
including the existing mental models, life experiences, morals, and culture, situated
cognition, including interpretation of one’s individual mental models and experiences in
relation to the people and places close to us, like community members, family, and co-

workers (Spillane et al., 2002). The final level of cognition includes the interpretation and
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decision-making that happens in response to policy, in this study, education policy such
as school system initiatives and programs (Siczek & Engel, 2017; Spillane et al., 2002).
In this study, sense-making is believed to be socially constructed (Bandura, 1997; Biesta,
2009).

Travel Ambassador, or TA: Travel Ambassadors are DCPS employees, typically
classroom teachers at school campuses serving middle and high school students, who
apply and are accepted to lead study abroad experiences for DCPS students. They attend
training provided by DCPS Study Abroad Program administrators, promote the program
and recruit students on their home campuses, and work with students to apply and
become selected study abroad participants. TAs lead parent meetings prior to departure of
study abroad, collect vital student documentation, and travel with students in the role of

chaperone and teacher (my definition).
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature

Presented in the following sections of this chapter is an overview of the literature
on topics related to secondary school educators who lead study abroad experiences in the
centrally administered, district-wide study abroad program in Washington DC Public
Schools. I take a functional approach to reviewing the literature on the
deprofessionalization of educators to look at the characteristics that span the literature to
showcase the larger, deprofessionalized context within which the study’s participants
work. After reviewing the literature on the deprofessionalized work context of public
education, I review the literature on study abroad, professional learning communities
(PLCs), and a Bordieusian (1986) conceptualization of cosmopolitan capital. Following
this, I review sense-making literature to arrive at the conceptual framework that guided
this study. The central aim of this inquiry is to explore the meaning educators make of
working within a globally oriented, professional learning community through their stories
from leading study abroad. Within educators’ stories of leading study abroad evidence
arises to counter the deprofessionalization of education. Throughout the review of
literature across several disciplines, I note limitations, such as the scant research on study
abroad in secondary education. A gap in the research addressed in this study is that
educators, when they appear in the study abroad literature, are participants in study
abroad programs rather than leaders of or within study abroad programs.

Collectively, this literature is not an exhaustive inventory of topics directly
associated with secondary educators in study abroad. Rather, this collection of literature
represents concepts utilized in exploring how educators leading study abroad make sense

of working within a globally oriented professional community and counter the larger
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narrative of deprofessionalization within which they work. To do this, I take an
interdisciplinary approach to reviewing the literature on deprofessionalization in terms of
the characteristics professions achieve and, in education, that have subsequently been
retracted via changes in society and policy in the United States that have occurred. Next,
I provide a brief overview of the study abroad literature in higher education, leading into
the literature on study abroad outcomes for pre-service teachers, followed by literature
covering in-service teachers. Next follows the literature on professional learning
communities (PLCs) and cosmopolitan capital development. Then I review literature on
sense-making in the fields of organization science and education to explore the meaning
educators might make of working within a globally oriented professional learning
community. Exploring the literature on organization science is relevant to this study due
to the central organization and administration of the case, the DCPS Study Abroad
Program. Finally, I situate the literature to form a conceptual framework to show how
educators leading study abroad counter the deprofessionalization of education in the
United States.
Deprofessionalization

Deprofessionalization of educators and teaching has a long history, and scholars
argue teaching has yet to reach full professional status (Hodges et al., 2013; Lortie, 1969;
Tobias & Baffert, 2010). Some scholars have investigated the professionalization and
subsequent deprofessionalization of education from a historical perspective, suggesting
different stages of evolution based on historical and societal progress occurring at
different time periods globally (Ginsburg, 1997; Hargreaves, 2000). For example,

Hargreaves (2000) suggests that teaching has four periods starting around the industrial
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revolution and evolving through the twentieth century to arrive at the present period,
thought to be a “post professional” stage. This historical progression is thought to be
educator-driven, meaning that educators determined the evolution of educating
throughout the twentieth century and will determine future evolution of the profession
(Hargreaves, 2000). However, because educators are part of a larger society, changes
within society, influenced by stakeholders outside the field of education, also influence
how and when the professionalization of education evolves.

From a sociological perspective, Ingersoll and Merrill (2011) discuss
professionalization based on multiple indicators, including: “credential and licensing
levels, induction and mentoring programs for entrants, professional development support,
opportunities and participation, specialization, authority over decision making,
compensation levels, and prestige and occupational social standing” (p. 186). By
considering multiple indicators, comparison with other fields deemed professional is
possible as well as highlighting the departure points from professionalization that the
field of education takes. Milner (2013) narrowed this discussion to fast-track, or non-
traditional, educator preparation and credentialing, evaluation based on student
performance on standardized testing, and narrow, scripted curricula, taking a policy
analysis approach. In addition to the nuances of preparing educators, Milner (2013)
discusses narrowed, scripted curricula and educator evaluation based on standardized test
scores in alignment with other literature taking a policy analysis approach to
deprofessionalization, supporting the indicators of deprofessionalization that include a

lack of professional knowledge (Bandura, 1977; Brownlee et al., 2024; Buyruk, 2014;
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Haug, 1975; Kerr, 1987) and a lack of autonomy (Ingersoll, 2003, 2006, 2012; Labaree
2010; Pinar, 2019; Wong, 2006).

Taking a historical approach to describing education as a field in the United
States, Labaree (2018) discusses the deprofessionalization of education in terms of the
routes through which teacher education became ensconced in higher education. Most
commonly, teacher education went from normal schools to the state university aimed at
filling the classrooms of the expanding education system with a focus on elementary
education with a predominantly female population. A less common route was individual
professor positions that eventually grew to entire departments of education, with focuses
on education for high school teachers, education for school administrators, and
generating education research with a predominantly male population (Labaree 2018). He
goes on to postulate that the divergence in targeted populations, males to high school,
school leadership, or education research and females to elementary school, reinforced
deprofessionalization as women were willing to work for half the pay of men, and that
ideologically, nurturing, a part of early education, would be best done by women (p.
298).

Educator pay is also a characteristic of deprofessionalization across the body of
literature that explores the professional status of teaching with most finding educator
salaries to be low, regardless of local market area and that low wages negatively impact
teacher effectiveness (Britton & Popper, 2016; Hanushek & Rivkin, 2007; Hodges et al.,
2013; Ingersoll, 2011; Milner, 2013; Wronowski & Urick, 2019; Yeom & Ginsburg,
2007). While pay is not central to the development of a conceptual framework for this

study, it is part of the larger sociological and political perspectives on the
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deprofessionalization of education in that pay is representative of the presumed skills,
knowledge, and work completed by educators (Ingersoll & Perda, 2008; Occupational
Employment and Wage Statistics, n.d.).

For the purposes of this study, I draw upon the literature of deprofessionalization,
focusing on key indicators or characteristics of professions to frame the larger context
within which participants in this study work. These characteristics include that educating
is trade or craft work rather than professional work (Buchanan, 2020; Labaree, 2010),
that educators do not own a professional body of knowledge (Buyruk, 2014; Brownlee et
al., 2024), that educators lack autonomy (Ingersoll, 2003; Milner, 2013; Pinar, 2019;
Wong, 2006), alternative pathways to education have resulted in less prepared, lower-
quality educators (Redding, 2022), and that induction and mentoring programs are either
absent or insufficient in length or scope in education, thereby reinforcing that educators
are not fully professional (Labaree, 1992; Lortie, 1975; Ingersoll, 2012; Reeves et al.,
2022).

Position as a Trade or Craft

Positioning education as a trade or a craft assesses the field of education as not
fully professional and reinforces the notion that one need only to observe “good”
examples of educating (i.e. delivering a good lesson) and that these “good” examples are
replicable after having observed them (Buchanan, 2020; Labaree, 2000). Two reasons
likely account for this, first, good educators make educating look easy and second,
educators, wherever they fall on the spectrum between good and bad, tend to “render it
[what they do] invisible” (Buchanan, 2020, p. 7). Educators generally manage classroom

behavior, pedagogical knowledge, and student learning in ways that allow them to fluidly
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move between these aspects of educating while simultaneously attending to daily
administrative tasks required of them. When an educator facilitates a lesson wherein all
students appear to be engaged in learning and behaving according to established
classroom norms, the assumption is often made that doing such is not difficult, and that in
following some prescribed steps, anyone can replicate this lesson and outcome. However,
that which is unobserved, or what is “rendered invisible” includes the habitual actions
and thought processes undertaken to establish the classroom climate, managing student
behavior, accommodating multiple levels of learning, the pedagogical content knowledge
necessary to engage and enrich learning, and steps taken to prevent less desirable
outcomes in the classroom so as to create an environment in which learning thrives
(Buchanan, 2020).

Experienced educators subliminally create conditions wherein students engage in
content, in appropriate ways, and the educator can answer questions and guide students’
thinking and inquiry without stating such explicitly. These conditions can be misleading
to untrained observers, such as student-teachers, because arguably, we have all spent
years observing educators and “the way they ply their trade” (Labaree, 2000; Lortie,
1975). “It may be that the widespread idea that ‘anyone can teach’...originates from this;
what child can-not, after all, do a reasonably accurate portrayal of a classroom teacher’s
actions?” (Lortie, 1975, p. 62). Less visible are the thinking and decision-making
involved prior to starting a lesson or curating specific learning activities. Further,
educators do not tend to disclose their “strategic plan” for student learning and often do
not fully explain the goals of particular decisions and planning to students or observers

(Labaree, 2000).
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Question of Professional Knowledge

Educators are often thought to be “masters of what most adults already know”
(Labaree, 2000, p. 232). They are thought to possess knowledge that is common, and this
can lead to resistance from pre-service teachers who feel they already have the requisite
understanding of teaching (Labaree, 2000). Also, compulsory education in the United
States results in most of the population having, at some point, observed educators in the
classroom who fall at various places along the quality spectrum of educators. Even
though secondary educators are siloed into content areas, and that these educators
typically obtain certification in one or two content areas, the knowledge educators
possess and endeavor to instill in their students is seen as ordinary without any
characteristic to denote it as elite (Labaree, 2000). This creates an expanding knowledge
base, straining the monopoly educators hold on knowledge (Haug, 1975). In the fields of
medicine and law, for example, the education system protects and perpetuates the
professional knowledge monopoly (Haug, 1975). Recently, “technological advancements
make [it] easier to reach the knowledge [once held exclusively by professionals],” and
this also leads to the deprofessionalization of educators (Buyruk, 2014, p. 1711). Because
educators are also expected to develop their skills in students, they should be able to
engage in practices that facilitate developing their knowledge and skills in others
(Brownlee et al., 2024; Kerr, 1987). This is ultimately seen as giving away professional
expertise in a way that others in professionalized fields do not.
Lack of Autonomy

The autonomy, or lack thereof, educators have over the work they do is another

characteristic of deprofessionalization considered in this study and review of the
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literature. In a policy brief entitled, Policy Reforms and De-professionalization of
Teaching, H. R. Milner (2013) presents both sides of the argument over scripted, narrow
curricula (p. 13-16), and a salient point for this framework is that in using scripted
curricula, educators do not need specific skills to educate since all the ingredients for a
solid education are contained within the curriculum package, compiled by experts and
purchased by the school district (Wong, 2006), suggesting that any sort of deviation from
the listed ingredients and steps will result in an unintended, potentially disastrous final
product, such as lower test scores, decreased funding, and outside intervention from state
actors. The expectation becomes that “teachers are to act as automatons rather than as
professionals solving the complex problems of teaching and learning” (Milner, 2013, p.
15). This moves educators further away from professional status as what they do in the
classroom is dictated by others, in a top-down approach. The Standards Movement in
U.S. education in the later part of the 20th century binds teachers closely to state
standards of teaching and learning that is assessed by high stakes testing (Labaree, 2010).
From A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983) to No
Child Left Behind (2001) and its most recent version, Every Student Succeeds Act
(2015), policy makers have been paying close attention to what is happening in schools
and devising ways to intervene. This is not surprising, considering the shift in school
funding away from local property tax to federal and state budgets, meaning these actors
intrude upon the autonomy of educators and what they do in the classroom (Labaree,
2010).

Also known as accountability, the policy of using scripted, narrowed curriculum,

limited to subjects likely to be tested, classifies educators’ work as the mechanism
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through which to achieve policy outcomes (Superfine, 2005; Superfine, et al. 2012;
Wronowski & Urick, 2021) and limits educators’ influence over their praxis (Powell et
al., 2009; Schoen & Fusarelli, 2008; Stillings, 2005). The goal of education then becomes
measuring performance and intervening in ways that increase school and educator
performance (Cawelti, 2006; Darling-Hammond, 2007; Dever & Carlston, 2009; Hursh,
2007; Jennings & Rentner, 2006; Powell et al., 2009). Regardless of good intentions for
improvement, educators have little, if any, control over their current curriculum, to say
nothing of its reform. By coupling curriculum to high stakes, standardized testing and
mandating these as an indicator of teacher effectiveness, policymakers and education
corporations have stripped educators of autonomy (Pinar, 2019).

In a prescient discussion of the stripping of autonomy from educators, Ingersoll
(2012) positions schools as the social mechanism for “deciding which behavior and
values are proper and best for the young” and that this “is not trivial, neutral, or value
free” (p. 102). Fourteen years later, education in the U.S. has seen tumultuous debates on
bullying, booking banning, a plethora of curriculum reforms, AI/ChatGPT, and more
(Lonas; 2023; Spector, 2023). Ingersoll (2012) explains that society holds “the
assumption that education is far too important to be left up solely to educators” (p. 102).
Interestingly, John Dewey (1929), advocated for autonomy-oriented education, linking
“freedom with (inter)personal responsibility.” For Dewey (1929), the connection between
freedom and responsibility to oneself and to others guarantees social order. Two
necessary conditions for freedom are: skill and control of the means of achievement
(Westbrook, 1991). Without these, an inevitable outcome is following the directives and

ideas of others. By not placing inquiry and experiences at the center of learning, and by
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stripping educators of autonomy to best do this work, educators have little means to
facilitate autonomy in students, ultimately, following the mandates of external actors (e.g.
the state). This is important as in most cases, the mandates of external actors have been to
replicate the social order Bourdieu (1986) describes wherein society is divided into
classes with limited upward mobility as institutions exist or are created to keep society
stratified.

Finally, within the literature on autonomy in education exists a sort of paradox.
The above literature discusses the stripping of educators’ autonomy via “narrowed,
scripted curricula” (Milner, 2013; Wong, 2006), but simultaneously, if not as loudly, we
hear cries for educators to “understand and respond to the sociological composition of the
classroom” that is increasingly diverse (Lash, Akpovo & Cushner, 2022; Luke et al.,
2011; Sharma, et al., 2011). Global citizenship education (Goren & Yemini, 2017) and
culturally responsive pedagogy (Gulya & Fehervari, 2024; Howard, 2021) are examples
that seem paradoxical to narrowed curricula as they arguably are do not come in pre-
packaged, perfectly proportioned selections for the classroom or individual students,
despite having been developed into frameworks or guidelines to be implemented
alongside the content curriculum.
Credentials and Licensure

Broader trends in education in the United States suggest that more educators now
enter the field via alternative or non-traditional preparation programs (Cochran-Smith &
Villegas, 2015; Milner, 2013; Wronowski & Urick, 2021). Programs that exist outside of
formal, degree completion programs, such as Bachelor of Art in education programs, can

be seen as an indicator that education is experiencing deprofessionalization, despite that
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many U.S. states still require an undergraduate degree prior to issuing a certificate or
license to teach in a K-12 classroom (Teacher Preparation, n.d.). It is widely accepted
that alternative certification programs have lower recruitment standards that lead to lower
academic performance of incoming teachers (Constantine et al., 2009; Fraser & Lefty,
2018; Redding, 2022; Walsh & Jacobs, 2007). This can, however, be misleading because
many pre-service teachers who undertake non-traditional routes toward education do so
as second careers, oftentimes after completing university studies in areas outside
education (Boyd et al., 2008; Humphrey & Wechsler, 2007; Lankford et al., 2014; Master
et al., 2018). Furthermore, high quality, effective teaching coupled with teacher retention
as outcomes of preparation programs rely on a plethora of factors such as quality field
experiences, coursework, and a variety of support for the teacher-educators, pre-service
teachers, and cooperating teachers along with a climate of support at all institutions
involved in certifying future educators (Al-Bataineh et al., 2009; Guthery & Bailes, 2022;
Humphrey & Wechsler, 2007; Ronfeldt, 2021).
Induction and Mentoring

Finally, deprofessionalization of educators and the broader field of public
education has been explored in terms of induction into the field and mentoring new
entrants to the field education receive. Induction programming varies greatly across the
U.S. from single, orientation-style meeting to kick off the new school year, to years-long
training, generally beginning upon the commencement of one’s first job as an educator
(Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). Induction can be workshops, regular meetings with mentors,
or even a singular, orientation-style meeting at the start of the school year, and school

districts generally determine the degree to which they support and facilitate induction of
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new educators (Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). Mentoring is a popular support wherein new
educators can be guided by a more experienced educators, and assigning mentors to new
entrants to the field of education has come to dominate the realm of educator induction
(Ingersoll & Strong, 2011). Unlike other professionalized fields where new entrants can
spend years working under the guidance and supervision of more experienced colleagues,
when educators enter the classroom, they are held to similar expectations as their more
seasoned, veteran colleagues (Bastian & Marks, 2017; Darling-Hammond, 2005; Horn et
al., 2008; Ingersoll, 2012; Ingersoll & Merrill, 2011; Reeves et al., 2022). The literature
also suggests that time spent in the classroom educating students tends to result in more
learning and development than does time spent in formal educator preparation programs,
usually with a singular field experience toward the end of the program (Labaree, 1992;
Lortie, 1975). Educators who complete a traditional preparation program can experience
an “abrupt separation from professional mentoring” after short, semester-long, student-
teaching experiences (Labaree, 1992, p.140). Ultimately, the literature finds that a variety
of components of induction programs, including mentorship, facilitates the induction of
new educators and has positive outcomes for student achievement and performance as
well as retention within the field. Despite this evidence, induction and mentoring remain
under the hyper-local jurisdiction of individual school systems, sometimes even school
campuses, with a wide variety scope and support facilitation, thereby suggesting that
induction programs for new educators are deprioritized over other educational issues,

solidifying the deprofessionalization of educators.
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Study Abroad for Pre-Service Teachers

For decades, researchers have explored study abroad in the context of higher
education, recording benefits, challenges and barriers, motivations, identity development,
and intercultural and interpersonal competencies (Adam et al, 2018; Bain & Yaklin,
2019; Hadis, 2005; Kuh, 2008; Raby, Ward, & Rhoades, 2021). More recent work on
study abroad in higher education has also undertaken a critical approach understanding
the purported outcomes and benefits (Goldoni, 2021; Ogden, 2008; Pashby & de Oliveria
Andreotti, 2016; Prins & Webster, 2010; Wallace, 2018). In higher education, those who
study abroad experience a variety of benefits, including changes in personal growth,
clearer self-concept, cultural competency, a more profound connection to one’s
community, and identity development (Adam et al, 2018; Deardorft, 2006; Dolby, 2004,
2007; Hadis, 2005; Salisbury et al., 2013). Study abroad literature represents multiple
academic fields and disciplines as well as different types of programs with differing
durations of time spent abroad (Batey & Lupi, 2012; Bell & Anscombe, 2013; Cubillos &
Ilvento, 2012; Foronda & Belknap, 2012). Among this vast literature on study abroad, a
subcategory of research explores study abroad for pre-service teachers, higher education
students of education programs aimed at teacher certification (Arthur et al., 2020;
Cushner, 2007).

Benefits of study abroad for pre-service teachers include cultural awareness,
international-mindedness, and increased cultural competence when participants conduct
reflective exercises of their experiences abroad (Batey & Lupi, 2012; Boix Mansilla &
Jackson, 2022; Cushner, 2007; Cushner & Mahon, 2002). Study abroad is found to be a

significant practice aimed at increasing pre-service teachers’ intercultural competence
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(Back, et al., 2022; Byker & Putman, 2019; Hauerwas, Skawinski, & Ryan, 2017; Marx
& Moss, 2011; McBride, Bellamy, & Knoester, 2020; Walters, Garii, & Walters, 2009;
Yomantas, 2021) by exposing pre-service teachers to new pedagogical approaches and
educational philosophies (Cunningham, 2019; Fasching-Varner et al., 2018; Malewski &
Phillion, 2009; McGaha & Linder, 2012; Sharma, 2020), as well as better equipping pre-
service teachers to address the growing diversity within their US classrooms (Baecher &
Chung, 2020; Lash, Akpovo & Cushner, 2022; Sharma, Phillion, & Malewski, 2011).
Additionally, pre-service teachers have the potential to gain self-knowledge, develop
personal and professional competence, and foster a greater understanding of both global
and domestic diversity (Cushner, 2007). In increasingly diverse U.S. classrooms, teachers
benefit from intercultural perspectives to cultivate practices that foster intercultural
sensitivity and collaboration within their classrooms.

However, recent exploration of study abroad programs has raised questions of
intercultural competence in terms of measuring changes in accumulated intercultural
competence for pre-service teachers engaging in short-term study abroad. In their study,
Lopez & Morales (2021) found that unlike their counterparts from the Global North, pre-
service teachers from the Global South conceptualize global issues from a position of less
power, highlighting cultural bias in measuring intercultural competence. While research
suggests that pre-service teachers report increases in intercultural competence, it is
important to consider the means with which this is measured and who reports the
increases. Additionally, roughly forty percent of American study abroad in only five
European countries including the UK, France, Germany, Italy and Spain (NAFSA, 2020).

This can signify that sites in the Global North offer study abroad experiences steeped in

31



rich history and culture. Destinations for studying abroad in the developing world are
often billed as places that need help or are where one goes to serve. This is particularly
common for international service-learning experiences, but not exclusive to these types of
education abroad programs (Auchter, 2020; Bednarz, 2018). Given that teacher
preparation programs tend to be highly structured with limited time to engage in longer,
more traditional study abroad experiences, a major question arises that positions studying
abroad into this service-learning field where pre-service teachers may participate in
internships abroad to gain field experience (Morely et al., 2019). Engaging in
international service or volunteering for international field experiences in education can
benefit the pre-service teachers who may gain insight and additional skills to apply in
their classrooms while similar benefits for host communities are less apparent if they
exist (Tiessen, 2018). In their analysis of teaching abroad programs in Africa,
Onyenekwu, Angeli, Pinto, and Douglas (2017) found that programs can promote
harmful stereotypes about people in the developing world and ways that foreign
volunteers “save” them (Morely et al., 2019).

Literature on pre-service teachers has also investigated language (Nero, 2009),
service-learning (Anderson, Swick, & Yff, 2001; Lussier, Assaf, & Hoff, 2019), and
professional development (Mena, Garcia, & Garcia, 2019; Reuter & Moak, 2022) for pre-
service teachers who will need to develop skills to meet students’ needs whose first or
native language is not English in their future classrooms. While discussing implications
for intercultural competence, literature expands upon aspects of professional development
related to culturally responsive practices, particularly for English language learners, after

pre-service teachers have been immersed in coursework and daily life where English is
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not the dominant language (Dressler et al., 2021; Nero, 2009). Service-learning can also
address intercultural competence and bring awareness of literacy, social justice, and
equity by teaching strategies to increase community engagement, useful in the pre-service
teachers’ local communities (Czop Assaf et al., 2019). Furthermore, as global citizenship
education appears in curriculum and educational standards, pre-service teachers can
experience and reflect upon the meaning of global citizenship first-hand via study abroad,
with the aim of facilitating global citizenship education in their future classrooms (Reuter
& Moak, 2022; UNESCO, 2023). Upon return from the study abroad experience, this
acquired knowledge can be scaled to the multitude of students with whom teachers
interact annually.

Critiques of this literature include that U.S. pre-service teachers study abroad for
short periods of time (2-4 weeks) due to the rigid structure in traditional teacher
education programs rather than longer stays of up to two years (Morely et al., 2019).
Short term study abroad may lead to less time to interact with locals, to understand the
language, and to take a deep dive into cultural nuances for increased understanding,
situating the participants to be supported over the local population with whom they
interact (Ogden, 2008). In some instances, the missed opportunity for deeper engagement
and competency building manifested in pre-service teachers being thrust into the local
classroom, with local teachers deferring to the foreign, pre-service teacher, not quite
hitting the mark of reciprocal exchange (Northcote et al., 2014). Morley et al. (2019) also
found that relatively few studies explore issues of power, privilege, and diversity of both
the U.S. participants and the host communities. Additionally, Goldoni (2021) discusses

how elements of neoliberalism and consumerism plague study abroad for language
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acquisition as a form of capital and commodity, reproducing social inequalities. These
critiques of the study abroad literature for pre-service teachers seem to align with
deprofessionalization in that study abroad may not necessarily impart specialized
professional knowledge or abilities required to consider teachers as fully professional.
Two notable exceptions, Zhao, Meyers, and Meyers (2009) and Beckman and
Christenson (2016), address these issues through purposeful program design and
reflective activities for participants. However, because purposeful design has been proven
to result in the hoped-for results, global education via study abroad counters
deprofessionalization. Pajares (1992) states, “few would argue that the beliefs teachers
hold influence their perceptions and judgments, which in turn, affect their behavior in the
classroom, or that understanding the belief structures of teachers and teacher candidates
is essential to improving professional preparation and teaching practices” (p. 307).
Therefore, studying abroad benefits pre-service teachers even if the benefits measured are

unique to the individual participants, host countries, and duration of the experience.

Study Abroad for In-Service Teachers

Focusing on the impact of short-term study abroad, He et al. (2017) conducted a
study on in-service teachers and “reported on the impact of the program not only on
teachers’ intercultural competence development, but also their teaching beliefs and
practices” (p. 147). Examining a short-term study abroad program for in-service teachers
to China, the authors found that the teachers “highlighted... implications to their teaching
practices” (He et al., 2017, p. 152). One theme to arise from short-term study abroad was
culturally responsive practices, particularly empathizing with students whose primary

language is not English (He et al., 2017; Nero, 2009). Teachers expressed greater
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commitment to differentiating instruction to meet the needs of all students in their
classrooms and to be more inclusive. To that end, “teachers also commented on their
increased awareness of cultural differences and the importance of understanding students’
home cultural norms to better work with students and families from different cultural
backgrounds” (He et al., 2017, p. 153). This research is important to understand how
teachers reflexively draw on international experience in relation to their beliefs about
student learning and school environments, and this reflexivity counters
deprofessionalization as teachers do more than move through scripted curricula
(Biraimah & Jotia, 2013; Kelly et al., 2020; Mitchem, 2021; Molina, 2010; Patterson,

2014; Pennington, 2020; Schlein, 2020; Yomantas, 2021).

Reflecting on their personal and professional identities is another reported benefit
of study abroad for teachers (Adam et al., 2018; Cushner & Chang, 2015; Dolby, 2004,
2007; Geijsel & Meijers, 2005). Reflection is key for teachers to ensure their planned
lessons and activities are engaging and meeting students’ needs. Study abroad offers an
additional point of reflection. Dolby (2004) found that participants in study abroad
encountered their “American self” and grappled with their identity as Americans and how
this identity was received outside the United States. A critique of this is that teachers may
learn more about themselves and their place in the world rather than the host country and
its culture. For DCPS educators leading study abroad, learning more about themselves
and the U.S. may be both a critique and perhaps a value to these teachers. While DCPS
teachers leading study abroad may grapple with and reflect upon their American identity
while leading study abroad, it can be valuable to DCPS teachers to better understand

themselves, their students, and their place in the world. This can help teachers to educate
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against negative stereotypes, to foster open-mindedness, to develop a growth mindset in
students toward multiculturalism, and to address the power structures inherent in
increasingly global school curriculum and counter the narrative of deprofessionalization

endemic to U.S. teachers (Dweck, 2016; Stachowski & Brantmeier, 2002).

A limitation of this review is that the teachers in these studies are participants,
having individual experiences like those of their pre-service counterparts. While this
literature provides a guide to understanding study abroad outcomes for teachers in the
classroom, this study aims to explore teachers in leadership roles during study abroad and
does not necessarily aim to understand impact or effect beyond the context of the Study
Abroad Program in DCPS. Finally, studies indicate that, while participating in study
abroad programs may lead to collaborative learning, the sense of professional community
or learning community typically lasts for the duration of the program, with little evidence
of continued connection beyond returning to the home context (Biraimah & Jotia, 2013;
Choi & Shin, 2016; Patterson, 2014). This is likely because most study abroad
experiences for in-service teachers are administered at the national level, placing teachers
within a cohort that is otherwise separated by thousands of miles across multiple time
zones. This is antithetical to how secondary education is structured in the U.S., with a
focus on the hyper-local administration of educational standards, and these programs also
tend to lack formal structures for maintaining continued professional community

engagement.
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Cosmopolitan Capital and Educators’ Professional Development in Study Abroad

The development of social and cultural capital that is cosmopolitan is thought to
be an outcome of study abroad (Bamberger, 2020; Biihlmann, David, and Mach, 2013;
Engel & Gibson, 2022; Igarashi and Saito 2014; Weenink 2008). To understand capital
and its development and reproduction, scholars have examined the work of Pierre
Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passerson (1977). From this and other seminal literature on
cultural and social capital (Bourdieu, 1977, 1986; Bourdieu & Waquant, 1992), scholars
have built upon the concepts of cultural and social capital including inquiries into their
interconnectedness in a variety of fields such as health (Buonanno et al., 2023; Lizardo,
2006; McConnell, 2017; Thompson-Lastad et al., 2024) inequality and social mobility
(Matthys & Perlzweig, 2013; Simon & Ainsworth, 2012; Wallace, 2017; Yosso, 2005),
community development (Hale et al., 2023), education (Archer, Hutchings, & Ross,

2003; Brown et al., 2016; Takacs, 2020), and many more.

Capital and Its Development

Theoretical underpinnings of Bourdieu’s work include sociological work of Emile
Durkheim, Max Weber, Norbert Elias, and Marcel Mauss. He further drew upon work in
anthropology, history, linguistics, phenomenology, philosophy, political economy,
psychology, and social anthropology (Webb, Danaher, & Schirato, 2002). Pierre
Bourdieu’s (1986) conceptual framework for capital explains social structures and
interactions and detail types of capital and how it may be leveraged within society to
reproduce systems of inequality. Bourdieu (1986) suggests three forms of capital to be

economic, cultural, and social. This study considers cosmopolitan capital to be both
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cultural and social capital (Weenink, 2007). The manifestation of capital can be
embodied (Bourdieu, 1986; Webb et al., 2002), involving assimilation and, in some
cases, practicing the practices (i.e., consciously minimizing an accent). The embodied
state of social capital can be inherited from parents or acquired through connections and
experiences. Objectified capital is symbolic and material in so far as the capital is
appropriated and leveraged as a “weapon or a stake” in the production of the capital by
individuals (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 107). Capital in its objectified state resonates for this
study as leveraging objectified capital implies an ability to act based on specialized
knowledge, albeit informally learned (Schubert & Ayers, 1992). Institutional capital
includes the value of capital given from an institution (Bourdieu, 1986, p.107). Igarashi
and Saito (2014) discuss institutionalized capital in terms of how education systems
generate the seemingly contradictory nature of cosmopolitanism as cultural capital,
“simultaneously operating as a marker of inclusiveness and as a basis for exclusion” (p.
223). Education systems (institutions) legitimize cosmopolitan capital, specifically in the
push for international education and study abroad, while at the same time, these
education systems distribute cosmopolitan capital, and the opportunities to attain it,
unequally (Igarashi & Saito, 2014). Teachers in the DCPS Study Abroad Program work
in a program designed to be inclusive of all students desiring to participate, and as such,
teachers choose to volunteer their time and efforts in facilitating study abroad
experiences, implying a level of autonomy the deprofessionalization framework would

suggest teachers lack.
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Cosmopolitan Capital

As society changes over time, the capital within society also changes. Resources
considered to be valuable are undergoing a process of reconversion, from within
privileged social classes to manifest as a set of socially acknowledged resources and
skills desired to facilitate the navigation of a globalized world (Lindell & Danielsson,
2017; Biihlmann et al., 2013; Calhoun, 2002; Igarashi & Saito, 2014; Kim, 2011;
Weenink, 2007, 2008; Weiss, 2005). The resulting capital of the global reconfiguration is
cosmopolitan capital. In the Bourdieusian tradition, cosmopolitan capital comes to bear in
society and social reproduction as: (1.) the embodiment of cosmopolitan skills and
dispositional transactions (e.g., navigating an airport and flying as a passenger on a
plane), as (2.) objectified cultural cosmopolitan capital, evidenced in passport ownership
and use, and purchasing items that represent distant places and cultures and as (3.)
institutionalized capital via globally oriented curriculum in education and participation in
study abroad. The transactional accounts between societal groups leveraging different
manifestations of cosmopolitan capital are important in an increasingly transnational
world and social life (Delanty, 2012; Lindell & Danielsson, 2017). While people are
seemingly more interconnected in a more globalized world, cosmopolitan capital is still
considered to be an individual asset, particularly in the neoliberal sense that individuals
are responsible for acquiring capital and then leveraging it for personal advancement and

to make themselves more competitive economically (Curran, 2021).
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Study Abroad and Cosmopolitan Capital

One of the often-cited benefits of study abroad for educators is the development
of intercultural competence, appearing in the literature as cosmopolitan capital (Cushner
& Mahon, 2002; Engel & Gonzalez, 2022; Gleeson & Tait, 2012; Lindell & Danielsson,
2017; Merryfield, 2002; Weenink, 2008). Intercultural competence includes skills
educators need as they enter diverse classrooms (Beckman & Christenson, 2016; Menard-
Warwick & Palmer, 2012; Nero, 2009; Palmer & Menard-Warwick, 2012). Study abroad
leads educators to reflect on the structure of their classroom and to reorient their practices
to be more inclusive and inviting for diverse student populations (Biraimah & Jotia,
2013; He et al., 2017). Having the ability to navigate an educational space that includes
students from geographically and ethnically diverse backgrounds is a form of
cosmopolitan capital. Furthermore, this serves to counter the deprofessionalization of
educators as it suggests specialized professional knowledge and abilities that are
individualized and adapted to unique contexts more advanced than trade-like jobs that

can be reduced to singular sets of standardized operating procedures.

Additionally, educators report that following study abroad experiences, they are
more cognizant of groups that may be underrepresented in their curriculum and plan to
incorporate more marginalized and minority groups into their instruction (Kelly et al.,
2020). Educators also claim that upon return to the classroom, they use artifacts, photos,
and souvenirs from their time abroad to enhance lessons, further countering
deprofessionalization in that educators express their autonomy by augmenting their
narrowly scripted curricula. Educators leverage language skills acquired abroad to work

with students and parents whose native language is different from the theirs as additional

40



evidence of specialized professional knowledge, professional community building, and as
evidence of possessing autonomy (Baker & Engel, 2024; Biraimah, & Jotia, 2013;
Bourdieu, 1986; Gaudelli & Laverty, 2015; He et al., 2017; Hood, 2020; Nero, 2009;
Rizvi, 2005). However, because cosmopolitan capital, in a neoliberal sense, is an
individual asset, study abroad remains about the individual. Most of the studies
referenced in this section target adults as working professionals outside of education
(Delanty, 2009; Lindell & Danielsson, 2017; Weenink, 2008; Yemini et al., 2019). As
such, a critique of this literature is that while some professional fields benefit from the
skills and dispositions of cosmopolitan capital, incorporating this capital into the

curriculum may be possible without the extravagance of studying abroad.

Another debate in the literature over the type of capital that is cosmopolitan asks:
is it social (Carroll, 2021; Jansson, 2016), cultural (Igarashi & Saito, 2014), or both
(Biihlmann, 2020; Biihlmann, David, & Mach, 2013; Weenink, 2008)? This study
considers cosmopolitan capital to encompass both social and cultural capital and
delineates based on the forms and types of capital expressed by participating educators.
As literature on cosmopolitan capital is critical of the neoliberal structure that facilitates
its role in reproducing social inequality, cosmopolitan capital may, at first, seem
antithetical to situating it as countering the deprofessionalization of educators, another
by-product of the neoliberal structure of the West. However, I suggest that it is the
awareness of cosmopolitan capital and the value placed upon it that underscores a level of
professional knowledge that the public seem unwilling to acknowledge that educators
possess while a majority simultaneously do not possess such knowledge, skills, and

dispositions. As of October 2024, the U.S. Department of State has recorded 169,915,
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821 valid passports in circulation (Reports and Statistics: U.S. Passports, n.d.),
accounting for less than half of the total population of the United States (U.S. and World

Population Clock, n.d.).

Professional Learning Communities

Professional learning communities (PLCs) are established practices in the realm
of educator training and professional development (Flint et al., 2011; Huijboom et al.,
2020; Mu et al., 2018). While there is no canonically accepted singular definition, PLCs
are thought to be a group of educators who continually share and reflect upon their
practices together, who collaborate, and who promote learning and growth for themselves
and their students (Stoll et al., 2006). Professional learning communities typically form
within the same school, either within the same content area or within the same grade level
(Stoll et al., 2006). A small body of literature discusses PLC practices in global contexts
and in hybrid formats, where a virtual element is added to facilitate collaboration when
being in-person is not possible for all educators (Carpenter & Munshower, 2020; Flint et
al, 2011; Gleeson & Tait, 2012), however, these international PLCs still organize around
common grade levels or content areas. The literature on professional learning
communities, as framed in this section, has roots in social learning (Bandura, 1977;

Smylie, 1995; Wenger, 1988) and early calls for inquiry-driven learning (Dewey, 1929).

Again, a functionalist approach is used to explore the professional learning
community (PLC) in the following sections. The characteristics that comprise a PLC are
later used to explore the meaning educators make of working with globally oriented, like-
minded colleagues as they collaborate to lead study abroad experiences. Furthermore,

these characteristics can be situated to counter the characteristics of
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deprofessionalization. Despite no standard definition, the dominant elements found in the
literature that constitute a PLC include: (1) a shared goal and focus on a concrete
outcome, (2) a collective focus that is student-centered, (3) collaboration and active
participation, and (4) trust (Cherrington & Thornton, 2015; Huijboom et al., 2020;
Meeuwen et al., 2020; Sargent, 2015; Zulu & Mukeredzi, 2021). These are the
characteristics relevant to exploring the formation of a PLC among DCPS educators who

serve the Study Abroad Program as travel ambassadors.

Shared goal and focus on concrete outcome

Having a shared goal is when educators and administrators communicate and
agree upon ideas, concepts, and norms. The “shared vision” has manifested in a variety of
ways over the years as improving student learning (Coburg & Russell, 2008; Darling-
Hammond & Richardson, 2009; Hodges et al., 2013; Johnson, 2009). The concept of a
shared goal can typically be found in mission statements at the campus and district levels.
Approaches to professional learning communities (PLCs) have been as communities of
practice (Wenger, 1998), wherein professionals within a field come together, work
toward, and monitor progress toward achieving an agreed upon outcome or goal that has
been formed through collaboration to allow all community members input. Others have
taken a more leadership-oriented approach, thinking about how PLCs have an implied set
of shared values and vision, or shared norms and values as established through a clear
source of authority like a campus principal or department chair (Kruse, Louis, and Bryk,

1995; Owen, 2014).
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Most commonly, shared visions, norms, and values, are generated within the PLC,
and they can vary across PLCs within a single campus in terms of types of strategies and
processes for implementation. Lacking in this literature is the focus on a concrete
outcome, and this is a critique of the PLC literature in terms of countering
deprofessionalization. In DCPS Study Abroad, the concrete outcome is a successful study
abroad experience, meaning students were able to participate in most, if not all scheduled
activities and site visits, and everyone from DCPS, educators and students, return home
safely and in good health. After the study abroad experience, educators are expected to
facilitate the creation and submission of the students’ Making Global Local Project,
another concrete outcome. While the shared outcome among the burgeoning PLC among
DCPS travel ambassadors (TAs) may not be as easily measured as a standardized test, the
professional knowledge, judgment, and skills needed to ensure a safe learning
environment abroad for students with whom the TAs may not have solid rapport counters
the notion of deprofessionalization that educators do not require specialized skills or
knowledge to carry out their work.

Leading a successful trip, as determined by the shared values and norms, is
situated in the present cohort of travel ambassadors, contingent upon immediate actions
determined by the educators in the PLC. This leaves less room for experimentation or
trial and error as is common in traditional PLCs (Castelijns et al., 2013; Geijsel, 2009;
Sackney & Walker, 2007). Actions taken by the PLC have immediate, real-time effect on
the running of the Study Abroad Program, especially once the PLC arrives in the host
country with students. Measuring the success, or lack thereof, of the concrete outcome

happens in real-time via adjustments and flexibility demonstrated by the travel
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ambassadors as PLC members, another way educators leading study abroad counters
deprofessionalization.
Collective, Student-Centered Focus

Traditionally, student-centered is understood to be “a focus on student learning”
(Coburg & Russell, 2008; Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009; Johnson, 2009; Owen,
2014). It is conceptualized and monitored via standardized tests with a focus on learning
tailored to individual student needs and teaching strategies to raise student test scores.
The aim is to ultimately lead to school improvement (Feldman, 2020; McLaughlin &
Talbert, 2006; Thompson et al., 2004; Vescio et al., 2008). This narrowed focus of a
traditional PLC feeds the deprofessionalization process in that it takes a deficit approach,
focusing on the areas students and educators perform the lowest. While student learning
is an integral part of the mission of DCPS Study Abroad, the same rigorous measurement
techniques and visible, concrete outcomes of student learning do not fit within the PLC
framework of the literature. Educators in the DCPS Study Abroad Program center
students’ learning in less traditional pedagogical ways, taking learning beyond the
classroom. In this way, applying a PLC framework to the educators who lead study
abroad requires reenvisioning from the standards-based, traditional concept of student-
centered.

The collective, student-centered focus of educators serving as travel ambassadors
is on student attainment of the resources and skills that allow students to navigate an
increasingly interconnected, global world, (i.e. cosmopolitan capital) accessible through
study abroad experiences (Engel & Gibson, 2022; Lindell & Danielsson, 2017; Spires et

al., 2017). Travel ambassadors embody these skills and resources and work to facilitate
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their development in the students they lead during study abroad. The student-centered
focus of a PLC counters deprofessionalization in that teachers have a level of
understanding of their own embodied cosmopolitan capital, beyond self-awareness, and
they possess the ability to leverage their cosmopolitan capital for the benefit of the
students as well as their fellow travel ambassadors.

Collaboration & Active Participation

In the literature on communities of practice (Wenger, 1998), collaboration among
members is vital in creating and recreating the shared goals and focus. Multilevel support
from school leadership, from the school board to the campus is necessary for PLC
formation and for empowering educators to distribute leadership among its members,
developing their own leadership skills (Crowther, 2001; Owen, 2014; Spillane, 2006).
Scheduling meeting times to work together, planning, and discussing strategies, as well
as reflection, is vital for educators to truly collaborate, foster a sense of community, and
develop leadership skills (Louis et al, 1995; Stoll, Fink, & Earl, 2003).

Active participation manifests as educators work together in groups of 3-4 to
promote the Study Abroad Program, lead parent meetings, and facilitate student bonding
activities prior to studying abroad. Educators lead the travel experiences and manage
students’ making global local projects upon return from study abroad, implying active
participation (and collaboration) for the duration of the program, spanning an entire
school year. Again, in the traditional interpretation of a PLC, data driven meetings to
devise strategies for student and school improvement miss the mark for this study and
potentially feed into deprofessionalization. However, when applied in a globally oriented

PLC networked across an entire school system, collaboration and active participation
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manifest in physical actions and interactions among PLC members, countering the
deprofessionalization framework since these actions and educators’ development are not
part of traditional educator preparation or professional development programs, suggesting
that secondary educators leading study abroad have specific skills that most educators do
not (Buchanan, 2020). The emergent PLC among the travel ambassadors in the Study
Abroad Program counters deprofessionalization in that it is not a top-down directed
initiative solely instituted to be a quick-fix reform for poor school performance (DuFour,
2004). Rather, educators cooperate to leverage their cosmopolitan capital and other
professional traits to facilitate the study abroad experience (Baker & Engel, 2024).
Trust

In a research brief on effective PLCs, Stoll et al. (2006) discuss trust as a
component of effective professional learning communities. They attribute trust to the
school’s social context, and trust is thought to be characteristic necessary for the
members of a PLC to function effectively (Kramer, 2010; Louis, 2006). Drawing from
organizational and education literature, Hord (1997) states that trust forms when
community members “tolerate and encourage debate, discussion, and disagreement, being
comfortable enough to share their successes and failures” (p. 17). This aspect of a
globally oriented PLC among DCPS Study Abroad travel ambassadors is observable in
the behaviors they display when interacting as a whole group or in breakout sessions.
Baecher & Chung (2020), discuss trust in terms of “valorizing relationships,” building a
sense of community among professionals “by traveling, living, and learning together and

creating new relationships” (p. 45-46).
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The concept of trust is developed over time, with regular meetings and
interactions among the PLC members as they are typically located on the same campus
(Marzano et al., 2018; Smith, 2012). This is not the same professional environment
within which DCPS Study Abroad travel ambassadors are located. Even within
networked PLCs, educators working together across schools in the same system or those
working internationally (Prenger et al., 2017; Stoll et al., 2007), have multiple
interactions each month, which is more frequent than travel ambassadors in DCPS meet
while serving the Study Abroad Program. In the PLC among DCPS educators serving as
travel ambassadors, trust between educators and students, parents, and program
administration is vital for the success of the program and built quickly, without the
frequently recurrent meetings and interactions.

Sense-Making

To explore the perceptions of secondary educators leading study abroad
opportunities, this study first draws upon Karl Weick’s (1995) sense-making theory in
organizations. Organization science is appropriate for this study as DCPS is a large,
urban education system (DCPS Fast Facts 2024, n.d.). How educators leading DCPS
Study Abroad “construct what they construct, why, and with what effects” guides the
framing of the stories participating educators choose to tell (Weick, 1995, p. 4).
Educators in this study navigated their previous experiences along with input from their
coworkers, students, administrators, and larger institutional and societal inputs to convey
meaning to their experiences leading study abroad in DCPS. A decade later, sense-
making moved beyond individual understanding toward action, thereby moving outward

from the individual, discussed as, “turning circumstances into a situation that is
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comprehended explicitly in words and that serves as a springboard into action” (Weick,
Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005). The “springboard into action” may shed light on
implications for educators’ professional knowledge and specialized skills as they
incorporate their perceptions and experiences from leading study abroad into their
pedagogical practices.
Sense-Making through Storytelling

Sense-making via storytelling (Boje, 2007; Boyce, 1995; Cleland Silva & de
Tarso Fonseca Silva, 2022; Maclean et al., 2014; Spear & Roper, 2016) can provide key
insights that include: stories can be written from observations (Boje, 2007), told in-person
through interviews, and constructed through the use of artifacts (Boyce, 1995; Spear &
Roper, 2016), told collectively and individually (Cleland Silva & de Tarso Fonesca Silva,
2022), and can be approached as historical narrative (Maclean et al., 2014), drawing on
organization policy documents and interviews to show change over time. This literature
consists of seminal work done in organization science, situated within corporations and
non-profit organizations, not in education institutions. However, this literature is useful
when drawing upon the narrative traditions of Clandinin and Connelly (2000) to capture
and consider place and social elements of story construction as educators shared their
experiences in interviews while making sense of these experiences, a part of which was
influenced by the DCPS policy regulating and administering the study abroad program.
Sense-Making in Education

The process of sense-making has scholarly roots in organizational communication
(Weick, 1995, 2005), human information behavior (Dervin, 2015), knowledge

management (Snowden & Boone, 2022), human-computer interaction (Russell et al.,
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1993), and cognitive systems engineering (Klein et al., 2007). Sense-making in education
research draws upon Weick’s (1995) work, but a framework for sense-making also
encompasses the nature of education and working in school contexts. This is evident in a
recent meta-synthesis of literature, showing the largest number of studies utilizing Weick
or some variation of his work (Urquhart et al., 2024). Education literature on sense-
making frameworks include Spillane et al. (2002), exploring policymaking; Coburn
(2001, 2005), emphasizing the “collective” to examine teachers’ social networks;
Ketelaar et al (2012), exploring agency and autonomy; and Mérz & Kelchtermans (2013),
examining both individual and collective sense-making. Literature drawing upon Weick’s
(1995) organizational sense-making and Spillane et al.’s (2002) educational policy sense-
making frameworks encompass topics such as sense-making of leadership stakeholders
from K-12 and higher education (Chu, 2022) and educator performance (De Voto et al.,
2021).

Spillane, Reiser, and Reimer (2002) describe three categories of sense-making of

29 ¢¢

policy implementation and cognition, summarized as: “individual agents,” “situation,”
and “policy signals” (p. 388-389). An individual brings prior knowledge, experiences,
values, and emotions when making meaning. The individual level of cognition in Spillane
et al.’s (2002) framework has foundations in research on individual’s prior knowledge
(Cohen & Weiss, 1993; Guthrie, 1990) and how individuals link this prior knowledge and
understanding to new ideas and experiences (Spillane, 2000; Rumelhart, 1980; Schank &
Abelson, 1977). At the situated level of cognition, the context of social situations is more

than a location or background; it is a “constituting element,” and is, in this study, a

program within the place of work, that influences how individuals make sense (p. 389).
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Research on situated cognition focuses on the social context of understanding that
suggests individuals attain new knowledge via institutions, social networks, and various
affiliations and identities (Mannheim, 1985; Resnick, 1991; Zerubavel, 2000; Scott &
Meyer, 1991; Scott & Cohen, 1995). Within the institutional context, connections to
structure (Lortie, 1975) and implementation of innovation (Little, 1982; Louis & Kruse,
1995) are made as well as research on collaboration (Fullan & Hargreaves, 1996;
Newman & Wehlage, 1995; Rosenholtz, 1991). The role of representation, or “policy
signals,” includes external signals from policies that individuals interpret and act upon. In
this study, the role of representation takes the form of DCPS’ Global Education initiative,
within which Study Abroad is a program that includes professional development,
training, and guidelines for evaluation (Siczek & Engel, 2017). Attention to “how
individuals notice and interpret stimuli and how prior knowledge, beliefs, and
experiences influence construction of new understandings” of policies and practices
related to global education and study abroad draws upon the individual cognition
category and captures the intended meaning for this study (Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer,
2002, p. 388). Educators carry prior knowledge, beliefs and experiences into the DCPS
Study Abroad Program, connecting with Pajares’ (1992) discussion of teacher beliefs in
relation to classroom practices and professional development.

These categories are useful for exploring educators’ perceptions and experiences
of leading study abroad in DCPS. Understanding the ways that teachers embed global
experiences into their practice relates to the meanings teachers make of these experiences
— connecting individual beliefs to practices and to the larger education policy context.

That the levels of cognition are highly complex counters the aspect of
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deprofessionalization that suggests teachers’ work is common knowledge and easily
copied if observed. The intricate interplay between the levels of cognition illustrates a
complexity that may be rendered invisible that can, on the one hand, perpetuate
deprofessionalization of educators because it is not easily seen, and on the other hand
elucidates evidence to counter deprofessionalization by suggesting professional skills and
knowledge beyond what is observable.
Conceptual Framework

To guide thinking about the meaning that educators make of working within a
globally oriented professional learning community in the DCPS Study Abroad Program,
the program and its educators must first be situated within the larger context of
deprofessionalization of the U.S. public education system. This context includes that
educators are typically thought to be employed in work comparable to that of a trade or
craft (Buchanan, 2020; Labaree, 2010), and a specific, professional body of knowledge is
not required of educators (Bandura, 1977; Brownlee et al., 2024; Buyruk, 2014).
Furthermore, educators do not have, and arguably do not need, autonomy as they are
required to follow narrow, scripted curricula (Ingersoll, 2003; 2012; Milner, 2013; Pinar,
2018). This deprofessionalized context requires a set of skills that can be standardized
and trained in higher education programs and certified by examinations mandated by
state governments to obtain state-endorsed certificates and licenses (Ingersoll, 2003).
Additionally, the wide variety of induction and mentoring educators receive is
inconsistent in its make-up and implementation across the field, ranging from single,

orientation-like meetings to years’ long programs consisting of coursework, mentor
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meetings and advising both from within and without the education system (Smith &
Ingersoll, 2004).

As this study’s primary research question seeks to explore the formation of a
globally oriented professional learning community, the PLC (Stoll et al., 2006) is situated
within the larger, deprofessionalized context while existing separately, albeit with
permeable borders indicating that larger phenomena may be able to permeate the PLC.
Within the PLC, the sense-making framework is adapted from Spillane, Reiser, and
Reimer (2002) to incorporate the three levels of cognition and the aspects that impact
each of the levels. At the individual level, educators draw upon their existing mental
models, their personal, past experiences, personal beliefs and values, and expertise gained
through these, particularly the cosmopolitan capital (Lindell & Danielsson, 2017) they
have acquired prior to working within this PLC in the DCPS Study Abroad Program. At
the situated level of cognition, educators’ social contexts, DCPS as a larger organization
along with the Study Abroad Program as a nested context with the larger school system,
and any other professional and social networks to which educators belong are included.
At the third level of cognition, the role of representation, policies and DCPS-generated
guidelines, frameworks, and curricula also impact educators’ meaning making as they
work within a globally oriented PLC. The characteristics that define the professional
learning community appear within the graphic but are not assigned to the specific levels
of cognition as they may be fluid, appearing at the different levels of cognition at
different times for the individual educators participating in this study. Figure 2.1 below is
a graphic representation of sense-making within a globally oriented PLC in the larger

context of deprofessionalization of public education of which DCPS is a part.
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Figure 2.1 Sense-Making in a Globally Oriented PLC
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Chapter 3: Methodology
This chapter contains the methodological procedures that guided the case study. I
reintroduce the research questions and include contextual information for the DCPS
Study Abroad Program, expanding upon the educators’ roles and responsibilities as they
lead study abroad for secondary students from across the district. Next, I review the
rationale and conceptual framework to lead into the epistemological considerations
pertinent to this inquiry. Following this, I discuss the research design, site, participants,
data collection and analytical strategies used. I conclude with a discussion of ethics, risks,
my positionality, and limitations of the study.
Research Questions
The main question that guided this study is: What meaning do educators make of
working within a globally oriented professional learning community? Additionally,
several sub questions guided this inquiry. These include:
1. What motivates educators to serve the study abroad program?
2. How do educators describe their experiences of leading study abroad?
3. How do educators view leading study abroad in relation to their
professional development or learning?
DCPS Study Abroad Program Context
Since 2016, Washington, D.C. Public Schools’ (DCPS) Global Education
Program has provided fully funded global travel experiences, internationally and
domestically, for secondary students, led by educators, and is part of a larger global
education initiative within the district. The DCPS Global Education mission states that

“global education is an interdisciplinary approach to learning the content, concepts, and
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21 century skills necessary to succeed in an increasingly interconnected and culturally
diverse world” (DCPS Global Education, n.d.). The Global Education department
administers kindergarten through twelfth grade (K-12) curriculum and instruction with a
focus on world language, cultural competencies, and content-aligned global programs
like Embassy Adoption, global studies academies, Global Educator Fellowship, and the
Study Abroad Program (DCPS Study Abroad, n.d.).

Central to this project is the central administration of global education programs,
specifically DCPS Study Abroad. DCPS is a large, urban school district. The DCPS
Study Abroad Program is “the nation’s first fully funded” program of its kind, and “helps
ensure that our global citizens have access to global experiences and works to make
travel the expectation rather than the exception for all students” (DCPS Study Abroad,
n.d.). The first cohort of students and educators ventured abroad in the summer of 2016,
and the program continued annually until the summer of 2020. Because of the COVID-19
pandemic, all study abroad opportunities scheduled for the summer of 2020 were
canceled, with a virtual experience occurring in the summer of 2021. The summer of
2022 marked the resumption of study abroad to domestic locations across the United
States due to COVID-19 risks still present and changing throughout the world with the
summer of 2023 marking the return to international study abroad experiences.

Educators apply to serve the program as Travel Ambassadors (TAs). Once
accepted as TAs, they promote the program at their home campuses and aid in the
students’ application and admission process. Accepted eighth and eleventh grade students
attend pre-departure meetings hosted by the TAs in the spring semester before traveling

during the summer. Regardless of students’ grades or ability to pay, DCPS eliminates
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these two prominent barriers to studying abroad as the program is completely funded
through the annual public budget for DCPS. Prior to the pandemic, over 1500 students
and 200 travel ambassadors traveled on 64 different trips to 18 countries (Engel, 2019).
In 2017, DCPS added a domestic destination to the program, accommodating students
who wished to travel but for various reasons needed to remain in the United States. In
past years, the domestic destination was New York City. Following the positive feedback
of students and educators who “studied abroad” in more rural places in the U.S. in 2022,
the domestic location in the summer of 2024 was the Outer Banks in North Carolina.

The DCPS Study Abroad Program is unique in its scale, centralized approach, and
focus on equity. DCPS targets students who do not come from the traditional population
of study abroad participants who tend to be mostly white, affluent females in higher
education (//E Open Doors Report, n.d.). By prioritizing students who do not have
previous travel or international experience (immigrant students who have lived outside of
the U.S. do not count as international travel experience in the application process), DCPS
Study Abroad attempts to bring equity and access to international education experiences
to underserved members of its population. Prior to COVID-19, more than 1,000 students
reported that this program allowed them to experience international travel for the first
time (Engel, 2019). A larger percentage of students of color and students from
economically disadvantaged backgrounds also participated in Study Abroad than their
total prevalence in the DCPS student population, which was 93% and 85% respectively,
from 2016 through 2019 (Engel, 2019).

Educators from across all secondary campuses within DCPS can apply to

participate in the Study Abroad Program. Most educators chosen to serve as travel
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ambassadors are classroom educators and educators who may not be assigned to a single
classroom or content area, but who are specialists in areas such as reading, English as a
second language, or those who serve students with exceptionalities (Baker & Engel,
2024). Additionally, educators applying to be travel ambassadors are currently employed
in DCPS, meaning they have expressed their intention to continue their employment in
the school year following the international experience. Continued participation as a travel
ambassador requires educators to renew their application annually. Educators must have a
minimum of three years’ experience working in DCPS as well as have had previous
international travel, work, or lived experience. They must be able to demonstrate
intercultural communication along with the ability to develop and foster parent and
community engagement, problem-solve and work efficiently as a member of a team
because travel ambassadors co-lead student groups in the Study Abroad Program (Engel
& Gonzalez, 2022).

In 2024, educators worked in groups of 3-4 to lead larger, combined cohorts of
middle school and high school students to 4 of the 6 destinations in the program,
including Spain and Morocco, Peru, France, and the Outer Banks, N.C. The fifth group
had 3 educators leading only high school students to Taiwan, and the sixth group had 3
educators leading only middle school students to Costa Rica. I collected data from 6
educators from 4 of the destinations, and I describe the participants and data collection in
subsequent sections.

Rationale
Study abroad literature cites the benefits of study abroad in terms of participants

(Adam et al, 2018; Bain & Yaklin, 2019; Raby, Ward, & Rhoades, 2021). In doing this,

58



questions arise about the educators who lead study abroad programs. While literature
addresses higher education faculty who lead study abroad (Allen et al., 2021; Anath &
Lim, 2023; Pasquarelli et al., 2018; Whatley et al., 2021), and other literature addresses
educators as participants of study abroad (Biraimah & Jotia, 2013; He et al., 2017), less
consideration is given to secondary educators who lead study abroad programs (Engel &
Gonzalez, 2022). Furthermore, secondary educators in this project lead study abroad as
part of a centrally organized global education program within Washington, D.C. Public
Schools (DCPS), making this case unique.

I aim to explore the perceptions, and the meaning educators make of leading study
abroad in DCPS’ centrally administered program and to present the data, in the format of
the educators’ stories, as a counter-narrative to the deprofessionalization of educators.
The purpose is to contribute to the literature on study abroad in secondary education by
exploring the educators’ perceptions of leading global travel experiences and their
experiences working in a globally oriented, professional learning community. Leading
study abroad places educators in roles similar to, and vastly different from, the roles they
typically assume with students in the classroom setting. Taking on the complexities of
leading study abroad involves professionalism while collaborating as part of a group of
like-minded educators. This is under explored due to the uniqueness of DCPS Study
Abroad in the field of international secondary education because the program is fully
funded through the public-school system’s budget and because it is the only program of

its kind in U.S. secondary education.
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Epistemology

Social constructivism is characterized as individuals attempting to understand the
world around them, where they live and work, and creating subjective meanings of their
experiences. Experiences and their meanings are derived socially and historically,
depending upon interactions with others (Creswell, 2018; Crotty, 1998). “Research in the
constructivist vein... invites us to approach the object in a radical spirit of openness to its
potential for new or richer meaning. It is an invitation to reinterpretation.” (Crotty, 1998,
p. 54-55). By stitching together multiple concepts and frameworks to counter
deprofessionalization of educators, I use a sense-making framework (Spillane et al.,
2002) constructed of concepts from cosmopolitan capital (Lindell & Danielsson, 2017),
and professional learning communities (Huijboom, 2020). I understand this to be
comparable to that “of the bricoleur, [which] requires that we not remain straitjacketed by
the conventional meanings we have been taught to associate with the object” (Lévi-
Strauss, 1966). In weaving together constructivism and practice knowledge this study
aligns with the bricoleur’s purpose to “re-vision these bits and pieces...and divining very
different purposes that they may now serve in new settings” (Crotty, 1998, p. 54).
Storytelling in this study is viewed as social constructivism since stories were constructed
from lived experiences and interactions in the DCPS Study Abroad Program (Costigan,
2013; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Thomas, 2023).
Conceptual Framework

The DCPS Study Abroad Program operates within the larger context of
deprofessionalization of educators and education in the U.S. system. Within this context,

educators are typically thought to be employed in work comparable to that of a trade or
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craft (Buchanan, 2020; Labaree, 2010), not requiring a specific, professional body of
knowledge (Bandura, 1977; Brownlee et al., 2024; Buyruk, 2014). Rather, the
deprofessionalized context requires a set of skills that can be standardized and trained in
higher education programs and certified by examinations mandated by state governments
(Ingersoll, 2003). Because of these conditions created within education, educators
typically lack autonomy (Ingersoll, 2003; 2012; Milner, 2013; Pinar, 2018). The concepts
considered during data analysis make up the bits and pieces that constitute a sense-
making framework used in this study. Cosmopolitan capital is reimagined to mean Travel
ambassadors leverage their individual and collaborative cosmopolitan capital (Baker &
Engel, 2024) to lead Study Abroad so students can obtain & later leverage cosmopolitan
capital. The Professional Learning Community (PLC) is repurposed as an educator-led,
or bottom-up, approach rather than as a top-down mandate from district officials
(Baecher & Chung, 2020; Feldman, 2020; Stoll et al., 2006). Study abroad outcomes for
educators are reimagined to encompass the central organization of the program and
resulting relationships, networks, and community that develops between educators as
professionals and between students and educators (Akpovo & Cushner, 2022). Figure 3.1

shows how these reimagined concepts are graphically represented.

61



Figure 3.1. Making sense of Leading Study Abroad in a Deprofessionalized Context
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deprofessionalization that participants counter via their sense-making.

Research Design

Calling to mind the research questions, I take an interpretive approach to develop
a “complex, detailed understanding” of educators’ perceptions and meaning making of
leading study abroad while working in a globally oriented professional learning
community (Creswell, 2013, p.48). The procedures of this case study were inductive as
they were shaped by prior experience researching DCPS Study Abroad (Creswell, 2018;
Maxwell, 2013; Merriam, 2009). Case study research is prevalent among research
designs but carries some uncertainty regarding its nature and appropriate use (Merriam,
2009). The notion that cases have boundaries is shared across several prominent case

study scholars. Stake (2005) considers a case to be “what” is studied (p.443), which is a
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bounded system (Smith, 1978), something that can be fenced in (Merriam, date, p.40).
Miles and Huberman (1994) consider a case to be “a phenomenon...occurring in a
bounded context” (Merriam, 2009, p. 25; Miles & Huberman, 1994). The bounds of this
case are clearly defined by the DCPS Study Abroad Program as it operates within the
larger school system. Study abroad experiences occurred in the summer (2024), after
school is dismissed for the year, and the place is DCPS as a school system, within which
the Study Abroad Program is the specific unit of study, or case (Merriam, 2009; Stake,
1995). The educators who lead study abroad experiences are the “sites” within the case
(Merriam, 2009). Because the DCPS Study Abroad Program is the only centrally
administered, secondary study abroad program in the U.S., the case is both particularistic
and descriptive (Merriam, 2009). Another unique feature of the 2024 Study Abroad
Program is that the students and educators are grouped only by destination. In 2024,
educators lead combined groups of rising 9™ and rising 12™ graders, rather than further
splitting the students into grade level groups by destination as has been the standard of
previous years’ cohorts.
Sampling

All educators serving as travel ambassadors in 2024 were invited to participate in
the study, making the sample “purposefully selected” (Creswell, 2018; Maxwell, 2013)
and convenient (Creswell, 2018; Seidman, 2006). Purposeful selection entails choosing
specific settings and people that will provide the necessary information to answer the
research questions (Creswell, 2018; Maxwell, 2013). Merriam (2009) expounds upon
this, articulating that an assumption for the purposeful selection of the sample is “that the

investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a
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sample from which the most can be learned” (Merriam, 2009, p. 78). Convenience
sampling is understood as choosing “a sample based on time, money, location,
availability of sites or respondents, and so on” (Merriam, 2009, p. 79). While
convenience sampling seems to be antagonistic to purposeful sampling, Weiss (1994)
contends that certain situations exist in which convenience sampling is the most feasible
way to proceed. Specifically, the educators leading study abroad experiences for
secondary students are a rare and much smaller group in the larger population of
educators in DCPS, and convenience sampling yielded access to participants who
provided valuable and richly descriptive information (Weiss, 1994).

In addition to obtaining richly descriptive and specific information typical of a
case, Maxwell (2013) describes another goal of purposeful sampling relevant to this
study, which is selecting groups with whom productive relationships can be formed,
enabling researchers to answer their questions (p. 99). As discussed later in the
positionality statement, my past experiences as a classroom educator allowed me to
connect with educators and quickly form these productive relationships with my
participants. The sample size for this study aligns with the “4-5 cases in a single study”
that Creswell (2018) prescribes as six educators completed all phases of interviewing. He
purports that this number is adequate to “to identify themes of the cases as well as
conduct cross-case theme analysis” (Creswell, 2018, p. 197).

Two levels of decision-making defined sample selection in this study. At the case
level, the DCPS Study Abroad Program was chosen for its central organization across a
large urban district. The program is fully funded and operates with an equity lens (DCPS

Study Abroad, n.d.). Within this program, educators lead study abroad experiences for
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diverse a student population from across the entire district, working in tandem with their
peers hailing from a variety of campuses (DCPS Study Abroad, n.d.). At the site level, I
chose whom to interview which included only educators who led study abroad
experiences in the summer of 2024 and who participated in the event where recruitment
happened (Merriam, 2009, p. 81). I originally invited all such educators present that day
to participate in the study, and was able to interview six educators, double the proposed
number.

Recruitment of participants was conducted at the Making Global Local
Conference in Washington, D.C. The Making Global Local Conference is the
culminating event for students to showcase and receive feedback on the required project
they generate based on field experiences during the study abroad trip. TAs attend this
conference to provide feedback and supervise students as they complete their projects and
engage with various guest speakers from the field of study abroad in higher education.
During the scheduled lunch break, DCPS Study Abroad administrators split the TAs into
two groups with one group attending my recruitment session while the other group
remained to help serve and supervise lunch. Halfway through the scheduled lunch, the
TAs in the recruitment session switched duties with those at lunch so the other half of the
TA cohort could attend my recruitment session.

In the recruitment session, I provided TAs with a thorough introduction to the
study purpose and procedures. We had candid conversations about time commitments the
educators would make as participants, as well as the possibility of honoraria for
participation, which was not provided in accordance with the approved IRB packet. This

was followed by informal question-and-answer sessions with each group. While the
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question-and-answer session did not result in data collected for this study, these
conversations facilitated the beginning of my working relationship and rapport with
participants. TAs signed paper copies of the informed consent documentation during the
session, acknowledging willingness to participate in the study and the ability to withdraw
their participation at any time. At the conclusion of both sessions, I emailed an unsigned,
digital version of the informed consent documentation to all participants for their review
and record. Within this email, I provided my contact information and provided times I
was available to answer any questions about participation via phone or email after August
8, 2024. I also stayed after the conference to be available to answer questions in-person.
Before data collection began in the first interview, I reviewed the informed consent
documentation with each participant.

The entire cohort of travel ambassadors from 2024 consisted of eighteen
educators from seventeen secondary (middle and high school) campuses across six
administrative wards in Washington, D.C. Eight TAs were from middle school campuses,
and ten TAs were from high school campuses. All but four TAs were present for the
August 8th recruitment session. Of the fourteen TAs who participated in the recruitment
sessions for this study, six returned their informed consent letters, volunteering to
participate in the study. Three female and three male travel ambassadors with a combined
ninety-seven years of experience in the classroom made up this study’s sample. None of
the participants have less than ten years’ experience as secondary educators. Two of the
female participants identify as African American/Black with the third female participant
identifying as White. Similarly, two of the male participants identify as African

American/Black with the third identifying as White. While all participants were born in
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the United States, Tamara and Adam are first generation U.S. Americans. Because two-
thirds of the sample identify as African American/Black, participants in this study closely
mirror the larger educator population of DCPS educators with regard to race, and
ethnicity, but the equal representation of male and female educators in this study is not
representative of the larger population, as females comprise about seventy-five percent of
total educators across the district (DCPS Fast Facts, 2024).

These educators illuminate broader trends both within DCPS and the United
States to address teacher shortages and equalize the distribution of teacher quality (Boyd
et al., 2006). In terms of their entrance into teaching, all but Adam obtained their
licensing and teaching credentials via alternative certification pathways. Five of the TAs
in this study completed bachelor’s and master’s degrees in other fields before entering
various alternative certification programs in the Washington, D.C. area to gain master’s
degrees in education and complete the licensing requirements for teaching in DCPS. As a
large, urban school district, DCPS faces challenges with the recruitment and retention of
high-quality teachers, particularly in its more low-income or hard-to-staff schools
(Cochran-Smith & Villegas, 2015). DCPS has developed partnerships with multiple area
universities to create educator preparation and pathway programs. Mickey, Motris, Livia,
Michael and Tamara spoke directly about such programs when they entered education.
Adam is the only TA who switched his undergraduate degree from engineering to
education, adding additional years to his time at the University of Florida to complete his
education degree and traditional student-teaching experience. That five of the six

participants in this study entered education via alternative pathways suggests that this
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group of educators is illuminative of the DCPS secondary education teaching core but is

not representative of it.

Participant Profiles
Mickey Kenan
Sex Ethnicity/Race Grade | Years as Years as Pathway into
Level | Educator TA for Education
DCPS
Female | African American/Black | High 32 3 alternative
School certification with
master’s degree

Growing up in Brooklyn, New York, my idol was Constance Baker Motley. I was
high achieving throughout school, and when I was in the seventh grade our family moved
to New Haven, CT where I attended public school and an early college program at Yale.
[However,] I did not like living in Connecticut. In seventh and eighth grades we still
spent the summers in New York, but in high school I became rebellious. Every chance [
had, I would run away to New York. [This was how] we started learning how to travel
ourselves, and my mother would forbid us to travel. I would call my grandmother and tell
her that I'm going to get on the Conrail Railroad, and [this was ideal because] you
didn’t need money up front. Both my grandmothers were education crazy, and I heard
from day one, “Get your education. That is the key to success.”

Then in December of 1986, my grandma passed [away] when [ was sixteen, and 1
was stuck in New Haven with my mom, her new husband, and my siblings. [By] my senior
vear, I did everything I could to get out of my mom’s house. If I could go to a summer
program at UConn, at UNH, at Yale, or even Wesleyan, I applied for anything I could to
get out of her house. My guidance counselor [name redacted] was good at making sure
we knew about everything that was available. This is how I got a study abroad
application. I remember doing all the paperwork, and my mother had to show up to get
the passport. We took pictures and had to pay a little stipend, and to my surprise, not
only did my mother show up to the meeting, but she paid the stipend. I was like, “Wow!”

The program was a month long [in the summer]. In Kenya, we went to the Masai
Mara. That was the first time I’d ever gone on safari. It felt like I was going through Six
Flags’ Great Adventure because they have a little safari ride where there are real
animals. But, this was my roots. In the Masai village we stayed in something like tents or
cabins. We met the elders. The Masai cooked our food. For me, there was so much
amazement in Kenya, and Zimbabwe felt more normal, but was still wonderful.
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[After my first trip out of the country] I felt like I was invincible, like I could do
anything I wanted to do. So I went to Richmond Union where I reconnected with my
former high school chemistry teacher [who had relocated there]. She is still like my
second mother, and we 've been inseparable ever since. However, I didn’t have the year
to grow into myself. When I studied abroad, 1'd already graduated high school. I was on
the trip with a majority of juniors who had the year to then decompress, talk to each
other, and reflect. They had an entire year to do that. I think that having the follow up
vear [or any time] is critical because my alignment was different. I was different from my
peers at college. I was a transfer student [having done so much work at Yale]. I had so
much more experience than about 90% of my peers. [ was light years ahead in terms of
things I had done. My peers didn’t have passports, and they hadn’t been anywhere. They
didn’t have these great stories or pictures. [ would show people my photo album at
college, and they would tell me, “You know you re different.” They weren’t used to this.
1t felt like my peers thought a certain way about where I'm from, and when added to that,
my experiences from studying abroad, for them, it didn’t add up.

1 started teaching as a substitute because I didn’t know what I wanted to do. 1
dibbled and dabbled in college as a substitute, but I thought, “no, this isn’t for me.”
However, I came to D.C. in 2017 because I was working for a publishing company that
sold DCPS a math intervention. I spoke to someone at DCPS who said that I was needed
here. So I talked with my cousin who lived here, and I ultimately decided to fill out the
application and move to D.C. Once I submitted my application, the phone started going. |
went in for an interview, spoke with the math coach, who is now a good friend of mine,
and someone from the Personnel Committee, that same day, helped me to get my
fingerprinting, drug test, and all the new hire stuff done. This was the start of something
great.

1 like D.C., but it was a bit of an adjustment for me coming from New York City. [
never imagined D.C. was like one of the neighborhoods I grew up in back in New York. I
didn’t think D.C. had a Bedstuy, a Brownsville, a Crown Heights, nothing like that. Also,
when 1 first moved here, I was living in Maryland which may have [contributed] to me
not realizing these things. Previously, my only views of D.C. were through Howard
University when my kids were there from 2010-2014.

I came into DCPS with all these rules, and the students would challenge me.
Previously, I had taught in New York Public Schools and thought I had seen it all, but in
D.C. I went back to feeling green because it wasn’t what I expected. I had to pull back,
go into myself, and talk to other teachers that were from the area. The students didn’t
break me in, and we eventually found a happy medium. Once they realized I was the
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baker in my family, everything changed because I started baking for them. Some of them
didn’t have breakfast at home, and by Thanksgiving, it was fine. I found myself laughing
and not being so rigid. This will be year 32 for me, and I don’t have many places that [
want to go. I don’t want to shop around for another place because I'm comfortable. I
love my math team and enjoy my students. I don’t even want to leave where I'm living in
Southeast D.C., I love it.

In 2019, I went by myself to Nigeria. I follow a variety of people on social media,
and my curiosity about school in Africa was sparked. I would always say [ wanted to go
back to Africa, and it didn’t matter what country. I couldn’t go to Cameroon, which is my
foundation, because of an on-going war [The Anglophone Crisis]. I couldn’t fly there, but
Nigeria is next door. I wanted to get a sense of the educational system which is totally
different. I went to Abuja, hired a driver to take me around, and made appointments at a
few schools to visit and observe. It was really eye-opening to see how they do so much
with such little resources.

1 finally got accepted into the program the year it resumed travel after COVID, in
2022. I've worked in several [school] systems and have done this [led study abroad], but
this is a world of difference in terms of the system. In other states, we were responsible
for doing everything and making sure the parents [purchased all necessary items], but in
DCPS, we don’t have to do that. I like how organized it is. Through this program, [
realized that my focus is to teach students how to maneuver during travel, how to be safe,
and how to travel internationally and come back into the country. When I went to Paris
in 2023 [with DCPS Study Abroad], I realized: not only am I a math educator, but I am
part of something that is providing chances. I am revamping the travel club at my school
to marry my AFS and IREX [training] with my love for leading study abroad. The idea is
to create a program for students to earn their Global Competency Endorsement for their
diploma. The goal is to start with 9th and 10th grades and teach the SDGs, fundraise for
travel, and take an international service-learning trip on spring break of their junior
and/or senior year.

I know eventually I will have to pass it off because I'm kind of at the end of my
career. I think that’s the reason I'm so passionate about it, because I'm at the end. I
wonder if anyone has the same mindset as me. I think about these kids who are 15 years
old, and when asked what they did over the summer, they say “nothing” or “I just stayed
in the house.” These are 10th graders, and that makes me even more passionate.
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Morris

Sex Ethnicity/Race Grade | Years as Years as Pathway into
Level | Educator TA for Education
DCPS
Male | African American/Black | High 12 3 alternative
School certification,
Principal’s Choice
Program in DCPS

1 grew up here in Washington, D.C. I am a product of a single parent, and
because I had several of my female cousins come live with me, I'm also a product of a
household full of women. I am a product of DC Public Schools.

Growing up, I was more “go-with-the-flow.” We would travel as a family. I've
been to Chicago, Georgia, Florida, Indianapolis, Tennessee, West Virginia, really a
bunch of places with my family. This was because my mom was a part of, and basically
my whole family on her side was part of, the Georgia Mass Choir. My family members
are featured in the award-winning Whitney Houston film, The Bodyguard. There’s a
church scene where you can see one of my cousins, and then one of my good friends
standing behind her. You can see one of my aunts, her big glasses on, sitting up in the
choir stand. Then in a scene where they re downstairs in the basement singing, my cousin
is shown in that one. I like to brag about them even though some of my aunts have passed
now. Anyway, they had the Gospel Music Workshop of America, and we would travel to
different cities, but I didn’t sing. I just ran around with the rest of my cousins.

I went to Morris College in Sumter, South Carolina which is a historically black
college, but it was not my first choice. I originally wanted to go to Virginia State or
Virginia [UVA], but they took too long to respond. It’s probably a good thing I went to
Morris because there wasn’t anything to do in Sumter, South Carolina. I started there as
a TV and Radio Production major, but because I knew a little bit about myself, and
because I was ready to get out, I changed my major to liberal studies. I finished in 4
vears, and because I had been in ROTC, I was commissioned as an Army Infantry
Officer. I spent about five and half years in the US Army, traveling back and forth along
the East Coast. During this time, I also deployed to South Korea for two years.

When I got out of the military, I got a break to work on an IT help desk, and this
started my IT career. I was part of the “.com bust.,”” but managed to go from one job to
another with companies that actually survived. After 17 years, I had reached a point
where [ knew [ was ready for a change in direction. I was doing network administration
when [ received a phone call about a principal looking for a networking teacher, and 1
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thought, “I’'m not looking to go into teaching.” However, because I was feeling ready for
a change, I submitted my resume and went to the interview. Before I could get halfway
down the street after leaving the interview, I got a phone call from the principal. 1
[entered teaching] through principal choice, a fast-track employment process, starting
my teacher career in 2013. I know it's somewhat of a rare commodity to have a person
who grew up in the city who actually works for the public school system.

The interesting thing about coming into teaching is that [people think] if one is in
it [IT industry], one has a broad understanding of the whole entity [subject area], then
one can become a computer science teacher. Even though in networking, we had to do
some light programming, when you get to an institution of learning, they see it like, “Oh,
you can teach that!” I have a master’s in telecommunications management, and then
roughly two years after that, I went back to get my master’s of divinity.

I am part of the AME, African Methodist Episcopal Church. This is a very small
congregation, and we are currently online because the pandemic did a doozy on a lot of
churches. We are basically starting over because I was assigned after we were coming
out of the throes of the pandemic. While we are not a big church or large congregation,
I’'m quite pleased with where I am now because I already have 80-100 students every
week.

1 live my life as Morris, and there are times where the title [pastor] comes into
play, but I live my life as Morris. I am not one to sit and ride or use the title [pastor] as
authority. This also goes into what I tell my students as a teacher, “I have the title of a
teacher. That doesn’t empower me to be rude, out of place, out of line. I can still learn

from you.”
Livia
Sex Ethnicity/Race Grade | Years as Years as Pathway into
Level | Educator TA for Education
DCPS
Female White Middle 10 1 alternative
School certification with
master’s degree

I grew up an hour outside of Chicago, and when we moved there, it wasn’t the
middle of nowhere, but it was sparse. I think it’s been built up more since. In school I did
everything, and I wouldn’t say I had a [single type of] friend group. I wasn’t
[exclusively] an athlete, but I was a good athlete. I almost played tennis in college, but
[ultimately], I didn’t because I wanted a better school than a Division Il school. Also, at
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the time, [ was obsessed with politics and felt that I was going to be a politician. So I
applied to every school in D.C. and was accepted into GW.

I am from a working-class family, but my mom always wanted me to travel. She
got to travel when was about 13 years old in a week-long program. We would get
brochures for high school travel in the mail, and I would beg my parents to let me go. |
never got to do those, but there was supposed to be a school trip to France, and we were
the first people ready to go. It didn’t end up happening though because we had to pay for
it, and while my parents were willing to pay, others weren’t. My grandparents were big
travelers, so as my high school graduation present, they took me to London and Paris. 1
count this as my first big travel experience. I think because it was a super long flight, and
we were out and about every day, seeing all the things, it just felt like more than a
vacation. I was really excited to see Big Ben and the Eiffel Tower. In Paris, everyone
responded [to me] in English, so I was a little disappointed about that because I took
French in high school.

I was always independent, and I don’t really get along with my mom. She and 1
have a difficult relationship, so I always knew that when I went to college, I wanted to be
far away. In college I really liked having independence, and I think that even though [
didn’t have much life experience, I fit in well in D.C. I think my personality [fits in well]
because D.C. is so competitive, and you really have to claw your way around sometimes,
and I think I can adapt to that. My family will say things like, “you re different.” For
example, my sister went to school in Mississippi, and I can just see or pick up on different
things.

Looking back at my college pictures, I think, “Oh my God! I was kind of nerdy.”

Even though I did well, coming to D.C. was an adjustment. Even with jobs, the work
study jobs were so hard to get, and I had to adapt. I always had to work. I didn’t get any
work study jobs, so [ worked at Panera, off-campus. I worked jobs that none of my
friends were working. My friends also came from wealthy families, and I had 2 minimum
wage jobs, off-campus. One time, I was really stressed because I have all these classes
and assignments, and I had to work. One of my friends said to me, “well just quit your
job. You don't need to work.” I replied, “no, I actually do.” My parents didn’t give me
“spending” money. They didn’t have it, so in that way, I felt I was out of place at GW,
especially in the beginning.

When I graduated [from GW] with a degree in human services, I did the urban
teachers program because I wanted to do education, but GW doesn’t have that for
undergrad. All my [undergraduate] classes were service learning, and because I did a lot
of tutoring programs, that’s actually when I realized I wanted to go into teaching. I did
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the urban teachers program, and I'm glad I did it, but I would never do it again. It was a
4-year program, and it still exists. The name has changed, and I think it’s now called City
Teaching Alliance. So I graduated from GW in May and literally a month later I started
my graduate education in D.C.

The program was structured so that everyone got a SpEd degree and another
degree. I think I was really lucky because the program was about 320,000, but you got 2
degrees. Now the program is double the price, located at a better school, but you can
only earn 1 degree. When I did the program, it was through Lesley University
[Massachusetts], and then the year after I finished they moved to Johns Hopkins. Now
it’s with American University. I don’t think name really matters. A lot of people feel like,
“Oh, Johns Hopkins...” and I feel like, “I get paid more regardless, so it doesn’t matter
where it's [the degree] from.”

1 started teaching full time for a small charter network in D.C., and I did that for
4 years, but I switched into DCPS because in my old district, there was nowhere to go. So
1 applied to DCPS, and originally, I did it for the money. I think I got about a $10,000
pay raise, but I also think DCPS has the most opportunities for me as a teacher. I have
been a mentor in the new teachers’ network, I have done work with the Central Olffice,
usually with the secondary and elementary math team, and this year I did Study Abroad. 1
also think I might like to be an instructional coach or TLI (Teacher Leadership
Innovation) Teacher Leader.

I really loved being a TA with Study Abroad. I applied and was accepted
immediately. I didn’t realize how competitive it is to be a TA. At one of the meetings |
heard a TA say that she was excited to finally be a part of it because she’d applied maybe
5 or 6 times before finally being accepted. There’s also a group of alums who have been
TAs for several years, and I hope to be like that.

Even though before the trip there was a lot more work than I expected, [ want to
be a part of this program. I applied because I had traveled with kids before, and I think
doing so is very important. Then, at the end of the trip, one thing that actually made me
really sad was that, even though I didn’t know any of them [students] going into it, I felt
that because we had a very unique trip, there were situations where we just bonded. At
the end of the trip, even though I was ready to be home, [ was kind of sad because I felt
like I'm never going to see them again because I don’t teach high school. They 're going
to be all over the place. Leading Study Abroad felt like assuming the role of a parent for
a week, and then at the end, it was like, “Okay, bye, see ya like never again.”
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Michael

Sex Ethnicity/Race Grade | Years as Years as Pathway into
Level | Educator TA for Education
DCPS
Male White High 13 6 alternative
School certification,
Educator
Preparation
Program

I’'m not from D.C. I'm originally from Chicago. I initially came to work in D.C.
for the Department of Youth Rehabilitation Services. I had been a juvenile probation
officer in Illinois and a juvenile counselor in Kansas. DYRS was recruiting, so I applied.
1t is an agency that supervises youth after they 've been adjudicated for a criminal
offense. While doing this, I volunteered at DCPS, at a campus for over-aged, under-
credited students. Because of my volunteer work there, the principal offered me a
position as Dean of Students, and I decided to take it. I never thought I was going to be
here for as long as I have been, but I have thoroughly enjoyed it. I started as a dean of
students, and I recently got fully certified to be an administrator.

Growing up, I had the opportunity to participate in experiences beyond the
classroom, and this was really influential for me. I participated in a program called
Omni Youth Services in Illinois, and they had experiential learning opportunities where
they took us camping, outside of Chicagoland. I was also a Boy Scout when I was
younger, so through that, I was also exposed to the wilderness which is now what I do
when I'm not working. I love to hike and be outdoors. I also love exploring the world.
I'’ve traveled to over 80 countries, and I just got back from the Canary Islands [early this
week].

1 also love to ride my motorcycle and have done trips home to Chicago, down the
east coast to Key West, and up north to Nova Scotia, Montreal, and Toronto. These have
been in the summer, but if I have only a weekend, I'’ll go out to West Virginia, or up to
Pennsylvania or over to Maryland’s eastern shore. This is also why I love living in this
area. It’s like a motorcycle playground. I have done solo trips, and sometimes I ride with
my partner. She doesn’t have her own bike and prefers to just ride with me. I'm also a
member of 3 different groups, but we 're not a motorcycle club. We are just groups, and
we don’t care who you are as long as you don’t ride like a lunatic. We have old people,
young people, people of all races and gender identities, of all political affiliations. This
diversity is what I try to associate myself with.
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I have a partner, and I tell my students this all the time, that you never know what
will come to you. I never in a million years thought I would really have a stable partner. 1
met her when I was 35 years old. We met when we were both at the Mediterranean Sea,
and she did not speak English at all. She spoke 4 different languages, but not English. So
1 used my love of opera to be able to meet [approach] her. I sang to her, “O Sole Mio.”
Well, she thought I spoke Italian, and we went from there. A couple of months after
meeting her, she came to the U.S. with all her bags and told the CBP Officer [Customs
and Border Patrol] she didn’t know how long she was staying. So she’s been in and out
of the U.S. for the last two and half years about 20 times, and we are now meeting with
an immigration attorney to explore options for her staying here longer term. It wasn’t a
one-sided situation either. I've now been back and forth between the EU 17 times in the
last two and a half years.

I studied abroad in India, Ireland, Kenya, and the UK. This was mostly during my
graduate school experience, and what sold me on participating in study abroad, and later
my own travel, was a mentor I had in elementary school. My mentor was from India, and
I wanted to learn about her culture. I was a special education student, and my mentor,
who helped teach me, did so with so much compassion and care.

1 truly believe that there is good in all people, and you’re never going to really
experience the good in humanity until you have exposure to humanity around the world.

1 got into education because my heart is in it to make a change. I believe that all
students have the opportunity to reach the highest potential, regardless of their
background. It might take more equity to get there, but it’s possible. In DCPS, I found so
many people who really care about students. It doesn’t really seem like a job to the
colleagues I have met in DCPS. This is more of a passion, and these are individuals who
want to help children. I believe my calling is in public service.

Because of my background working with juveniles [in the justice system], |
understand how I can make a lasting impact on a child, like providing them with
opportunities for positive experiences and helping them to create transition plans for
post-secondary education, whatever it may be. I try to help show them a light at the end
of the tunnel as opposed to continuing the cycle of poverty or continuing the cycle of what
they 're accustomed to. I want them to feel comfortable one day becoming a first-
generation college student, or first-generation student to enter trade or vocational
school, whatever it is they want to do.
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Being in DCPS is like climbing a mountain, which I do regularly. I haven'’t
reached the summit yet, but I’ve climbed many hills. When I climb a hill, I only find that
there’s many more hills to climb.

Beyond travel and exploring, I am also passionate about ending the gun violence
that is plaguing our community. I have lost many kids in my years at DCPS to gun
violence. I just lost someone Monday night, and I think that unfortunately, gun violence is
an epidemic that really needs to be addressed. We need to expose more of our children to
opportunities that can put them into a different, positive environment, like we do in Study
Abroad, so that they 're more likely to get outside of their neighborhood and away from
these influences that are constantly drawing them into these problems.

1 live close to my school, and I'm active in the community. [ want to say that while
I am well-known and respected in my community, I don’t care for the spotlight. Once, |
had an opportunity to meet with Arni Duncan [then Secretary of the US Department of
Education], and there was a big article and everything that came out of it that made me
look like the white man who was doing good for the hood. I just want to do good work
behind the scenes. People in my community have asked me to consider running for public
office, but I don’t know if [ want to be an elected official. A real example of this is that
I’ve been nominated for a standing ovation award in DCPS 3 times. The first two times, 1
didn’t accept it, to move on in the competition, but the last time, I did. [ made the
interview round which is the final round. I told them, if I am selected, what [ want is the
prize to be a donation to ‘The Friends of Ballou [a non-profit], so they can get the full
amount of the award. This non-profit provides scholarships for students to go on
overnight college tours. They didn’t have a response for this, but that’s okay because no
response is a response.

Tamara

Sex Ethnicity/Race Grade | Years as Years as Pathway into

Level | Educator TA for Education

DCPS

Female | African American/Black | K-12 12 2 alternative
certification,

Educator
Preparation

Program

I was born in D.C., but then my parents moved us to Maryland, so I grew up in
Maryland. My dad is not from here. He'’s from Trinidad. He has an accent, and there
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were things growing up that I didn’t realize until I became an adult that were different.
He didn’t know a lot about American culture.

When I was a child, we visited his family in Trinidad, and growing up, even
through high school, I never felt like I was other, but when I went to college, it opened up
more things like certain cultural things we didn’t do in my household. This was probably
because my dad didn’t know, not being from the U.S., and my mom was happy to follow
his cultural traditions.

1 grew up as a middle child. I have an older sister who’s Deaf, and I have a
younger sister. My older sister and I are closer in age than I am with my younger sister.
With my older sister growing up, even though I was younger than her, we were always
together. My parents were always like, “go with her, you need to be with her.” We had
our own, made-up sign language which wasn’t official ASL because my sister was
mainstream, not in a Deaf school or anything. Once she entered high school, she met
more Deaf people, and people who signed. She delved into the Deaf cultural world, and 1
went with her. This is how I became fluent in sign language. My parents did not sign.
They spoke and gestured. My sister was [technically] hard of hearing, and her herding
would go up and down. While she has some hearing, she now identifies as Deaf. This was
a big influence on my life. My sister went off to college at Gallaudet. In high school, I met
a friend who was Deaf, and we became really close. These experiences made me want to
be a part of that world.

Now I have three kids. My oldest just left for college at the University of
Maryland, so he’s close because I currently live in Maryland. He'’s 18, and then I have a
16 year old son and a 9 year old daughter. Having my oldest son at college has been
different for me. I need to give him some freedom, but he still calls me every day. Now,
his dad is like, “No, I'm not answering. He’s going to have to figure it out.” I can’t do
that. My kids played sports. My sons played basketball, and my daughter was into soccer,
but now her whole world revolves around gymnastics. I'm kind of forcing her to
participate in swimming. I never learned how to swim, and I actually just started a
swimming class.

Another dynamic that has been interesting for me is that I've been married twice,
and my first two children were with my first husband, and then we divorced. My boys
lived with him, but we co-parent well. He went when we brought the oldest to college,
and that went fine. I had my daughter with my second husband, but her father is not
around, so it’s pretty much just the two of us. I have a good support system. My mom has
passed away, but my daughter’s paternal grandmother is in her life and visits us
regularly. My sisters are supportive, and my dad is probably my biggest support.
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As an undergraduate, I majored in psychology, but I didn’t want to be a
psychiatrist. During my senior year at Delaware State, there was an event where there
were all these different grad schools and other opportunities from the University of
Maryland College Park. I entered Maria Shriver’s Program in AmeriCorps and worked
in schools for a year. I was able to use my psychology degree because what I did was like
case management, and we worked with students and teachers and even did some tutoring.
During this year, I thought that I could see myself doing this, so that’s why I went into
teaching.

I worked in the teaching field for a couple of years and then left for 5 years to
work in higher education, in the disabilities department. [ was on several committees and
boards, and I specifically remember being on the accreditation committee and working
on the part that related to disability with my office.

Then, I got my master’s degree in special education with a focus on Deaf
Education from Gallaudet. I also took some extra classes and floated around in the
administration department and graduated with my education and administration
master’s. So, I have two master’s degrees.

I came back to teaching about seven years ago in the middle of the school year to
the Autism Program here in DCPS. I taught high school students with Autism because
when I came back, I didn’t want to do Deaf education. I wanted to do something else.
About two and a half years ago a position came open for an itinerant teacher for the
district, and someone recommended that I apply. I did, and now, as an itinerant teacher, |
serve K-12 students with disabilities who are Deaf. I go into classrooms, work with
teachers, and pull students out to work with them.

1 feel like I have a great camaraderie with so many teachers in DCPS. I still talk
to the teachers I worked with at my first school, and even though we re now all at
different schools or doing different things, I have built some valuable, lasting
relationships here.

Recently, I was listening to a radio talk show, and they were talking about
"attitudes about your... " I realized this plays a big part in why I decided to apply as a
travel ambassador. Since joining DCPS, I've participated on several school committees:
attendance, culture and climate, equity and anti- racism, senior activities, and intramural
sports. I've taken extra courses offered over the summer and joined different program
initiatives like modern classroom academy. I am a strong advocate for the community in
schools. For the last three summers I've been a part of DCPS summer school or Extended
School Year (ESY), and for the last two years, I've been a CI Fellow with the DCPS
Summer Institute where I've created curriculum guides and resources for 1) special
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Education CES/ILS self- contained classroom for High School Social Studies, 2) Middle
school science and 3) ESL math. I also volunteered as an afterschool tutor, ASL Club
advisor and mentor. All this to say that ['m not just someone who joined the Study
Abroad Program to travel, but it’s just who I am— I enjoy teaching, watching students
grow and discovering new avenues to do that. I've spoken to some of my colleagues who
are like “how can you spend a week with kids, after teaching the whole year?” My
response is simply that I like my job, I like what I do, and I enjoy these experiences. To be
honest I have not always felt like that about teaching, but I find teacher and
administration respect and appreciation make it easier. I've never felt more open to be
myself in any other district. DCPS has its flaws, but I feel at home here. Safe! I don’t
think someone is out to catch me— “messing up,” and the union is a part of the teacher
culture that helps with my confidence.

When I came back to DC, and when [ started in DCPS, I was only at one campus,
in the Autism Program, and I recruited 40 students, and 20 of them were selected. We
hyped up the Study Abroad Program, and that’s how I got involved. Now as an itinerant,
I am going to try to recruit at some of my campuses where I have a good rapport with
faculty. It’s been a little more difficult at my middle school campuses, and I think I’ve
gotten maybe 5 students to apply. I also stay active in the program by helping with
interviews. It’s also been challenging with pulling the parents in. Because I have had
former students with disabilities travel with the program, I communicate with the parents
whose concerns include not knowing the educator traveling with their student and fully
understanding their students’ needs.

I'm a strong advocate for people with disabilities and anyone who has some type
of challenge. This is how I approach DCPS Study Abroad, and I'm grateful that the
program is trying to be inclusive. It would be nice if it were more inclusive, but ['m
constantly being an advocate for people who have any type of disability. More broadly,
I’'m about children and people learning, but I strongly advocate for the disabled.

Adam
Sex Ethnicity/Race Grade | Years as Years as Pathway into
Level | Educator TA for Education
DCPS
Male | African American/Black | High 18 1 traditional teacher
School preparation
program, University
of Florida
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I am from Fort Lauderdale, Florida. I am of Haitian descent, and growing up it
was just my mother and I and her 5 brothers. So, I was born and lived in Haiti when 1
was young, and then we left. Growing up in Haiti, [ was fluent in Haitian Creole and
French, but then when I left with my mom and moved to Fort Lauderdale, FL, we learned
English. So, I don’t really speak the other languages anymore because if you don’t use it
you lose it.

I guess I grew up being bullied most of my life, and at the time, not realizing that [
had a learning disability. I didn’t know why I struggled a lot in school. Also, in a Haitian
household, education is so important, and there’s really no such thing as struggles. It
was like, no, you better figure it out before you get into any more trouble. I ended up
doing well in school and graduating. I then went to the University of Florida where |
started as an engineering major. I chose engineering because that’s also what you do in
a Haitian household. You re either a doctor or lawyer, or you're doing some type of
career that’s lucrative. This is what I was told growing up.

During college, I was going through these classes, and I was just really
struggling and not knowing why. I just knew that high school seemed so much easier for
me. It got to the point that for the first time in my life, I knew I had to talk to somebody
about this. So, I talked to a dean who referred me to a therapist who realized that I have
a learning disability. After this, I ended up getting my disability resources in college
which was great for me, like night and day with my courses. I started doing well after
that.

Going through my degree, I needed another course to take, so I took a class
called Exceptional People. It was supposed to be one of those “easy” classes you take as
a buffer while you’re taking your core, critical classes. Anyway, in this Exceptional
People class, there’s a volunteer component that you must do, and I ended up
volunteering at Gainesville HS in a self-contained special education classroom. I showed
up to this classroom, and the teacher was horrible. Even though I had no idea how to be
a teacher or what you re supposed to do, I felt that these kids pretty much have
disabilities like I do. I would hate for my teacher to speak to me the way this teacher
spoke to these kids. She wasn’t encouraging, and one memory has stuck with me. One
time, this teacher got an email advertising for students to come volunteer at a local
nursing home or get jobs at the nursing home, and she looked at me and said, “I’m not
giving these kids this. Would you want your mother working with these kids?” 1
remember thinking, but I didn’t say it, “Well, yeah, they are me. There’s nothing wrong
with them.” From this point, I started really talking and getting to know the kids in this
class and understanding them. I discovered that a lot of them didn’t even have
disabilities. They were just in that classroom for behavior issues. The teacher never
really took the time to understand them.
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This experience led me to call my mother and tell her that I wanted to switch from
engineering to education, which didn’t go over too well [chuckles]. When I switched
majors, it added 2 years to my degree. When 1 finished, I contacted Gainesville HS, and
the principal gave me my first teaching job.

What I loved about teaching in Alachua County was that all new teachers got 2
mentors, one at your school in your department and one from a different campus. My
mentor on campus was good, but I learned so much from my mentor at the different
campus. She really gave me some great advice on understanding pedagogy and
understanding how to be a great teacher.

1 also coached football, and basically I did anything they asked me to do. I'm still
the same way today, and I do it for the love of it. Also, I laugh because I know I do it for
the love because my first teaching job paid, I believe, something like $27,000 a year. You
can’t tell me I wasn’t doing it for the love of it.

After that first year, they let me go so I moved back to South Florida and ended up
becoming a juvenile probation officer. All this did was make me realize that I need to
stick with education because I got into it with one of the judges. They weren’t really
about the whole child, not worried about what these children went through, or their
needs.

After this, I took a teaching job at Rise Academy, a Science and Technology
Charter School. The director who hired was a great educator, but unfortunately, she tried
to grow the network too quickly, and without adequate funding combined with poor
student performance on the state tests, eventually, the charter network was shut down by
the state. However, this director and my mentor from Gainesville were the most
influential people in my teaching career.

From Rise, I took a job in Broward County Schools, at the high school [ was
originally supposed to attend, but my mom wouldn’t let me because she felt that it had
bad influences or wasn’t a good school. I ended up leaving Florida to move up to the
D.C. area because at the time, my son and his mom were living here. We had separated
but decided to reconcile, and took a job first in Howard County, later moving to DCPS. 1
know I was hired in Howard County to work at a middle school with a certain
demographic. I was actively recruited to work at this middle school which had never
happened to me before.

I love all my kids, but I feel like I can have a greater impact for black and brown
kids who have rarely or maybe never had a Black male teacher. In Howard County 1
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worked at a school with a large population of African Americans, and it ended up being
one of my best jobs. Parents were happy for me to be there, and I think because I had
such great mentorship throughout the years, I really became a leader and authority
figure because I focus on building relationships with the kids. Kids know if teachers care
or not, and if they know you don’t care, the respect is different.

1 left Howard County after the principal left because I didn’t feel like I owed any
loyalty to the school after that, and I had been wanting to get into D.C. During my time in
Howard County, I was also volunteering at the Clay Center in D.C., so when my
principal left, I applied and reached out through social media and took a job teaching
math.

I came to DCPS and started working at one of the most academically and
physically challenged schools in the entire district. So coming to DC, I realized it’s even
worse than anywhere else I have taught. I've gotten death threats toward me, toward my
family, and they ve threatened to steal my car, everything. This was in the beginning, and
now I think I've earned many kids’ respect and trust. I did this because I don’t just stop
in my classroom. I do a lot of volunteering in the community. However, teaching in DC is
not for everyone. I learned to control my feelings and emotions and understand what’s
going on for these students. I have about 2-3 deaths among my students every year, and
I've seen such great potential in some of my students. They have knowledge and skills
that they could take and do anything else, but they won’t give anything else an
opportunity. And, if it’s not death, it’s jail. Recently, I took this one [incident] hard. I
worked with this student so hard, and it was four days before graduation that he got
locked up for double homicide. It was pointless, over stealing something, but just
needless killings. This got me questioning my work here. However, the current
graduating class, the seniors this year, are the group I started here with, and they 're one
of my favorite groups of kids. They talked to me already this year about not letting me
down. They 're my motivators because it seems like DCPS is so negative lately.

Procedures

This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board and was exempted
from full review and supervision under the Office of Human Research at George
Washington University on May 1, 2024, as this study involves interviews and
observations of public behavior (KUMC, n.d.). Following IRB approval, I coordinated

with DCPS Study Abroad Program administrators to determine the best time for
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recruitment and to gain insight on when educators will be returning to campus ahead of
students to start the 2024-2025 school year. This resulted in recruitment beginning at the
Making Global Local Conference on August 8, 2024, with the interviews starting after
this date. Figure 3.2 below displays the data collection timeline. The sections that follow
detail the data collection tools and procedures.

Figure 3.2. Data Collection Timeline

Data Collection: Timeline

« Participant Recruitment « First Interview
o in-person session at o virtual (Zoom) for all 6

» Second Interview
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All interviews were conducted remotely as I lived in Florida at the time of the
study. In accordance with the approved IRB packet, interviews took place on the George
Washington University (GWU) Zoom platform. This is the desired platform because
GWU has a professional license and password protected, dual authentication, cloud
storage unique to each student and faculty member who accepts the Zoom account. This

was the first step in ensuring privacy and keeping data secure. I sent a Google calendar
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invitation with the Zoom link to participants after corresponding via email with each TA
to schedule the first interview. Both GWU and DCPS utilize the Google suite for
emailing, and this helped to streamline communication and scheduling with participants.
While there is debate among scholars regarding the use of information
communication technology (ICT) in qualitative research methods, the COVID-19
pandemic has caused a shift in research practices as well as a host of other professional
practices. Despite limited literature that thoroughly discusses the advantages and
disadvantages of using Zoom or other Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) technologies,
Archibald et al. (2019) collected qualitative data using Zoom video conferencing, and
found that overall, participants agreed upon the usefulness of Zoom to conduct interviews
and that Zoom is convenient for both researchers and participants. The authors also
reference a few articles that discuss the use of Skype, one of the early VolP platforms (Lo
lacono et al, 2016; Sullivan, 2012; Weller, 2017). As qualitative research methodology
expands into the virtual space, early studies covering Skype and online focus groups and
chat rooms also serve to contrast early VolP platforms to the more recent platforms like
Zoom, Webex, and Teams. Archibald et al. (2019) highlight the lack of third-party
storage software for storing recordings as all Zoom recordings stored on the cloud are
stored on servers belonging to Zoom or their affiliates in the United States or
internationally depending upon the recording’s IP address. Zoom includes "user-specific
authentication, real-time encryption of meetings, and the ability to backup recordings to
online remote server networks ("the cloud") or local drives, which can then be shared

securely for the purpose of collaboration" (Zoom Video Communications Inc., 2016).
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The interviews were semi-structured, and each interview in the series lasted
between 60 and 90 minutes with the guides found in Appendix C (Seidman, 20006). It is
pertinent to note that all interviews contained some formal aspects, including the
intricacies of scheduling, confirming, and recording during the interview (Hatch, 2002).
To enhance trustworthiness, [ wrote reflexive memos after each interview to capture my
thoughts and any questions that arose during the interview that were not immediately
addressed in the interview to not disrupt the natural flow of the conversation and stories
being told. These memos served as a reference point during the subsequent interviews,
helped manage the data, and were additional sources from which to construct educators’
stories (Lee et al., 2019; Seidman, 2006). All transcripts and memos were stored in a GW
Box folder, accessible to only the researcher and the primary investigator.

During the second and third interviews, participants were provided the
opportunity to share artifacts from their personal history and study abroad experiences
vital to their story and meaning making of their experiences leading study abroad within a
globally oriented professional learning community. Shared artifacts included photos from
significant life events and study abroad experiences. Artifacts are important as counter-
stories can emerge within images or graphics in addition to narrative stories told or
written (Marshall, 2016). An artifact does not need to be tangible in that it may take the
form of a family story or part of the teacher's lore (Schubert & Ayers, 1992). All
participants provided intangible artifacts interwoven throughout each interview from
either their family or past educational experiences, including DCPS Study Abroad stories.
Each participant determined if, what, and how they shared artifacts. IRB approved

methods for sharing artifacts included sharing electronic artifacts via email and recorded
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showing and telling of artifacts that could not be digitized. When sharing photos, we
talked about the people visible in the photo who were not consenting participants in the
study, and I gained verbal consent, when possible, of the non-participants appearing the
photo. For those photos in which students appear, I de-identified the photos, stored the
de-identified version in the GWU Box drive, and destroyed the original copy on all
devices and email accounts.

Incorporating photographs into research interviews to “evoke deeper elements of
human consciousness” emerged in 1957 when photographer and researcher John Collier
proposed using photos during interviews to solve a practical problem in a research project
(Harper, 2002, p. 13-14). Since, photo elicitation as a qualitative research method has
spanned a variety of fields, from its roots in anthropology and sociology to education,
nursing, social work, business, and public health (Kyololo et al., 2023). It entices the
qualitative researcher for its ability to draw out information, feelings and memories, and
for its ability to “stimulate latent memory, and reduce areas of misunderstanding” (Jordan
et al., 2009). In this study, participants were invited to share artifacts, and those who so
chose, shared photos which we incorporated into the interview (Hatten et al., 2013).
Primarily used to probe participants to reflect and make meaning (Harper, 2002),
participants were also able to discuss social relationships when speaking about the photos
(Epstein et al, 2006). Furthermore, inviting participants to share photos, allowed them to
make decisions about what to include or exclude from their recorded stories in this study

(Smith & Barker, 2004).
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First Interview: Personal History

Prior to recording, I reviewed the information contained in the consent letter
(Appendix A) and reminded participants of their rights during the study. In this first
interview, I asked educators about themselves in terms of how they developed a desire to
lead study abroad experiences. This conversation addressed the first sub question on
motivations for leading study abroad. During this interview, I asked educators to tell me
about their lives up to leading study abroad for DCPS in the summer of 2024. Participants
chose the starting point for their personal histories with all participants giving brief
accounts of where they were born and centering their experiences in school. I probed for
more detail as needed to better understand and form a preliminary timeline for each
participant. This interview included past experiences with their family, in school, and
various events and social contexts. I focused on any travel, domestic and international,
from participants’ personal histories since leading study abroad, an international
educational endeavor, is the topic of this study (Seidman, 2006). I also aimed to elicit a
range of events to help me better understand each participant, build rapport, and
understand their motivations for becoming involved as study abroad leaders (Seidman,
20006).

In this first interview, I asked educators how they preserve and document their
experiences and memories from leading study abroad. I previewed the second and third
interviews by asking educators if they would like to share artifacts that are representative
of their life histories as well as their experiences from leading study abroad, not limiting
participants to photos. Before leaving the Zoom platform, I scheduled the second and

third interviews with reassurances of having flexibility as needed. I recorded each
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interview using Zoom on my laptop as well as my iPhone as a back-up recording device
in case of technology malfunctions. Both recordings were transcribed through Zoom’s
transcription function. Transcripts were de identified and stored in the GW Box. All
transcripts were deleted from my personal devices and the Zoom cloud storage.
Following this interview, I wrote a memo following to capture my thoughts and any
questions that arose. I reflected on where our stories converge and diverge as a check on
my biases as a previous educator who led study abroad (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).
This was reason to invite the inclusion of photos into the data generation process as |
sought to cross cultural boundaries between myself and the participants. We may have
had similar experiences at the surface level, but a deeper dive into those experiences
revealed stark contrasts in terms our social and professional contexts.
Second Interview: Study Abroad Experiences

The second interview centered the details of participants’ experiences leading
study abroad (Seidman, 2006, p. 18). For most participants, this interview was scheduled
according to Seidman’s (2006) recommended spacing range from three days and seven
days apart. However, I did have to defer to TAs’ schedules to remain flexible. For five
participants, we maintained a maximum of seven days between the first and second
interviews. The sixth TA had scheduling conflicts due to professional obligations on their
campus, and the final interview was several weeks following the second. Five of the six
second interviews were fully conducted using Zoom. One participant could not access
Zoom, so we conducted the interview over the phone, using Zoom to record and

transcribe on my computer.
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I started this interview by asking participants to create a pseudonym for the Zoom
recording. I then asked participants about their experiences leading study abroad this
year, in the summer of 2024. If participants didn’t organically insert photos into the
interview as they were telling their stories, I asked participants at the end if they wanted
to share photos or artifacts that illustrate their responses to the interview questions. I
asked participants to walk me through the study abroad experience they led as much as
they were able, starting from meeting the TAs with whom they would be working
through the Making Global Local Conference. Integrating photos stored in the
participants’ smartphone helped participants to reconstruct their experiences because
photo apps store the time, date, and location of photos. When participants looked through
the photos in their smartphones, they were able to help me clarify details and organize the
information they were providing.

Some of the photos participants shared during this interview featured students and
others who are not consenting participants. In other instances, emails with attached
photos were undeliverable due to file size. In both cases, when I was unable to access the
photo on my device, I asked the participant to verbally describe the photo during the
interview, show the photo to the camera, and then talk about the details and day’s events
surrounding the chosen photo. At the end of each second interview, I wrote reflexive
memos. This was even more necessary as an organization tool as some participants were
completing their first interview immediately before or after others who were giving their
second interview. While I did not have many dates where multiple interviews were
scheduled on the same day, on August 24, 26, and 31, participants gave first and second

interviews within a few hours of each other.
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Third Interview: Meaning-Making and the Future

Interview three centered on educators' meaning making with attention to any
connections between the first two interviews and plans for future involvement with the
Study Abroad Program (Seidman 2006, p.18-19). During this interview, I asked
participants to construct meaning from our previous interactions as well as photos
previously shared in terms of how they understand their experiences as leaders of study
abroad. I also asked participants to construct the meaning of working with other TAs as
well as their experiences working within the centrally administered study abroad
program. To start the conversation, I made time for participants to introduce any new
photos they wished to include in their stories. I then followed up on any questions that
arose for me during the second interview. To begin our conversation about meaning-
making, [ began with personal, or individual sense-making, followed by asking about
situated meaning-making of working with other TAs and within the DCPS Study Abroad
Program. During this interview, I paid attention to and noted any program critiques and
recommendations educators made as they processed their experiences. I asked
participants why they noted something as negative or positive and what came to mind in
terms of solutions or recommendations to improve their experiences and the experiences
of students. This problem-solution orientation drives at participants’ meaning-making in
terms of the policies and procedures laid out by the Study Abroad Program’s
administrators. Photos were useful to help participants remember the reactions and
feelings they had and what prompted them to think about alternatives or best-practices

while leading study abroad experiences.
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At the end of this interview, we discussed the next steps in the study. I told
participants of my projected timeline for drafting vignettes of their stories. I shared each
participant’s vignettes with them to ensure I captured stories accurately and with
integrity. The vignettes featured in the following chapter use a first-person perspective
and are the participants’ own words. We discussed if, when, and how participants wanted
to provide feedback on the stories. Typically, the start of a new school year is a busy time
for participants, and participants wanted time to sit with the stories and provide feedback.
Before ending the third interview, I clarified and reminded participants of their consent
responses, in terms of sharing photos and artifacts. During the member-checking, I
reaffirmed the de identification of each participant as well the photos shared as part of
this study.

Data Analysis

Data analysis involves finding themes and subthemes within the data, then
describing the elements of central themes as well as any elements that seemingly hover at
the periphery of the themes (Bernard, Wutich & Ryan, 2017). As I needed to clean the
auto-generated transcripts, data analysis began with a preliminary reading of each
transcript and de identification for proper storage and maintenance during this project. In
these initial readings for grammar and clarification, I made a note in the transcripts where
participants addressed specific research questions for this project. I kept these notes with
my memos for reference during formal data analysis. I also transcribed my memos from

interactions with participants, and this helped to capture my conversations with the data

(Saldana, 2016).
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From the cleaned transcripts, I began drafting participants’ stories with sections
indicating each interview including personal history, current experiences with DCPS
Study Abroad, and meaning making and the future. The stories are in the first-person
perspective as words reflect consciousness, and to substitute my words for participants’
or to rephrase participants’ words would substitute my consciousness for the participants’
(Seidman, 2006, p. 114-115). I shared these longer stories with participants’ review to
ensure the stories capture participants’ intended meanings and offer participants the
opportunities to add information if they feel clarification is needed or to offer them the
opportunity to rephrase or redact statements, again honoring that they are speaking about
a program within their place of employment which can be sensitive. The participant
checking happened via email with attached word processing files, and I destroyed the
final version from email accounts and stored them in the GW Box folder. Within the
stories, I bracketed where I added text for flow, clarification of words, and to ensure
grammatical continuity. I deleted certain characteristics of oral speech that are generally
not present in writing, including “uhms, ahs, you knows, and likes” to maintain
participants’ dignity when presenting their stories in written words (Seidman, 2006, p.
121-122).

Next, [ printed physical copies of stories and highlighted terms that served as In
vivo codes. Following this initial round of coding, I uploaded the participants’ documents
containing only the underlined, interesting passages into NVivo 14 and proceeded to
electronically code the data using the software’s In vivo coding feature so that the
electronic documents matched the physical copies. I employed In vivo coding to honor

the voice of each participant. While coding, I was drawn to make note of patterns,
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“consistent occurrences of action/data that appear more than twice” (Saldafia, 2016, p. 5).
This helped to comprehend participants’ habits, routines, behavior, and the importance
they placed on these (Stenner, 2014).

I then grouped these codes into categories to see emergent themes in the data
corpus. At this level of synthesis, I decided upon inclusion criteria for arranging codes
into categories (Maykut and Morehouse, 1994). An example of this is the category
“previous travel/study abroad” with inclusion criteria of “international travel that
occurred prior to being a TA in 2024” and “can be formal study abroad, travel because of
work, family visitation, or living in another country.” I held these categories and themes
as temporary as I re-read each participant’s passages, further separating them into groups
that seemed more compelling from those of lesser interest (Seidman, 2006, p. 126). At
this point in analysis, I engaged in a dialectical process (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000;
Rowan, 1981) with the data, responding to what participants said and deciding which
passages addressed the purpose of the project. I also highlighted passages that seemed to
contradict the literature or oppose what other participants said to limit injecting my biases
into the data (Locke, Silverman, & Spirduso, 2010). Utilizing the passages containing the
most compelling information from each participant to answer each research question, I
then arranged the categories into themes around which to present excerpts from
participants’ stories. Instances of overlap occurred with some categories fitting into
multiple themes creating what Bazeley (2013) calls “fuzzy sets.” Staying with “previous
travel/study abroad” as an example, I found that this category was useful in developing
the theme of advocating for study abroad as it suggests motivations for being a travel

ambassador. It also contributed to the development of the theme of moving toward

94



professionalization, delineating cosmopolitan capital that constitutes participants'
professional knowledge.

After creating themes, I revisited the longer stories and pared them down to draft
participants’ profiles, displayed below. Participant profiles are narrative stories that
explicitly use participants’ words and are told in the first person. While these techniques
are used to craft the profiles, the participants did not write the profile. Through my own
interpretation of participants’ experiences, I crafted the narratives (Seidman, 2006).
Trustworthiness

The interview guides paired with photo elicitation within the case study design
ensured richly descriptive details emerged in the data, enhancing the validity of the study
(Baxter & Jack, 2008). For several participants, reviewing photos together at the end of
the second and third interviews elicited memories of events and interactions not
previously recounted as elicited through my questioning (Harper, 2002). Furthermore, the
purposeful selection of the site has been applied to this study as DCPS Study Abroad is
centrally administered and provides the space for the development of a globally oriented
professional learning community among DCPS educators who lead the study abroad
experiences (Baxter & Jack, 2008). I engaged participants in member-checking to
increase the credibility of my interpretation of the stories participants told. Participants
reviewed their stories and suggested revisions when deemed necessary. Furthermore, I
wrote memos following interactions with participants to see where my story and those of
the participants converge and diverge. While I acknowledge that I am one of the
instruments within this study, and to some degree cannot be entirely separated from the

data, my aim is to accurately represent thickly descriptive data through participants’
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stories (Creswell, 2018; Maxwell, 2013; Seidman, 2006). Finally, the three-interview
structure allowed me to look for the transferability of themes within the data corpus

across participants to enhance trustworthiness.

Validity

To enhance this study’s validity, Seidman’s (2006) three-interview structure
addresses personal history, detailed experiences in relation to leading study abroad and
working within a globally oriented professional learning community, and participant
sense-making and views of the future. Done in this way, participants’ responses are
placed in context and the timing of the three interviews allowed participants to check for
“the internal consistency of what they say” (Seidman, 2006, p. 24). Perhaps most
significantly, the three-interview structure asks participants to make meaning of leading
study abroad and working within a globally oriented professional learning community,
not only making-sense to themselves as they responded to me, but also making-sense in a
way that participants feel I can understand, lends validity to this study (Seidman, 2006).
With the time between interviews, I crafted questions that arose for me as well as
highlighted areas to further clarify which were then addressed in the subsequent
interview. | was able to make connections between individual experiences and check
participants’ comments against each other. Triangulating the data across multiple
interview sessions and data elicited through photos addressed threats to validity in this
qualitative case study, especially given my positionality as an educator who has also led

study abroad experiences (Maxwell, 2013).
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Research Relationship & Positionality

When I interacted with the educators leading study abroad, I entered that
relationship as “the researcher.” I have been present as a “researcher” since the spring of
2022, attending the DCPS Study Abroad Program pre-departure meetings. In previous
interactions with TAs, I have emphasized my high school teaching experiences as well as
my own experiences leading study abroad for my high school students in another state.
However, as a white, middle-class woman, from a private university, I seek access to
educators working in an institution with a long history of racial segregation and
inequality (Higgins, 2022), and I did not gain access to every TA or to a kind of “insider”

information, that comes from working within the DCPS system.

As a check on myself as a researcher and former secondary teacher who has led
study abroad, memo-writing served to identify where my story diverges from participant
data (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). I led trips for my high school students to multiple
countries in Western Europe from 2014 until 2019 using a third-party provider,
Education First (EF) Tours. I have experienced leading study abroad and have worked in
secondary education for more than a decade. As such, I have a unique understanding
from these experiences. My students and their families were able to pay to participate in
study abroad. My students had one or both parents who fully supported their desire to
study abroad, several of whom lived abroad at various times in their educational and
professional careers. A few students’ parents paid to accompany us each year, adding
another layer of sense-making for me. Some students had also previously lived abroad
with their families. If any of my students received free or reduced-price meals at school, |

was not aware, and my students did not request assistance in terms of fundraising or
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purchasing various items essential to international travel (i.e., passport fees, luggage,
toiletries, clothing). These details set me apart from the participants in this study. Finally,
a majority of students in my program were military dependents at time. I remained aware
of my identities and experiences in my teacher preparation program and in the classroom
throughout the literature review process and through the development of the interview
guides.

While I may have traveled and led groups to similar destinations as the DCPS
educators, my understanding of these experiences is not necessarily the same as the
understandings created by the DCPS travel ambassadors. My teaching experience has
been in school systems that serve military installations, with only one of the three being
classified as urban. I have not taught in a large, urban district like DCPS, and my
experiences and understanding of leading study abroad should not be projected to the
educators in this study. Further, the study abroad program that I created at my school was
singularly mine, with no support or representation from the campus administration,
central office, or school board. I want to acknowledge my past experiences while creating
space for the current travel ambassadors to share their stories of leading study abroad
experiences for secondary students from DCPS.

Because I have both been a secondary classroom teacher and have led study
abroad trips, I recognize the invisibility of how teaching and leading study abroad can be
made “invisible,” positioning what I have done as a trade or craft. I too sought to provide
my students with cosmopolitan capital and other benefits to be gained from having had a
study abroad experience, sharing my professional knowledge rather than protecting it.

While I did graduate with my teaching credentials, the university from which I obtained
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my undergraduate degree does not offer an undergraduate secondary education degree.
Rather, I concurrently completed a teacher preparation program offered within the
College of Liberal Arts while completing my history degree. This program took four
semesters to include one semester of student teaching to be completed after all other
degree and program coursework requirements were completed. Finally, I experienced
what the literature discusses on the lack of induction and mentorship programs. I was on
my own to balance work and personal life, plan engaging lessons for a student population
with whom I had minimal experience, and to prepare for the plethora of standardized

tests and benchmark assessments required by the district and state.

Previous Work with DCPS Study Abroad

For the Second Year Project, a program requirement for the PhD in Comparative
and International Education, I conducted research with educators leading study abroad in
DCPS during the first year of travel since the COVID-19 pandemic came to the U.S. For
multiple reasons laid out in an interview with a program administrator, in 2022, the travel
destinations for this inaugural year were all domestic, but the itineraries had a decidedly
global agenda, from immigration, past and present, to global leadership, and global
climate issues. I asked about educators’ perceptions of leading study abroad for
secondary students and how educators made sense of these perceptions in relation to their
teaching practices and professional beliefs. I found, through three stages of virtual
interviews, that the educators viewed themselves as champions of global education
(Engel et al., 2017), valued a growth mindset (Dweck, 2016) in their colleagues as well

as in themselves and their students, and were reflective of their positionality and
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identities when traveling with diverse groups of students (Cushner, 2007; Dolby, 2004,
2007; Putnam & Borko, 2000).

In a second paper, on DCPS Study Abroad as a single case, from 2015-2023, I
explored collaborative cosmopolitan capital among the DCPS educators leading global
travel experiences. Through a secondary analysis of data, I found that educators with
previous international experience tend to seek out global travel as a type of in-service,
educational experience. Preliminary evidence of a Professional Learning Community
(PLC) among the educators serving the DCPS Study Abroad Program was found, and
they cited multiple benefits of leading global travel experiences for secondary students
(Baker & Engel, 2024). Cosmopolitan capital was evident in educators’ mentioning
previous international experiences in interviews as well as in program surveys. The
elements of a PLC included having shared goals, trust, collaboration and active
participation, and guiding activities related to practice. Benefits emerged as expanding
their professional networks, and appreciating doing this difficult work alongside
supportive, like-minded colleagues who inspire and create space for personal and
professional growth. Facilitating experiential learning opportunities and working with
students in settings beyond the confines of their traditional classrooms were also reported
to be beneficial for professional growth.

The frameworks of both studies, while appropriate, left me wanting a framework
to capture the nuances of this diverse group of educators, working in a diverse school
system (Orfield & Ee, 2017). Since my first introduction to the educators of the DCPS
Study Abroad Program, several educators have remained active in the program, diligently

recruiting students, and leading travel. Over the years, I have developed familiarity with
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some of them. I desire to explore not only the implications of leading study abroad for
educators’ professional development, but to do so in a way that allows for nuances of
individual and collective experiences, particularly those experiences that may be related
to systems outside of the previously utilized conceptual frameworks.

Limitations

There are several important limitations to acknowledge. First, it is important to
note that this study lacked resources such as time to interact with participants in-person
and funding. This study had a relatively short timeline with data collection beginning in
mid- to late-August and ending in September. Three interviews were conducted, taking
time to capture as much nuance and information as participants were willing to share.
Along with this, photos were either collected or discussed during the interview, which
left a few months for data analysis, member-verification, and composing the study for
presentation. However, data collection was thorough, and collecting multiple forms of
data enhances trustworthiness. Then I was able to adjust the framework proposed in the
literature review.

Another limitation was the format of interviews. During the study, I lived in
Florida and flew to Washington, D.C. to recruit participants at an in-person event, but
because I had no funding to continue to commute to D.C. or have an extended stay in the
area, the interviews were conducted via Zoom, an information communication
technology platform, so chosen because it is encrypted and does not require third-party
data managements and storage (Zoom Video Communications Inc., 2016). While there is
debate on qualitative data collection in the virtual space, COVID-19 has caused a shift in

research practices as well as a host of other professional practices including teaching.
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Archibald et al. (2019) conducted a qualitative study on using Zoom video conferencing
for qualitative data collection and found limited literature that discusses advantages and
disadvantages of using Zoom or other Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) facilitated
technologies. They reference a few articles that discuss the use of Skype, one of the early
VolIP platforms (Lo Iacono et al., 2016; Sullivan, 2012; Weller, 2017).

Since the cohort of travel ambassadors in 2024 is small with only 18 educators,
having 6 fully participating educators, or 30% of the current cohort, can be seen as
another limitation of this study. While all six participants completed all three interviews,
not every participant elected to share or talk about photos. The selection of the case,
DCPS educators leading study abroad, is unique in that the program and its educators are
centrally organized. However, this uniqueness created questions for preserving the
confidentiality of participants. To address this concern, participants selected their own,
meaningful pseudonyms. However, given that some participants have been with the
program for multiple years, some participants may be more easily identifiable. As
outlined in the human subjects’ review, while care is taken to anonymize all participants,
there were risks of identification that limited the extent to which all details and
perspectives provided by participants could be fully discussed in the study’s findings.

The uniqueness of this program drew me to this case. Most public school systems
do not fully fund activities such as study abroad. When secondary educators from other
school systems lead study abroad experiences, they typically do so independently of
colleagues and school support. Therefore, findings of this study cannot be generalized to
a larger population. Rather, this study seeks to gain a deeper understanding of the

educators serving as travel ambassadors, as well as linkages between leading study
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abroad and educator professional learning. It is important not to generalize from this
small sample of participants. Those who elected not to participate in the study may have
different experiences with ultimately different meanings made of leading the study
abroad experience.

Furthermore, data collection in this study is driven by self-report of the
participants who opted to participate in this study. Self-report is a limitation of this study,
as is the narrative aspect of reporting the participants’ profiles and the thematic findings.
As data collection occurred after participants returned from leading study abroad, this
study relies upon the details and information participants could recall and which they
chose to share with me. To address the potential to overly rely upon memory, participants
were asked to share photos or other artifacts that they felt would further illustrate their
narrative and compliment their stories; however, no artifacts were shared, and the photos
I received, and which participants shared during the interview without sending a copy to
me, all featured students with the TAs, presenting a further issue of gaining consent from
anyone in the photos. Ultimately, not being able to consent everyone in shared photos,
none appear in the study. The use of photo elicitation is still important in research when
asking participants to recall events and experiences because photos can be useful to
evoke memories and “deeper elements of human consciousness” (Harper, 2002).

Additionally, a limitation of note for this study is the power relationship between
the researcher and the DCPS educators. There is a perceived power associated with The
George Washington University, my affiliation as a researcher. While educators’
responses to interview questions were candid, educators often took a problem-solution

orientation, offering suggestions for improvement and lessons learned. At times during
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data collection, this lent a sense of program evaluation to the project. This study does not
seek to evaluate any aspects of the DCPS Study Abroad Program, and while this does
speak to a level of cognition in organizational sense-making, the problem-solving
orientation that arose during the study may be viewed as akin to response bias in that
there may have been a desire to conform to perceived organizational expectations of
welcoming constructive criticism. Educators often play an important role in advocating
for the very program in which they are central actors. Although the lack of critiques of
study abroad from participants could be understood as a limitation, it may also illustrate a
feature of educators’ positionality as “champions” for secondary study abroad, both in
DCPS and nationwide. Participants chose to frame the program from a growth minded
approach as a form of advocacy and belief in the significance of secondary study abroad,
particularly the form that it takes in DCPS, which prioritizes equity of access.

Finally, my positionality and professional history are important to note as
potential limitations. I am a white, middle-class, female. I have been a secondary
educator for over a decade, and I led study abroad programs for my students from 2014
until 2019. The extent to which these identities shaped participants’ experiences in the
study, what they chose to self-report, and how they viewed the purpose of the study are
all potential factors that shape the study. To minimize the power dynamics in the study, I
aimed to build rapport with participants and to consider both the impacts of my
positionality and professional history on the study. I perceive that I have shared
experiences with the participants of this study, and I took care to make space for the
participants to share their thoughts and stories, it is impossible to fully eliminate my

biases and positionality from the research given this is a qualitative study and as the
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researcher, [ am also a tool of research (Creswell, 2013). Therefore, I did not aim to
eliminate my perceptions and positionality from this study, but I acknowledge that my
past experiences and perceptions from leading study abroad experiences for secondary

students are external threats to validity and a limitation of this work.

Human Participants and Ethical Considerations

Unlike studying the students who participate in study abroad, the Institutional
Review Board at GW determined there is minimal risk for the participants of this study
because all are adults, capable of granting consent to participate once fully informed of
the study. Participants did not find any of the questions uncomfortable, but in asking
educators to talk about their personal histories and past experiences, I may have
unintentionally caused discomfort for participants who have experienced multiple forms
of marginalization. Because of this, participants were offered the opportunity to decline
to participate or continue with the study. I remained flexible in allowing participants to
share information and later detract any information they did not wish to have published in
the study. Because this project is related to educators’ livelihoods and professional
reputations, [ acknowledge the vulnerable situation educators are in. However, since the
goal is to understand educators’ perceptions and how they make sense of leading study
abroad, participants were allowed to decline to respond to any questions they perceived to

put their jobs or professional status at risk.

Data confidentiality was also a concern in this study. To address it, Zoom
meetings were scheduled with unique user authentications for each participant. The

settings were adjusted so that before the recording started, educators were allowed to
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change their usernames in Zoom to maintain anonymity. Educators were also allowed to
turn off their cameras, but I made it clear to participants that this study does not use any
recorded video for publication or presentation. Only transcribed audio recordings and
written descriptions of photos were used from the interviews. I offered educators the
opportunity to create a pseudonym for themself so that the recorded video and resulting
recorded transcript did not include any identifying information. The record of consent is
the only between the participants and the study. The consent forms were stored physically
and destroyed upon completion of the study. Photos were de-identified of people for
whom it was not possible to gain consent for using their image or likeness, stored in the

GW Box, and destroyed upon study completion.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS & INTERPRETATIONS
If you want to understand what a science is you should look in the first instance not at its
theories or findings and certainly not at what its apologists say about it; you should look
at what the practitioners of it do. (Geertz, 1973, p. 5)
Introduction
The purpose of this case study (Stake, 2005) is to describe the perceptions
secondary educators have of leading study abroad and better understand how educators
make sense of working within a globally oriented professional learning community.
Approaching this case study from a social constructivist lens, I engaged educators who
lead study abroad experiences for secondary students in Washington, D.C. Public
Schools. Utilizing Seidman’s (2006) three, in-depth interviews, this study seeks to glean
a better understanding of these educators, how they work within the DCPS Study Abroad
Program, and the meaning they make of leading study abroad experiences and working
within a globally oriented professional learning community.
This chapter presents the findings related to the overarching research question:

What meaning do educators make of working within a globally oriented professional
learning community? To explore meaning making, several sub-questions guided the
study and include:

1. What motivates educators to serve the study abroad program?

2. How do educators describe their experiences of leading study abroad?

3. How do educators view leading study abroad in relation to their professional

development or learning?
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Data are presented as excerpts from participants’ narratives constructed from interviews
that first address each sub-question that guided this study. This is what Seidman (2015)
refers to as “the more conventional approach” (p.125). Through this approach, patterns
emerged across the data corpus. An initial pattern included that educators had meaningful
travel experiences prior to becoming a travel ambassador (TA) in the DCPS Study
Abroad Program. Participants also emphasized relationships with a variety of people
from previous educators, family, friends, current and past students and their parents,
fellow travel ambassadors, and the DCPS Study Abroad Program’s administrators.
Teamwork and collaboration were another pattern to emerge along with insights and
learnings from a plethora of experiences leading study abroad in the DCPS Study Abroad
Program. As these patterns appeared within participants’ stories, across the research
questions, themes emerged including, TAs advocate studying abroad, a desire for a
professional learning community (PLC), professional learning and development from
leading the study abroad, and progression toward professionalization.
Presentation of Data and Findings

Having showcased the profiles to acquaint the reader with the participants in
Chapter 3, the following sections display how the data in this study address the three
supporting research questions. Conducting a series of three interviews with participants
allows this study to showcase “amazing intricacies and, yet, coherence” of educators’
experiences of serving the DCPS Study Abroad Program (Seidman, 2006, p. 130). Across
the body of data, patterns became evident across each participant’s unique experiences
and perspectives in the Study Abroad Program. While transformative travel experiences

did not occur at the same life or career stage for all participants, they talked about prior
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travel and meanings made from these experiences. Some studied abroad in higher
education in traditional study abroad programs. Others traveled domestically or
professionally prior to entering education. Regardless of when or where the travel
occurred, all participants believe studying abroad is meaningful for students because they
had meaningful travel experiences, a core belief that motivates participants to serve as
travel ambassadors in the DCPS Study Abroad Program.

Another pattern was the importance participants placed upon relationships.
Participants talked about building and maintaining relationships throughout the three
interviews. Building and maintaining relationships with students, parents, and other
stakeholders was central to participants. Through storytelling, they shared a variety of
poignant experiences from leading study abroad this year. These varied for each
participant in terms of emphasizing certain groups with whom participants focused on
building and maintaining their relationships. Some focused on students while others
focused on parents and other program stakeholders. All talked about personal
relationships in their lives outside of the DCPS Study Abroad Program and their impact
on participants.

Leading study abroad experiences for secondary students takes teamwork and
collaboration. Participants spoke about working with fellow educators from training, to
pre-departure meetings, traveling with students, and returning to D.C. They highlighted
the ability to work together to make up for any self-perceived deficiencies of their fellow
travel ambassadors. Participants spoke about their roles, previous experiences, and their

group dynamics. Communication and discussion were emphasized in the time leading up

109



to departure. Understanding program expectations, each other’s leadership styles, and
working toward a common goal emerged across all participants.

Finally, travel ambassadors talked about learning from leading study abroad
experiences. Learning ranged from interacting with students and fellow travel
ambassadors to understanding and making sense of DCPS policies and procedures within
the Study Abroad Program. They also talked about carrying this knowledge forward for
future work within the program or in the broader field of global education. Lessons
learned from interacting with students centered student behaviors, and lessons learned
from interactions with fellow travel ambassadors included behavior, practices and
understandings of policies, as well as gaining or leveraging cosmopolitan skills. Every
participant expressed a desire to continue to serve as a travel ambassador in the future,
regardless of the workload and unpredictability associated with facilitating study abroad
experiences for students. Following the presentation of data organized via research
question, the data is presented according to the themes that emerged from the patterns.
RQ1: What motivates educators to serve the Study Abroad Program?

In the first interview, educators talked about their personal histories leading up to
their participation as a travel ambassador within the DCPS Study Abroad Program in
2024. While participants began their historical accounts at various points in their lives,
they all talked about their educational experiences growing up and the alternate pathways
that led them to education as a career. Within these stories, participants talked about
traveling with family members and friends, engaging in study abroad across various
levels of education from secondary school through graduate school, and why they believe

that having transformative educational experiences outside one’s typical routines and
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communities are important. Table 1 shows brief quotes of participants’ motivations to

lead study abroad as travel ambassadors.

Table 1. Educators’ Motivations for serving the Study Abroad Program

What motivates educators to serve the Study Abroad Program?

Mickey Morris Livia Michael Tamara Adam

1 think my calling [ understand that  ['ve always had the Participating in 1 love seeing the I love traveling,

is to give our when you go into  travel bug. experiences growth in students and I love helping
students the face  an area or region, beyond the and myself. people have new
of the other side  all the cultures are classroom has experiences.
through my eyes,  pretty much been really

pictures, and different. influential. I love

experiences and exploring the

hope that it world. I've traveled

motivates them. to over 80

countries.

All participants had international experiences prior to becoming a travel
ambassador for the DCPS Study Abroad Program. Family vacations and visitations,
traditional study abroad experiences, and professional travel encompass participants’
international experiences. In his military career, Morris served in Korea, sparking an
interest and curiosity of Asian culture. Adam and Tamara grew up in the United States
within families of immigrants from the Caribbean. Knowing that the DCPS Study Abroad
Program includes students with similar backgrounds to themselves motivates Adam and
Tamara to serve the program. Both talked about extending the opportunity to study
abroad and explore new possibilities for students’ futures as motivation to continue to

lead study abroad experiences. They also talked about personal growth and helping

students to grow through new experiences.
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When recalling early experiences traveling, Mickey talked about domestic and
international travel and the impact of these experiences. “Every chance I had, I would run
away to New York. We started learning how to travel by ourselves...” Returning to her
childhood home and extended family in Brooklyn, New York gave Mickey a solid
foundation for the skills and knowledge of navigating beyond her local neighborhood and
community. After graduating from high school, Mickey participated in a study abroad
program to Africa, visiting Kenya, Zimbabwe, and Swaziland. She recounted her
experiences ranging from youthful joy and exploration to witnessing Apartheid that had
previously been a concept to be debated and protested back home.

We flew from New York to London and flew from London to Kenya. We
went to the Masai Mara, and that was the first time I’d ever gone on Safari. It felt
like I was going through Six Flags’ Great Adventure because they have a little
safari ride where there are real animals...but this was my roots. We met the
elders. The Masai cooked our food. For me, there was so much amazement.

Prior to going on this study abroad trip, | had no problem being in Beineke
at Yale, learning about living in the shanties and stuff like that. I knew what
Apartheid was. One of our excursions [on the trip] was down to Swaziland...I
remember the bus stopping, and a dark soldier got on board and just walked and
looked at us, the passengers. I think that was the first time I was fearful because I
knew why he was there...to make sure we weren’t bringing anybody back over
the border...

She went on to recount confronting Apartheid, recalling that she did not join the protests

she saw at the University of Nairobi.

112



Upon returning from this study abroad experience, Mickey discussed the impact
of studying abroad for her, stating, “I felt like I was invincible. I felt like I could do
anything that I wanted to do.” She continued her reflection saying, “Once I started to
travel, I understood...they [anyone who studies or travels abroad] take all this extra life
stuff with them from being out in the world, and I think the same thing rings true for
these kids.” This was also true for Mickey, and she talked about how different she felt in
relation to her peers in college following her study abroad experience. This led her to
reflect upon why she likes that students participating in DCPS Study Abroad do so the
summer following their 11th grade year, giving them time to process their experiences.
Mickey talked about not having a year to decompress after her study abroad experience
as she transitioned to university in Virginia at the end of the summer she studied abroad.
On this she said, “I didn’t have the year to grow into myself...I was on this trip with a
majority of students who were juniors who had the year to then decompress, talk to each
other, and reflect.”

Mickey believes it is important that students have support for reentry from
studying abroad and “to get themselves aligned to what it is they want to do.” She went
on to talk about how she did not have this same time and as a result she recalled that,

I had so much more experience than about 90% of the people I began formal

undergrad with. I was lightyears ahead in terms of things that I had done. They

didn’t have a passport. They hadn’t been anywhere. They didn’t have these great
stories. They didn’t have pictures. And people at college would look at me like,

“you know you’re different.” They would say to me, “We’re not used to this. I

thought you said you were from this neighborhood in New York City...”
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For her, personal experiences from participating in study abroad lead to confronting
stereotypes her peers had about her childhood home and how incongruous these
stereotypes were to the personal stories she shared with them. This solidified the
importance of studying abroad at a time in life when participants “have that place to
rebound, to get your bearings and get yourself set up for the way that you’re going to talk
and share about your experiences.” Being able to help students navigate re-entry from
study abroad motivates Mickey to continue to serve the DCPS Study Abroad Program
and advocate for the transformational experiences provided through programs like it. It is
also apparent that a “calling to teach my students how to maneuver during travel, how to
be safe, and how to understand going international and coming back into the country” is
an important goal for Mickey. She explained,

I really think my calling is to give our students the face of the other side through

my eyes, pictures, and experiences and hope that it motivates them...I really

believe that kids in an urban area need these types of opportunities. I think we
have a responsibility, when we see kids who are a little bit rebellious like I was, to
get them out of the country and show them something.

Studying abroad in secondary school never materialized for Livia, travel was
important in her family growing up. A family vacation to Mexico and a graduation trip to
London and Paris with her grandparents planted what Livia calls, “the travel bug.” She
recalled,

My grandparents were really big travelers. As my high school graduation present,

they took me to London and Paris, and that was the first big travel I did. Europe

was a big trip with a long flight, and we were out and about every day. I was so
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excited to see Big Ben and the Eiffel Tower. In Paris, everyone responded [to me]

in English, so I was a little disappointed about that.
While attending college in Washington, D.C., Livia discovered through service-learning
that education was her desired career path, and she thought the first stop in this path
would be the Peace Corps. As such, she was intentional with planning her first study
abroad experience in Ghana. Livia is a champion of immersive, experiential learning, and
she also highlighted the close relationship she built with fellow students who traveled
with her to Togo. From her time in Africa, Livia expressed a desire to help students build
relationships with their peers and have new experiences. She talked about realizing the
importance of spending time with students to help them understand conflict resolution
and helping students to be able to positively contribute to a larger group’s dynamics.
Livia mentioned that in future pre-travel meetings she wants to “do activities with the
kids, getting them used to each other...even talk about conflict resolution.” These
experiences enhance Livia’s desire to serve others in her chosen field of education.

Traveling at a young age was a common experience for all participants regardless
of having international or domestic destinations. Michael described traveling with “Omni
Youth Services, an organization that targeted at-risk children in the Chicagoland area and
brought them out to experiential learning opportunities aimed at helping them to make
more constructive, good decisions.” This instilled a deep love for being outdoors and
passion for experiential learning. “I was exposed to the wilderness. I love to hike, and |
love the outdoors. I love exploring the world.”

Additionally, being surrounded by diversity from a young age fueled Michael’s

curiosity about the world. He recalled being “sold on” studying abroad due to interactions
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with a mentor from India. With fondness, he recalled the compassion and care his mentor
showed him while they navigated his schoolwork and lessons. Michael later studied
abroad in India during his graduate studies in public administration working on a
watershed project but decided to pursue education to “inspire positive change” in ways
similar to his experiences growing up. He spoke about the impact of being around people
from diverse backgrounds throughout his life and realizing his calling to “serve youth.”
After working in several criminal justice systems for youth, Michael became an educator
with DCPS where the Study Abroad Program allows him to blend his passion for travel
and exploring the world with experiential learning, giving him the opportunity to
facilitate a positive impact on youth.

While all participants recounted the important role that international experiences
played in their lives growing up, Adam described another type of international travel. “I
grew up in Haiti...” He talked about learning English and how his mother was vital in
ensuring he had all the educational opportunities she could afford him. From his early
career as an educator in Florida, Adam talked about taking students abroad to tour Ross
College Campuses in Barbados, the Dominican Republic, Curacao, and Jamaica “to
check out other colleges there...giving kids options because a lot of kids think their only
option for college is the United States.” He went on to explain that one of his fraternity
brothers completed medical school at Ross College abroad and is the current head
anesthesiologist at a hospital in Orlando. Helping students explore options available to
them beyond their local communities was an important and transformative experience for
Adam during his early education career, and he found the outlet to continue “helping

people have new experiences” through the DCPS Study Abroad Program.
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Regardless of the type of travel, all TAs expressed motivations to lead study
abroad experiences for DCPS students that they connect to their travel experiences prior
to their time in DCPS. Travel ambassadors expressed the insights they gained from such
experiences and expressed a desire that DCPS students be afforded the opportunity for
the same. They view serving as travel ambassadors to ensure the Study Abroad Program
can continue to bring equity and access to international educational experiences to
students who might otherwise not be able to study abroad. Furthermore, travel
ambassadors value their previous international experiences and work to ensure students
have similarly valuable experiences in the Study Abroad Program. Part of this is
observing and reflecting upon their interaction with students and fellow travel
ambassadors in the program.

RQ 2: How do educators describe their experiences of leading study abroad?
Leading study abroad opportunities for secondary students, like working in
secondary classrooms, is multifaceted in terms of administrative, educative, and a variety

of other roles educators undertake to ensure meaningful experiences for the secondary
students they lead. When speaking about their perceptions of leading study abroad in
2024, participants told stories about their interactions with students, fellow travel
ambassadors, and some of the logistical aspects of leading study abroad this summer that
stood out to them, even testing their knowledge gained through previous international
experiences. Table 2 highlights examples of experiences educators had from leading

study abroad experiences for DCPS students.
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Table 2. Educators’ Experiences from Leading Study Abroad

How do educators describe their experiences leading study abroad?

Mickey Morris Livia Michael Tamara Adam
' Working with I The biggest hit I Being in a I 1t was really I They were the I We were I We took the kids '
Students among all the different exciting when = “best.” Every intentional  to the movies and
students was the ~ environment  they got on the time we went to about touching =~ we went to the

milk tea
everywhere. If

they got a chance

to ask, that’s
what they
wanted.

conversations.

milk tea! We had  really opens up = plane and the

plane took off,
they were
excited, taking
pictures. Seeing
their reactions
was really
special.

a restaurant
they tried the
food, actively
participated in
every tour, took
the earbuds out
and put their
phones down.

base with every

kid.

theme park...the
kids really loved
it.

Working with We all have

Travel
Ambassadors

things that we
bring to the
table, and |
really love to
celebrate
whatever that
might be.

To me it was
pretty cool that
even though we
had a lot of kids,
the adults were

able to talk to
one another and
serve as each
other's eyes and
ears.

' 1 looked to the Il’m also not thel It could have '
been different

veteran TA a
lot, and I was
really sad to
leave her by the
end of the trip
because we had
many
meaningful
conversations.

type of leader

1 hit it off with
[name redacted],

who believes in if we started off and I don’t know

authoritarian  together, but we

leadership. ’m
a servant
leader.

were fine. It
went well.

what it was, but
our energy...we
hit it off since
when we first met
each other. She’s
like the female
version of me.

Logistics

We were really
intentional in
listening to the
feedback of the
students. They
knew to ask me
and if'it’s within
reason, I would
make it happen.

I didn’t really
feel comfortable
leaving two
people behind,
but we didn’t
have a choice.

Look, you guys,

this is the worst
it can get...it’s

not going to ever
be any worse

than
this...everything
that could go

wrong did, but

there’s no way

that will happen
again.

So we had
people on 3
continents
fighting like
hell to get this
one [student]
in there.

I do have a
second

I love the fact that

they put us in the

language, and I = best position for

felt confident

enough. I had
my little Google
translate ready.

us to be
successful.

118



Experiences with Students

All travel ambassadors in this study talked about working with students from
across DCPS and the interesting group dynamics that can result when students and
educators are put into a group where they do not know each other prior to studying
abroad. They are also extremely student-centered in their planning and facilitation of
study abroad experiences. Mickey and Livia talked about observing the students and their
reactions to activities and food and ensuring students were satisfied with their
experiences like getting specific food or drink and participating in various outdoor
activities. Michael and Adam talked about fostering student engagement while studying
abroad. Michael described setting expectations with students early and reminding them
often of the agreed upon, group norms for engaging while abroad. Adam described how
he made sure students were able to have certain experiences they requested during their
scheduled free time, and this year those requests included a trip to the movies and time
spent at a local carnival trying out the rides, food, and games. All participants mentioned
the importance of building relationships with and among the students and other travel
ambassadors in the group.

Building relationships with students takes a certain amount of self- and situational
awareness. Reflecting on experiences leading study abroad, Morris said, “I already know
I have a different approach when it comes to interacting with people and interacting with
students.” He talked about how relating to students is less about a “title” one carries,
whether that is teacher, parent, or pastor, and more about “your character.” Reflecting on

the international experience, Morris reiterated the importance he places upon building
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relationships with students quickly as vital to ensuring that everyone has the best
experience possible. In this year’s group of students, Morris encountered a student who
experienced a traumatic event prior to studying abroad of which he had not been made
aware. When addressing a particular behavior with this student, a slight confrontation
ensued in public. Morris reflected on this saying,
One of the challenges or learning curves for me is to understand that the
environment [of study abroad] does not necessarily change the trauma, nor does it
minimize the trauma. One thing I learned about these trips is that they serve as a
gateway for some of these students who want to find a place where they are able
to really open up and express themselves without the criticisms of their normal
environment.
After the public confrontation, Morris found an opportunity to address the situation with
the student and a fellow travel ambassador saying,
I asked if she was ‘pissed.’ I went down to her level, used language on her level,
and that opened the door for her to express every single thing that was
happening...told us what’s going on with the whole family within a five-minute
conversation.
He emphasized the need to quickly mend and reestablish a relationship with this student.
He felt compelled to ease the tension with this student to maintain a positive group
dynamic. Morris also talked about how he was amazed at the student’s willingness to
share deeply personal details with him. To honor the students’ confidence and trust in
him, Morris talked about adjusting his strategy for engaging with this student should

another need arise. He explained that while none of the TAs in their group singled any
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student out for negative reasons, he talked about ensuring to find a less public way to
engage this student for both negative and positive reasons.

Similarly, he recalled another conversation with students that showed how being
outside their normal environment allows students to open themselves up to conversations,
activities, and relationships free from the norms imposed upon them in their everyday
lives. He talked about how students opened up during conversations, he suspects, more
deeply than in their home environments. Morris recalled a conversation about religion
from a previous DCPS Study Abroad trip and how again this year, students started a
conversation about their personal experiences with religion and conversion. While he
admits to having joined in this conversation at one point, Morris chose not to disclose his
status or “title” of “pastor” because he did not want to disrupt the dynamics among the
students. He emphasized that he is “very cautious and careful” about revealing this aspect
of himself to students, stating “I tell people a title is not going to change water into wine.
It just magnifies the tasks that I do.” That Morris was accepted into the students’
conversation speaks to his and the other TAs’ ability to build rapport with students as
they view this to be a top priority to ensure a successful study abroad experience.

Like Morris, Tamara recounted her intentionality when interacting with students
and their parents to build relationships with them that she sees as vital to a successful
study abroad experience. About this Tamara said, “We [all the travel ambassadors] have
always been intentional about touching [base with/contacting] every kid.” Whether by
email, phone calls, or text messages, Tamara emphasized that the goal is to be able to say

that they as TAs really “know” who the students are. She talked about working with
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fellow TAs to ensure that each family felt connected to at least one of the educators in the
group saying,

Everybody has their own strengths, your strengths may be different from mine.

Maybe you can reach that kid, or I can, or the parent feels connected to you and

not me.

This is in addition to having what she calls “chit-chats” with students during their time
abroad. She talked about finding opportunities, like Morris, to speak to each student
whenever the opportunity presented on a bus or plane in transit or exploring places during
down time. During one of her “chit-chats,” Tamara discovered that one student with the
group was 19 and didn’t feel comfortable rooming with a mixed-age group of students
that also included both middle and high school students. Because she joined the group
later and had not been a part of the pre-travel preparations, she endeavored to quickly
build relationships with the students so they would feel comfortable if any concern arose.
She also worked hard to build this same relationship with her fellow TAs to be able to
address students’ concerns as a team.

All participants emphasized the importance they place on building relationships
with students, and several admitted that they learned to also place a high importance on
fostering positive group dynamics between the students who also come from different
school campuses within DCPS. Because of this student-centered approach to studying
abroad and close attention to students’ needs and group dynamics, all travel ambassadors
in this study reported positive experiences when interacting with students and even

highlighted positive outcomes if concerns were raised or addressed by themselves.
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Likewise, all participants expressed their desire and ability to foster positive relationships
among themselves as they learned to work together to facilitate study abroad.
Working with Fellow Travel Ambassadors

The DCPS Study Abroad Program places groups of students with at least two,
usually three or four, other educators serving as travel ambassadors. The standard ratio of
six students per adult travel ambassador is both an industry standard among various study
abroad providers as well as the Study Abroad Program’s policy. As such educators
serving as travel ambassadors come into the program knowing they will work with at
least one other educator who will not necessarily be familiar to them prior entering the
program. In 2024, DCPS Study Abroad administrators combined the age groups for some
destinations, meaning that eighth and eleventh graders traveled in a larger, combined
group with four travel ambassadors. The domestic travel group and the other two
homogenous-aged groups each had three travel ambassadors. Educators described
working together to lead study abroad, showcasing their partnership and communication
skills as well as their understanding of DCPS expectations for serving the Study Abroad
Program.

Because all participants remained focused on ensuring a high quality for the
students’ experience, all participants talked about how they established the group
expectation that students could bring requests for activities and other desires to their
attention for consideration and facilitation. On this, Mickey highlighted that the students
“knew they could ask TAs [or provide feedback], and then we [all TAs] would all talk
about it and make a decision.” Additionally, Mickey felt that she and her “co-leaders”

were able to bring certain strengths to facilitating study abroad that might compensate for
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self- perceived weaknesses in each other. All participants talked about collaborating
when mitigating student concerns or requests, supporting each other, and being attentive
to each other’s needs. For example, they all expressed a seemingly unspoken
understanding amongst their group members to step in when or if they perceived a need
or to give one another a break while abroad. Mickey attributed this to “an openness to
learning about who you’re with, what their strengths are, and what they perceive their
weaknesses to be.” She added that “usually, [the self-perceived weaknesses] aren’t really
their weaknesses.” Livia expressed a similar sentiment as her experience, talking about
“going with the flow without having to sit down and hash out every detail.” She further
elaborated, “We took turns leading and following each other.”

Working collaboratively involves balancing workload, leadership styles,
personalities, and responsibilities to ensure tasks are completed. Livia reflected upon
preparing to host pre-travel meetings for students and parents that are vital to inform
stakeholders as well as collect all required travel documents. She recalled taking the
initiative to prepare the slidedeck they would use in each pre-travel meeting, but then
sharing the tasks and responsibilities while conducting the meetings equally. About this
she said, “I felt, for the most part, we kind of jumped off each other.” Livia meant that
they did not need to prepare a detailed script and list of duties ahead of time, rather, she
and her fellow TAs were able to organically conduct these meetings, each taking on roles
and responsibilities they felt suited their abilities and strengths.

Livia also recalled her interactions with fellow travel ambassadors while abroad.

She said, “I appreciated the veteran TA who had been on many trips. She was great. I
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learned so much from her.” Livia recalled one instance of learning from the more
experienced TA,

There was one night [student behavior needed to be addressed]

...so0 the veteran TA called her parents at one in the morning. So,

she [veteran TA] was really good...or she was not afraid, like I

would have been. I might not have called the parent at one in the

morning, but she always would, and then it always helped.

Livia also recalled the group’s dynamic and spoke about how even though there were
designated roles and responsibilities during the study abroad experience, the TAs helped
each other out, saying, “When we were abroad, we had our hands on everything.” Even
though Livia’s formal role was family engagement, posting daily updates online of their
activities, her story of the veteran TA contacting parents for less positive reasons shows
her willingness to flex into and out of roles, and this was reciprocated by the other TAs
leading alongside her. Within her group, the same organic dynamic of supporting one
another throughout the preparation to travel continued during their time abroad.

In parallel to the dynamic of supporting fellow TAs throughout the program,
Michael emphasized that he felt “these were adults that really wanted to work with the
kids” when reflecting on the dynamics of his group of travel ambassadors. He talked
about how he perceived his fellow TAs to have good intentions and motivations for being
travel ambassadors, and he attributed this to leading a successful study abroad
experience, saying,

When you have adults who are willing to put in the work, want to work with the

kids, and are doing this because their hearts are in the right place, not because
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they can get a free vacation or a stipend, I feel like you’re going to have an

awesome experience...

Michal experienced similar dynamics to Livia’s stories of learning and leadership that
occur among the TAs. However, in Michael’s group, he was the veteran travel
ambassador, having been with the program the longest. He explained, “I felt like they
[fellow TAs] diverted to me because I’ve been in the program so long.” He was also
quick to explain his feelings about effective leadership as the veteran TA saying, “I’'m
also not the type of leader who believes in authoritarian leadership. I’'m a servant leader. I
want to hear them [fellow TAs] out on different things.” He explained that a TA who was
new to the program told him that she would defer to him to let her know what he needed
from her, and Michael was quick to reassure her that her input and voice would be much
needed and appreciated. Within his group, Michael also stated that the dynamic of
support and collaboration occurred organically, recalling, “It just all kind of really
worked out.” In this way, Michael echoed what Livia called, “jumping off each other,”
during the pre-departure meetings.

During the TA training leading into the 2024 Study Abroad Program, travel
ambassadors picked specific roles with responsibilities assigned to each. When asked
about the roles and responsibilities as newly titled and designated within the Study
Abroad Program this year, Michael said,

That all sounds good on paper, but we just did that to submit it to the Central

Office. We just [approached] it as, there’s 25 kids, and we broke it up. We said,

this is your 7, 7, and one got 8, and it just all worked out. Then I’1l go ahead and

take this meeting, and it just worked out fine.
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At the surface level, Michael’s experience appears to be in opposition to administrative
policies. However, by openly communicating with his fellow TAs, the group established
a more effective management strategy for them, speaking to TAs’ ability to collaborate
and support one another throughout the program. This is further evidenced in Adam’s
reflection when asked about the roles and responsibilities outlined by program
administration in 2024. On this Adam stated, “It never felt like a complete mandate.
DCPS Admin said, ‘here’s what we think you guys should focus on in each role,” and
then the ball was in our court.” He went on to explain that in his group, “We pretty much
said we weren’t going to pick specific roles and only do those,” and before they returned
to the U.S., Adam said, “I essentially went through all the roles by the end of the trip.”

Working with fellow travel ambassadors and interacting with students in the
Study Abroad Program provide a plethora of experiences from which to learn and grow.
With the dynamics of group travel with students and adults previously unfamiliar to
them, the study abroad program also provides a variety of logistical situations that can
arise during international travel to which travel ambassadors must react and adapt. Travel
ambassadors reflected upon these logistical experiences in relation to the students’
experiences as well as their own experiences.
Logistics

Participants also told stories about the logistics of leading study abroad
experiences in 2024. All travel ambassadors encountered students whose first time on an
airplane or leaving the U.S. was through the DCPS Study Abroad Program and the
various details to consider when traveling with inexperienced students. They also

reflected upon the Study Abroad Program’s structure and the seemingly mundane tasks
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that confront most international travelers to varying degrees. All participants told stories
related to their experiences of handling the logistics of traveling abroad with students and
adults with whom they have had to quickly build relationships.

As a self-proclaimed, logistics-oriented travel ambassador, Mickey focused on
ensuring and facilitating a smooth flow to scheduled activities and parent
communications. She said,

My mind is always on logistics and operations. For me to think about or be

considerate of something that is bothering students, I needed the two of them

[other TAs] to say, ‘hey, let’s think about this.” I need that.

Mickey attributed this to her personality as a “very organized person,” admitting that she
does not always attend immediately to the more social or emotional aspects of
international experiences. She relied on her fellow TAs to alert her and then would apply
a “logistics perspective” so that as a group they could pivot to address social and
emotional needs of the students.

One logistical issue Mickey confronted was the beverage offered at all included
meals. She talked about having to “push for students to be offered real beverages.” Water
was the pre-selected offering for everyone at scheduled mealtimes, and while this was
appreciated in terms of keeping students hydrated, Mickey talked about how she found it
unacceptable to be given no other choices at meals. This resulted in students being
offered choices in addition to water for their beverages at scheduled meals.

Beyond sorting the beverages at meals, Mickey talked about dietary restrictions
for members of their group. On this, Mickey talked about constantly checking in with

their local guide and the restaurants prior to mealtime to ensure alternative options were
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available for anyone with dietary restrictions. While she was doing this, her fellow TAs
supervised students and facilitated other aspects of studying abroad. Constantly
reminding their local guide about the food selection was not simply about travel
ambassadors’ perceptions of meals and observing students’ reactions. Mickey and her
fellow TAs fielded a barrage of student-feedback related to food while studying abroad.
Showecasing her attention to logistics and the care she devotes to her group members,
students and TAs, she said,

We were intentional in listening to the feedback of the students...they were not

quiet about it. They knew to ask me and if it’s within reason, I would make it

happen...We had a moment where we sat in a restaurant, and no one touched the
food. This was on maybe our 4th night there, and I remember saying to the tour
guide, ‘Listen. You must talk to us about this food. The food must change. I can’t
have both the kids and the adults not eating.’

Travel ambassadors also described the logistics of navigating disrupted
international travel, a logistical concern that can unsettle the most seasoned traveler.
Morris related a story of a student who would not be able to return to the U.S. with the
group because a missing travel document had to be shipped to the host country before the
student could return. He stated that he “wasn’t comfortable leaving someone behind,” but
then he encountered another near disruption making a connecting flight in the U.S. when
a student suddenly became ill to the point they were almost required to exit the plane and
remain behind. Morris expressed his appreciation of the flight’s staff who brought the

student orange juice and water so that they could continue to D.C. with their group.
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Similarly, Livia recounted a very disrupted return trip from their study abroad
destination. Prior to leaving the U.S., Livia noted a short layover scheduled during their
return itinerary and expressed concerns to DCPS Study Abroad Program administrators
and WorldStrides, but was told that ultimately, that time was an industry standard, and if
needed, WorldStrides would only change flights if the need arose, in real time. Then, the
day of the scheduled flights, a hurricane was a more immediate concern as an
impediment to traveling home. Between the hurricane and mechanical problems with the
aircraft, Livia’s group missed their connecting flight in Miami. TAs had to coordinate
hotel accommodations for the entire group, saying,

It was honestly, really bad because there were 20 of us. When we got to Miami,

we had to go to the counter with everyone else and get vouchers...We said that if

we weren’t with ‘a million kids’ it might be easier to just sleep at the airport, but

we didn’t know if we were supposed to do that because we had so many kids.
Livia’s group returned to D.C. a day later than planned, and she reassured students that
“This is the worst it can get...it’s not going to ever be any worse than this...everything
that could go wrong did.”

Michael traveled with a student using a non-U.S. passport. When the group
arrived at immigration and border control to enter their second host country, this student
was denied entry due to not having a required visa. He recounted his experience by first
saying that he did not want to appear to be making excuses for not completely following
through with all preparatory actions travel ambassadors typically need to take. Especially
with his personal ties to Morocco and his ample international travel experience, Michael

wanted to convey his responsibility in overlooking the possibility of visa requirements for
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this student in his group. When telling the story of disrupted travel his group experienced,
he said, “One of our students had a passport from Barbados. Well, we get to Morocco and
they’re like, ‘where’s the visa?’” She needed a visa and [immigration officials] wouldn’t
let her enter the country.” Michael went on to talk about how all travel ambassadors in
his group immediately jumped into action, calling everyone they thought needed to be
aware and who they thought would be most helpful in mitigating this oversight.

Michael called his significant other who is Moroccan and went to the Moroccan
Embassy in Rome as she was in Italy during this time. He said that friends from Chicago
reached out to offer their support and to go to the Moroccan Consulates located in both
Chicago and New York since the DCPS Study Abroad Program administrators were
already in contact with the Moroccan Embassy in Washington, D.C. While he was on the
phone coordinating assistance with various Moroccan Consulates, Michael said, “Miss
[TA name redacted] was speaking to them [Moroccan immigration] in French.” To
ensure clear communication and to make sure the travel ambassadors had a complete
understanding of next steps, Michael said that he called his significant other to speak to
the immigration police in Moroccan Arabic. On this he recalled, “They couldn’t believe
this white American guy had a Moroccan partner. It caught them off guard. When they
found this out, they were so kind and nice to me.” After this encounter, Michael said that
the tone and mood relaxed and the conversation between himself and the immigration
police became more amiable. The immigration police told Michael that they have the
same issue [needing a visa] if anyone from Morocco wants to travel to Barbados. Michael
understood that the immigration police were not being difficult maliciously and he

recalled one officer saying, “It’s not us.”
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Ultimately, Michael said, “We had people on 3 continents fighting like hell to get
this one [student] in there.” Since they were entering Morocco on a Friday, he and his
fellow travel ambassadors decided that they needed to wait until Monday because they
realized nothing was going to happen over the weekend. They needed to account for the
Moroccan weekend being Friday and Saturday, and the U.S. weekend being Saturday and
Sunday. Michael talked about how WorldStrides also took accountability for not doing
their research on it, to know that the [student] should have needed a visa. The company
put this student and a travel ambassador in a 5-Star Hotel back in Spain [paid for by
WorldStrides].

Tensions were a bit high as the group had been split, with most of the students
and travel ambassadors continuing with the scheduled activities and with a single student
and travel ambassador moved back to Spain. Michael further split the group when he
elected to travel from their entry point to the capital, Rabat. On this he said,

My colleague said, ‘Please don’t go down there like you’re protesting.” I went

down there [to Rabat], and I said, ‘At this point we have an international conflict.

We have 5 consulates across the globe with people just pointing the finger. I'm

going to need some answers. Who is the decision maker? How can we get this

visa approved?’ They told me who it was, and I got in a cab to go speak to this
person. While I was in the taxi, a DCPS Study Abroad admin sent me a message
saying, ‘it[the visa] was approved.’
With this knowledge, Michael immediately changed directions to rejoin the larger group
and continued with the scheduled activities in Morocco. It took almost the remainder of

the time in Morocco to get the visa for the student sorted and for the student and TA with
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her to catch up to the rest of the group. Disruption, including delayed flights, mechanical
problems with aircraft, experiencing illness, missing or lost travel documentation,
inclement weather, and natural disasters, can be common experiences among those who
travel. When travel ambassadors encounter these while traveling with students, they must
leverage social networks, language skills, and lean on each other to solve or overcome
disruptions to travel.

Tamara described less arduous logistics of navigating international travel,
recounting that while she does not speak the language of their host country, “I had my
little Google translate ready” which helped her to feel confident navigating while abroad.
She talked about noticing that the students did not sleep on the initial international flight
which she attributed to their excitement and inexperience on longer flights. Logistical
concerns regarding bedtime and wake-up routines can be areas of friction, especially
when dealing with the jetlag that accompanies international travel. On this, Tamara said,

We didn’t have any problems, not even with the middle school...everybody got

up. I mean, people drag a little bit because of the time change, but everybody got

up. Some kids wanted breakfast, some didn’t. For those who didn’t we TAs
carried snacks with us for those who didn’t eat breakfast.
She was also the travel ambassador who managed the funds distributed by WorldStrides
to cover costs during transit, like meals at airports and lunches which are not always
guaranteed to be included during study abroad experiences depending upon the local
culture norms. Tamara explained that sometimes there will be a small amount leftover
and that she’s used it in the past to purchase something small, “like a $5 ice cream,”

while abroad.
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Adam talked about a lasting impression from leading study abroad this year that
focused on the administration of the DCPS Study Abroad Program. In terms of recruiting
students to apply to the program he said, “I love the fact that they [DCPS Study Abroad
admin] puts us in the best position for us to be successful.” He appreciated how organized
and easy to use the recruitment materials were. He also talked about program
management and changes or adaptations made based expressly on feedback from the
travel ambassadors,

I love the fact that they take suggestions every year, and here’s one of the things

we implemented this year...it’s like, ‘Okay, we heard what you said and here’s

how we’re going to fix it this year.” Professionally, I do in-service all the time,
especially in mathematics, and none of our input, nothing we suggest ever really
gets implemented...or it’s years later...it didn’t take them [DCPS Study Abroad
admin] 2-3 years, they literally, the next year, make the changes.
Beyond the seemingly smooth administration or operation of the DCPS Study Abroad
Program at the highest level, Adam said that he enjoyed the pre-travel meetings and
thought they were vital to learning group dynamics as well as being informative for
students and parents. For Adama, getting a chance to get to know the students with whom
he will travel is not surprising, considering his motivation to build meaningful
relationships with students with the hope of making a positive impact in their lives. His
love for talking to people extended beyond his role at the communications TA, as he
talked about being an authority figure, but also a “big brother type” for students who
might need some guidance or extra support during the study abroad experience.

Facilitating a study abroad experience where all students feel safe and heard is a priority
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for Adam and impacts the various roles and actions undertaken while leading study
abroad.

Travel ambassadors’ experiences with students, with fellow TAs, and handling
the logistical issues that can arise during international travel in larger groups all
contribute to the meaning they make of leading study abroad experiences for secondary
students. Furthermore, their interactions with students and each other provide
opportunities for travel ambassadors to learn and grow personally and professionally
within an environment that can change daily and present challenges to be overcome
through teamwork and perseverance.

RQ 3: How do educators view leading study abroad in relation to their professional
development or learning?

As a final point for consideration, travel ambassadors were asked about their
experiences from leading study abroad in terms of insights they gained and areas for
improvement for both themselves individually and as a collective group of TAs. All
participants mentioned that they intend to facilitate intercultural competency ranging
from teaching “language skills, experiencing a new culture, and having to use a different
currency”’ part of what they have learned from leading study abroad experiences. They
also had some insights for the central administrators of the DCPS Study Abroad Program.
Their comfort in expressing insights about programmatic changes at the Central Office
level suggests trust and mutual respect for educator’s experiences leading study abroad
trips. Reflecting on these led to conversations about applying these insights beyond the
Study Abroad Program. Table 3 provides brief examples of what participants thought

about leading study abroad in relation to their professional development or learning.
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Table 3. Views on Professional Development or Learning from Leading Study

Abroad.

How do educators view leading study abroad in relation to their professional

development or learning?

Mickey

Morris

Livia Michael

Tamara

Adam

Things just happen, I have learned how It would be nice to My approach is

we learned, and it | quickly you have to have time in the TA and will continue

won'’t happen
again. I'm talking
about, I have 18
years of experience
with student travel,
and this is the very
first time ['ve ever
had something like
this happen.

develop
relationships or

some type of
connection.

training to discuss to be
things like the collaboration,
bedtime routine,  strategic problem
what to do in the solving, and having
mornings, how to = to make decisions
handle when a kid = that just come up.
misbehaves, or
whatever TAs think
should be clarified
before leaving.

You meet the kids '

1 learned to be a

where they are. Do | little bit more patient

we give each other

with my

that? Some people  kids...understanding
do, and that’s why  that our kids haven't

some groups do
well.

experienced a lot.

Mickey focused on her “lens of learning and communicating.” After discovering

students violated the group’s established curfew at the hotel to celebrate a student’s

birthday that occurred while abroad, Mickey reflected that she did not think she nor her

fellow TAs could have prepared more or differently. She is confident that they were

organized and felt like they were extremely prepared for studying abroad. However, she

admitted, “things just happen, we learned from it, and it won’t happen again.” She went
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on to talk about how this was a teachable moment for her in future interactions with
students. She intends to use this scenario as an additional talking point when preparing
with fellow TAs on future trips as well as proposing it as a scenario to future student
travelers to better understand if any might try to push this boundary on future study
abroad trips.

Tamara echoes this sentiment of learning and communicating saying, “I’ve
definitely grown because I’m looking at people more from their perspective.” She
reflected upon how as a novice educator, looking for mentorship and guidance is constant
but as she gained knowledge and experience, she caught herself becoming less open to
new learning. This year taught her to reconnect with younger or less experienced travel
ambassadors and the mindset of growth and learning she had in her early career.
Intentionally meeting her fellow TAs where they are, in the same way that she meets
students where they are, academically, socially, and emotionally, and approaching her
fellow TAs with an open mindset was a key insight for Tamara as well as Mickey.

When asked about future study abroad opportunities, Mickey said, “Since being
in high school, I haven’t traveled to Africa with a school group, and that’s one thing I
would love to do.” She has taken students to Central America, Europe, and Asia. Mickey
is also the travel club advisor at her campus, the newly revamped SET - service exchange
and travel club, launching at the time of data collection for this project. About this new
venture she said,

It’s my way of merging the AFS and IREX [training] that I have with the Global

Education Department we have in DCPS. I decided to do a kind of marriage of

that where I focus on recruiting 9th and 10th graders to build those foundations
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about the SDGs and start brainstorming some of the global issues that we deal

with. Covering the SDGs in 9th and 10th grade year so that by the 11th and 12th

grade years, they [students] can actually meet the DCPS Global Competency to
get the endorsement on their high school diploma...the good thing is that when
students get into the 11th grade, they can apply for the Study Abroad Program and
if they are accepted, this will satisfy the endorsement.

For Morris, reflection is a frequent practice, and he counts this as one of his
strengths as a travel ambassador. He also understands that he may have to help students
with self-reflection and managing what he calls “triggers” as they travel abroad. He
further explained that students may behave differently when in the new environment
during study abroad. When he feels the need to address students’ behaviors while in the
host country, Morris defaults to reflection and curiosity, saying, “Okay, why aren’t they
responding like my students in the classroom do?” He is cognizant that if students react
negatively to interactions with him, it will be a detriment to the whole group’s
experience. Thus, he emphasized, “I have learned how quickly you have to develop
relationships or some type of connection.”

Morris also reflected upon the host country his group visited. Having previously
been to an Asian country as part of his military service, Morris talked about how he
realizes that “persons in Asian culture don’t really see African American, well Black,
kids [because] there aren’t many of them traveling,” and he was interested in observing
the interactions of students with the country’s people and culture. Morris explained that
he felt at times “the [Asian] culture kind of looked sideways at us, a little bit.” In

response to this, he talked about how he helped students navigate this different culture by
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encouraging them to think about how to “fit who you are into this place,” meaning to stay
true to their identities while honoring the local culture by following customs and norms
that do not diminish their identities. He gave the example of students talking loudly and
using their “language art [slang or profanity]” when he noticed locals not talking at all
while riding the subway. He reflected about how “this may now play into the narratives
and perceptions that the [local] culture already has about our particular students...”
Because he understands that the students are unique and have a plethora of talents and
abilities, he sought to help students showcase those positive attributes to the local culture
by bringing the loud talking to the students’ attention in a way that did not single students
out and fostered reflection in them.

Thinking about all her experiences from Study Abroad this year, Livia talked
about several experiences from which she felt like she learned, and how she will carry
that knowledge going forward with the DCPS Study Abroad Program. She talked about
helping program administrators to update the pre-travel materials to include emphasizing
airport etiquette, cultural norms while in public spaces, appropriate usage of cell phones,
and conflict resolution. She recognizes that because for many students, this program is
their introduction to flying, and that they “just didn’t know [social norms in airports].”
Livia talked about a need to include less abstract activities in the pre-travel meetings to
orient students to international travel and the host country. Knowledge or awareness of
social norms and rules she gained from an early age through exposure to international
travel were previously taken for granted by Livia prior to leading study abroad

experiences.
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While she admits that most students will come into the program with the
understanding that certain behaviors are universally unacceptable, like fighting in public,
Livia also learned that for some students this must be explained in a way that fosters
intercultural competence. Diving deeper into educating for intercultural competence,
Livia said,

We want to talk about the cultural issues with race because most of our students

are Black. While that is not the part I’'m doing because I don’t think I’m the best

person to design that, there are destinations that Study Abroad may travel to
where they really do still discriminate [blatantly]. We want to prepare students or
at least get them thinking how it might be one way here, but it might be different
in another country. We are talking about building in daily reflection times to make
space for students to process this.

Preparing students for encountering cultural and social norms that are different
from those to which they are accustomed in the U.S. is a consideration upon which Livia
and Morris reflected. Livia and Morris also expressed a desire to help students process
and react in ways that will not jeopardize their safety or cause disruption to the group
experience. These highlights travel ambassadors’ professional learning as they were
attuned to a phenomenon that required consideration and that they deemed worthy of
developing actions to take for future study abroad cohorts. This also suggests a desire that
program administrators provide more time for collaboration among travel ambassadors
and that travel ambassadors be allowed to develop their expectations and plans for

leading study abroad based on their collective knowledge and experiences.
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Michael reinforced the idea of collaboration saying, “My approach is and will
continue to be collaboration, strategic problem solving, and [preparation for] having to
make decisions that just come up...also, making a decision and sticking with it.” Because
he experienced significant disruption of travel for one student while abroad that
demanded a fellow TA remain with the student as a chaperone, Michael highlighted that
travel ambassadors encounter a variety of situations leading study abroad to which they
must be able to respond in real-time but that are informed by insights gleaned from the
learning and development acquired via leading study abroad.

When asked about applying learning experiences from leading study abroad to the
classroom, Michael talked about student engagement while studying abroad and what he
can do to translate this level of engagement into the classroom. Since he is also working
toward an administration position, Michael feels that leading study abroad offers a good
metaphor for evaluating educators.

Beyond pedagogy, if teachers can walk me through their lesson and explain to me

how they got there, that’s great. The same way we’re going to walk through our

tour and everything else that we do. Sometimes we [TAs] don’t have a clue what
it is we’re doing or where we’re going [while abroad], but there’s a reason for it
that is revealed as we travel. So trusting my teachers to be able to create their own
plans and lessons, even if it doesn’t always align with the scope and sequence,
and to understand that there are meaningful reasons as to why they are teaching
and expecting students to learn the way they are...

This underscores the importance Michael places on having trust in educators. It also

suggests the leadership style he plans to employ as an administrator and the leadership
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and autonomy of educators he will supervise. He intends to trust educators’ professional
knowledge in the same way he is trusted as a travel ambassador to navigate studying
abroad and to facilitate meaningful learning experiences for the students he leads.

Michael, Morris, and Adam mentioned setting expectations with students
regarding the destination for study abroad and the aspects of the destination’s geography
for which they feel they should spend time preparing students. Bringing previous
experience learning in outdoor settings, military experience, and experiences as a
Division I athlete, they talked about applying this knowledge to their preparation of
students in pre-travel meetings so students can better prepare for the physical demands of
studying abroad. On this Adam said, “I thought that they [DCPS SA admin] could
implement a section within the interview that’s more informative, like ‘you’re going to
work, do a lot of walking, like physically.”” Adam and Morris recalled instances where
students were not prepared for the demands of walking in extreme temperatures and at
times that required more intense paces or increases in elevation than to which students are
accustomed in D.C.

Adam also talked about lessons learned from being a travel ambassador that he
feels are applicable to the work he does in his classroom, saying that he learned, “to be a
little bit more patient with my kids...understanding that our kids haven’t experienced a
lot.” He talked about the importance of reflection, emphasizing the importance of
“taking a step back to remember that I’ve experienced more things in life.” For Adam,
recalling that some of the students he leads in the Study Abroad Program have never left
the city limits of D.C. and have possibly never left their neighborhood in D.C. is

important when setting expectations for student behavior while studying abroad. Being
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patient with his students in the classroom and while leading study abroad experiences
come from Adam’s practice of reflection to ensure he is an effective educator.
Interpretations

From the conventional data presentation above, patterns emerged that are
organized into themes. They include travel ambassadors advocate for studying abroad, a
globally oriented professional learning community, professional learning and
development from leading study abroad, and a progression toward professionalization.
What follows is an interpretation of the data based on these themes.

Travel Ambassadors Advocate for Studying Abroad

As travel ambassadors were asked to relate their personal histories, all included
stories of traveling for a variety of reasons. Most fondly reminisced about their study
abroad experiences prior to becoming a travel ambassador. All but Michael told stories of
traveling with family, some internationally and others domestically. While he did not
travel with family or internationally prior to entering higher education, as a youth,
Michael traveled as part of an experiential learning program that provided outdoor
excursions, laying the foundation for his future pedagogical beliefs as well as transferable
skills in preparation for studying abroad.

Benefits of Study Abroad. Mickey talked about the personal impact of her study
abroad experience recalling, “I felt like I was invincible. I felt like I could do anything
that I wanted to do.” Studying abroad further built confidence for her as she transitioned
from secondary school to higher education in a different state. This confidence facilitated
a successful reentry to life in the United States, and she said, “Once I started to travel, |

understood...they [anyone who studies or travels abroad] take all this extra life stuff with
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them from being out in the world.” She went on to talk about her reentry and her feelings
about how the DCPS Study Abroad Program is scheduled at a time such that students can
further leverage the benefits from studying abroad by coming back to complete secondary
school with their peers who studied abroad with them and with time to explore avenues
they had not previously considered. On this she said,
I really love it [DCPS Study Abroad] because it gives them time...I didn’t have
the year to grow into myself...I was on this trip with a majority of students who
were juniors who had the year to then decompress, talk to each other, and reflect.
Mickey went on to reflect that she did not have the same time to reflect and
“decompress” from her study abroad, and this manifested in some interesting interactions
between herself and peers during her first year at university. Mickey recalled,
I was different from my peers at college...having been to an early college and
studying abroad, I had so much more experience than about 90% of the people I
began formal undergrad with. I was lightyears ahead in terms of things that I had
done. They didn’t have a passport. They hadn’t been anywhere. They didn’t have
these great stories. They didn’t have pictures. And people at college would look at
me like, “you know you’re different.” They would say to me, “We’re not used to
this. I thought you said you were from this neighborhood in New York City...”
Mickey highlighted confronting her identities when she returned from studying abroad,
and because of this experience, she views the DCPS Study Abroad Program as beneficial
to students so that they “have that place to rebound, to get your bearings and get yourself

set up for the way that you’re going to talk and share about your experiences.”
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Livia talked about utilizing language skills in a trip she took to Togo from Ghana
during her study abroad program as an undergraduate, saying,

We [my friends and I] thought, “well, we will cross the border into Togo, and

they speak French. We thought at the border we’ll ease into it [speaking French].

The second we crossed the border, there was no English, so we were glad she

[American friend fluent in French] was with us, because we thought it was going

to be a little different.

Similarly, Adam talked about the importance of practicing and using all languages
to which one has access. Growing up in Haiti, he spoke Haitian Creole and some French,
but after he moved to the U.S., he talked about how he and his mother were “focused on
learning English” because that was the language spoken at school. He emphasized how
important education was to his family and recalled that while leading study abroad to
France this year, “I could grasp a few words here and there, and I remember thinking,
“man, my mom would be so disappointed in me right now.” For Adam, immersion in the
French language reconnected him to the language of his childhood. Michael reconnected
with his childhood during his traditional study abroad experience in India. Because he
had a mentor from India as a child, a curiosity to learn through experiencing the culture
firsthand was fulfilled. On this he said,

I was a special education student, and [this mentor] had so much compassion and

care, and volunteered [in my classroom]. I just wanted to learn so much about

their culture, and I could go on Google all day long, but I never learned as much
and experienced as much until I spent time over there [in India]. I just learned

about their love and care and compassion for humanity.
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Travel ambassadors also enumerated the benefits DCPS students reap from the
Study Abroad Program. Morris’ story of managing students’ behavior while abroad
highlights how he perceived students to confront their identities as well as self-concept
clarity. He noted, “Being in a different environment really opens up conversations.”
Morris recalled how during a previous study abroad trip, students started a deep
conversation about “God, religion, fame, and witchcraft.” He also said,

The same conversation came up this year. One of the students was explaining [we

were sitting in the back of the bus] to some of the other students how she used to

be very angry and some other things. She said that once she found Jesus, she

found peace. She talked about how her transformation is happening, and they

were all having conversations about believing in God.
For his part in the conversation, Morris said he mostly listens and lets the conversation
evolve naturally, but at one point, he entered the conversation on God and one of the
students asked if he was a pastor. Morris said he did not go into detail, rather, he
responded to the student’s question with one of his own, saying, “Well, what do I sound
like?” He went on to explain while chuckling lightly, that the student indicated that
Morris sounded like a pastor, to which he replied, “Well, that’s good to know.” Morris
did not further pursue this student’s inquiry because he wanted the students to continue to
speak and express themselves freely.

Michael mentioned facilitating cultural competence while in one of their host
countries saying,

They were the “best” meaning that every time we went to a restaurant, they all

tried the food. They all actively participated in every one of the tours. They took
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the earbuds out; they put their phones down. They asked really engaging

questions.

He talked about how well received the students were in their host countries when
students’ engaging behavior was coupled with their use of the local greetings, he taught
them and encouraged them to use.

Livia and Tamara told stories of how they enjoyed observing the experience of
studying abroad through the eyes of the students. Livia talked about experiencing airline
travel for the first time, saying “it was really exciting when they got on the plane and the
plane took off.” She said some were taking photos if they had a window seat, and others
cheered or even made noises of shock and surprise, which, under other circumstances she
admitted, “I usually get annoyed when people are loud on planes, but I thought the kids
were really cute.” Tamara said, “I love seeing the growth in students and myself.” As
someone who has navigated spaces intended to include marginalized groups, Tamara
brings her personal experience navigating Deaf culture with her sister to the Study
Abroad Program to help students better navigate cultures foreign to them. Through this
lens, she also hopes to continue to be an advocate for increasing the inclusivity and
accessibility of studying abroad for students with exceptionalities. Mickey summarized
the benefits for students saying, “that students get whatever it is that they need out of it.”
This suggests that, when given the opportunity, students engage in studying abroad in a
way that is uniquely and individually beneficial to them.

Motivation to Continue as a Travel Ambassador. As seen in her recollections,
Mickey connects her experiences with reentry from studying abroad to the timing of the

DCPS Study Abroad program, and she works tirelessly to recruit students to apply to the
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program. She’s an advocate for the transformational experiences DCPS Study Abroad
provides to students, and she identifies one motivating factor for continuing to serve the
program in her thirty-second year of teaching. She claims that being a travel ambassador
fulfills a “calling to teach my students how to maneuver during travel, how to be safe,
and how to understand going international and coming back into the country.” Similarly,
Morris talked about using his understanding of navigating cultures different from his to
support students as they navigate foreign cultures in the Study Abroad Program. He said,
“I understand that when you go into an area or region, all the cultures are pretty much
different.” He went on to clarify that his experience in South Korea helped him
understand some of the nuanced differences across the Asian-Pacific region as well as
how to confront his African American or Black identity. He views serving as a travel
ambassador to help African American or Black students from DCPS to do the same.

Livia talked about her desire to continue serving as a travel ambassador because
she “wants all students to travel.” While she admits that this might be a bit naive or
grand, she highlighted how she was able to “really bond” with students despite not
having previous interactions with them and how this bond helped not only to make
studying abroad a positive experience but that it can help students being their next school
year with a more positive outlook on their future teachers.
A Globally Oriented PLC

Another theme to emerge across the stories educators told was that among the
cohort of travel ambassadors, a globally oriented professional learning community (PLC).
While PLCs tend to be administrator-directed initiatives aimed at school reform or

improvement, the PLC among travel ambassadors appears to be more grassroots in its
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formation. DCPS Study Abroad administrators protect time and space for travel
ambassadors to meet, train, and plan, but they also afford travel ambassadors the space to
engage and develop their leadership skills. Thus, the professional learning community is
formed and steered by the travel ambassadors, sometimes formally as evidenced through
leading meetings and sometimes less formally as travel ambassadors encounter a variety
of scenarios through which they must navigate as a team.

Trust and Collaboration. Mickey clearly articulated the importance of trust
among travel ambassadors. She described previous experiences in the DCPS Study
Abroad Program where a lack of trust among the travel ambassadors made the entire
experience difficult. This year, she felt lucky to have been placed with travel
ambassadors with whom she felt “like you can turn your back and things are fine, or you
could walk away and know things are fine.” Livia and Adam described that they sought
mentorship from veteran travel ambassadors, implying trust in the veteran’s lived
experiences from previous DCPS Study Abroad facilitation. That they sought mentorship
also signifies a spirit of collaboration among travel ambassadors, another key component
of PLCs. Along with trusting fellow travel ambassadors, Mickey talked about how
collaboration takes an openness toward learning. Michael’s stories highlighted this from
the veteran perspective saying,

I felt like they [fellow TAs] diverted to me because I’ve been in the program so

long. I’'m also not the type of leader who believes in authoritarian leadership. I'm

a servant leader. I want to hear them out on different things. I had one TA who

was great. She said, ‘I’m just going to defer to you and tell me what you need,’...

but I said, ‘I do want to hear your input on some things.” And she chimed in. I led
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the [pre-departure] meetings, and then I would call them [fellow TAs], and they

would chime in. It just all kind of really worked out.

Livia had a similar experience in preparing for the pre-travel meetings as she
mentioned that the travel ambassadors in her group “kind of jumped off each other” as
they presented information and completed activities in their pre-travel meetings with
students. Adam spoke about observing his fellow travel ambassadors to be able to situate
himself among them. He described his perceptions of his fellow travel ambassadors with
one being “the female version of me,” and the other being “the cool mom of the group.”
Being able to interpret personalities allowed Adam to develop rapport and ultimately
collaborate with his colleagues.

Activities Related to Practice. Morris highlighted that, as planned, he and his
fellow travel ambassadors “stayed on one accord” in terms of how they navigated various
situations that arose during this year’s study abroad experience. He talked about
addressing concerns with students as a group and never individually. Livia highlighted
how her group of travel ambassadors agreed to “tape their doors at hotels” to ensure
students complied with their curfews. Livia also talked extensively about seeking
mentorship from the veteran travel ambassador in her group as this is also something she
has received and given to fellow educators outside of the DCPS Study Abroad Program.
Adam also sought mentorship among his fellow travel ambassadors, placing a high value
on learning from and with others that was fundamental in the development of his
education career.

All travel ambassadors told stories of building relationships with students. Like

establishing positive, productive relationships with students in their classrooms, travel
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ambassadors built relationships with students in the DCPS Study Abroad Program.
Morris told a story of repairing a relationship with a student while abroad saying

I’'m a strong believer in ‘opportunity presents itself.” I saw this student was having

a small conversation with another travel ambassador, and I caught up to them and

asked, ‘How do you feel...How are you processing’...I asked if she was ‘pissed.’

I went down to her level, used language on her level, and that opened the door for

her to express everything that was happening...told what’s going on with the

whole family within a five-minute conversation. That’s how we came to sort of
fix, to reestablish the relationship with this student. For me, I knew I had to wait
for the opportunity to find out why...

Toward a Common Goal. This year, DCPS Study Abroad Program
administrators outlined, more formally, roles and responsibilities for travel ambassadors
with the goal of ensuring a successful study abroad experience for both students and
travel ambassadors. Even though these roles were outlined, all participants talked about
taking on multiple roles in support of their colleagues because as Adam said, “We
already knew it’s going to take all four of us. Whoever, at the time, can do something, we
are just going to make it happen.” Mickey highlighted her attraction to the logistics role
saying,

I was the operations manager or the lead TA. I had a list of responsibilities. |

would just look at the list and be sure that I did my part. What I really like is that

it fits my personality because I’'m very organized...My mind is always on
logistics and operations. For me to think about or be considerate of something that

is bothering students, I needed the two of them [other TAs] to say, ‘hey, let’s
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think about this.” I need that. They’d bring something to me, and I would look at

it from a logistical perspective, but then we can pivot and do what we need to do

to make it happen.

Other travel ambassadors talked about the various roles they fulfilled throughout
their time abroad. Livia talked about how students knew she was the “one with the First
Aid kit,” and that she at first collected all student passports, but later was able to
distribute them between herself and fellow travel ambassadors to share that responsibility
and ensure no travel documents were lost or left behind. Morris talked about handling
travel disruption and splitting the group when returning to the U.S. He and fellow travel
ambassadors encountered major disruption when one student and a travel ambassador had
to remain in the host country to await travel documents that needed to be mailed from the
U.S. While he said he was initially uncomfortable with this arrangement, he continued on
to the U.S. with the larger group. Ultimately, the student and travel ambassador arrived a
week later to bring an end to that group’s study abroad experience. Michael told a story
about disruption as well, describing how he was communicating with border control and
immigration in English and via a phone call to his partner who speaks Arabic while
another travel ambassador with his group was communicating in French. They were
collectively trying to resolve a visa concern for one student with an international passport
so that all students could complete their study abroad experience.

Professional Learning and Development from Leading Study Abroad

Travel ambassadors spoke about lessons learned through this year’s study abroad

experience. From insights into new cultures and further developing their intercultural

competence to developing and leveraging their competence and skills to ensure a
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successful program, travel ambassadors told stories of their professional learning and
development as they engaged in reflection.

Intercultural Competence. Michael talked about encouraging students to engage
with culture while abroad. He realized that he had to distinguish between students’
complaints and opinions, saying that he was not open to listening to students complain
for seemingly no reason, but that if students tried food or a drink and didn’t enjoy it, he
came to view these negative expressions as opinions and part of their learning process.
Morris talked about how he learned to address student behavior that would be outside of
the host country’s cultural norms. He specifically talked about strategizing ways to
address students speaking too loudly on the subway and screaming and using profanity
when startled by nature when outdoors in public spaces. For both Michael and Morris,
these situations gave them insights as to how to refine their pre-travel meetings to set
expectations and to more thoroughly educate students about their destinations for
studying abroad. Adam talked about being “a little more patient with my
kids...understanding that our kids haven’t experienced a lot...or as much as I think they
should have by now.” All participants stated that they plan to continue and enhance their
emphasis on the host country’s culture as they learned that students need more support
and information prior to arriving in their study abroad destinations.

Cosmopolitan Capital. While travel ambassadors did not use the term
cosmopolitan, they expressed lessons learned from this year’s Study Abroad Program that
can be considered cosmopolitan capital. Mickey talked about an incident that happened

before her group departed from their meeting point to transit to the local airport as one
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student arrived only to discover the passport had been forgotten at home in the rush to get
out of the door,

The forgotten passport was the first flub, and the student felt so bad. I told her,

‘something else is going to happen that’s going to trump whatever just happened

with you leaving your passport...” This made her feel better and calm down a bit

because we weren’t going to leave her.
This story highlights that Mickey has learned that certain things happen when traveling
internationally, and she also understands how to navigate these situations when they
arise. She had the student go back home with her parent to get the passport, and then the
parent dropped the student off at the airport to reconnect with the group. She viewed this
as a simple solution that while inconvenient for the parent, did not disrupt the larger
group’s movements. She also told a story about students discovering that they could use
“Apple Pay” at nearly every place they visited while abroad, and not only did she start
using the app to complete her transactions, but talked about how this is an option she will
now give more consideration on future study abroad trips.

Livia told a story about taking a middle school student to find an ATM to
withdraw cash while abroad. Since Livia does not speak Spanish and the student she was
assisting did, she helped the student formulate questions to ask for an ATM in English.
The student then translated the questions into Spanish, and together they were able to find
an ATM. Adam told a story of taking students to the movies while in France, and
together they learned how to decipher the symbols indicating the language in which the
movie would be shown as well as how to help students convert the currency to better

understand prices.
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Reflexivity. To highlight reflexivity from leading study abroad, Adam related a
story about his impressions of DCPS administrators’ willingness to implement changes
based upon their requested reflections from travel ambassadors. He said,

I love the fact that they take suggestions every year, and here’s one of the things

we implemented this year...it’s like, ‘Okay, we heard what you said and here’s

how we’re going to fix it this year.” Professionally, I do this in-service all the
time, especially in mathematics, and none of our input, nothing we suggest ever
really gets implemented...or it’s years later...it didn’t take them [DCPS Study

Abroad admin] 2-3 years, they literally, the next year, make the changes.

All travel ambassadors are asked to reflect on their experiences with the Study Abroad
Program’s administration, their interactions with students, their learning and development
as educators, and anything else they deem important that administrators should know.

Livia recalled how she would regularly ask questions of the veteran TA in her
group. Because she established a rapport of communication, Livia talked about how she
and her fellow travel ambassadors would have conversations about what to do differently
in pre-travel meetings to better prepare students for studying abroad. Livia and Tamara
talked about engaging parents and how their experiences were positive both for
encouraging students to apply to the program and for improving student behavior and
engagement while abroad. Morris talked about attending to parent-student relationships
to gain further insight into the group’s dynamics. All participants mentioned that they
would spend more time talking about the destination in terms of weather and climate,
amounts of walking and other physical demands, and food and drink. About this Michael

said
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I tell the parents, ‘Parents, you know your child. I need your help. Your child will
have a miserable experience if they’re not ready to step outside of their comfort
zone.’ | tell them that it’s going to be hot; you will be walking a lot, like multiple
miles every day; and you will have opportunities to do activities that you’ve never
done before. I acknowledge how proud [and grateful] I am of everyone making it
this far. [I talk about] how many applicants they [students] beat out, and how
many people want their spots. I tell them that if any of this sounds too difficult, or
not their thing, then Study Abroad might not be the thing for them, and that’s ok.
We would rather know now.
He said that over time, he’s learned to be as transparent as possible with students and
their parents to avoid potentially dangerous situations while abroad in terms of students’
physical and emotional health and preparedness. Michael reminds students and parents
that he wants them to stay in the program, and for him, that means staying because they
want to study abroad and because they can meet the physical and emotional demands of
doing so. Adam also talked about preparing students more for the physical demands as
well as the social aspects of not slowing down the group because students refuse or
physically cannot keep pace with the larger group. Both said that between the pre-travel
meetings and leaving D.C., students and parents have time to physically and emotionally
prepare so students can maximize their time abroad. Tamra’s thoughts follow this thread
in terms of preparing students to think of studying abroad not as a vacation.
All travel ambassadors spoke about mentorship among their fellow TAs. Some
spoke about seeking mentorship and others spoke about providing mentorship. Michael

talked about being comfortable in a leadership role among fellow travel ambassadors
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because he makes space for his colleagues to provide input and to deliberate decisions
and actions. Livia and Adam talked about relying on the veteran TAs in their group to
learn the processes and procedures of the Study Abroad Program. Livia said, “I looked to
the veteran TAs a lot...we had many meaningful conversations throughout our time in
Costa Rica.” Adam talked about how the veteran TA in his group “got us straight” in
terms of a variety of approaches to managing various aspects of leading study abroad
from conducting the admissions to being abroad with students that includes rooming
assignments, tracking funds, attending to students’ physical and emotional needs, and
communicating with parents.

Toward Professionalization

The final theme to emerge from the data suggests that educators who lead study
abroad experiences embody some of the characteristics associated with
professionalization. Of the six characteristics thought to be necessary for a field to be
considered fully professional, educators serving as travel ambassadors told stories that
highlighted two of these: professional knowledge and autonomy.

Professional Knowledge. In the case of the DCPS Study Abroad Program,
professional knowledge unfolded as cosmopolitan capital based on their experiences prior
to their participating as TAs in the program. All travel ambassadors had international
experiences, albeit in a variety of situations and contexts, prior to serving as TAs.
Mickey, Livia, and Michael studied abroad. Morris traveled internationally and lived
internationally as part of his military profession. Tamara visited family members in a
different country, and Adam was born and spent some of his childhood in a different

country before immigrating to the U.S. All of these experiences allowed participants in
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this study to access specific knowledge about different cultures and places and how to
navigate these. Additionally, participants spoke about leveraging their cosmopolitan
capital while leading study abroad. Mickey recalled taking students shopping,
Some of them [students] wanted to cross the street [from the hotel] to a
convenience store, so another TA and I took a small group and went across the
street. This is when they [the students] learned they could use their Apple
Pay...so a lot of them didn’t have to worry about changing money. I took a group
into the supermarket-style store...The students were really intrigued by the snacks
and that there were more savory snacks than sweet snacks ...the biggest hit among
all the students was the milk tea! We had milk tea everywhere, if they got a
chance to ask, that’s what the students wanted.
She also talked about the logistics of disrupted travel when she discovered a student left a
vital travel document in the U.S. Mitigating this scenario required her to communicate
with parents across a thirteen-hour time difference to coordinate sending the document to
them abroad. This was done based on advice from the airline and the U.S. Embassy she
called for advice on how to return to the U.S. It took a week for the document to arrive,
and during this waiting time, she and the student utilized UberEATS to access meals as
well as Uber, the traditional ride share app, to transit from the hotel to FedEx, and on to
the airport once the travel document arrived.
Michael also leveraged his cosmopolitan capital during a travel disruption for one
of his students. From having his partner translate over the phone when he was talking to
border control to having friends and DCPS Study Abroad administrators travel to

consulates based in the U.S. to troubleshoot the best way to obtain the needed visa for the
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students, Michael had multiple resources from which to draw. He can also speak
conversational Moroccan Arabic which proved to be useful when taking a taxi to a
different city in search of an immigration official as he was trying to resolve the visa
issue. Michael said,

I take accountability as well, and I felt bad [for the disrupted travel]. Having

traveled to over 80 countries, I could have easily done my homework...I don’t

want to make excuses, but I got so busy with everything...when we were
collecting passports, I saw Barbados and in the back of my head, I’m thinking

‘this might be an issue... but right now we’re going to get to Spain, and we’ll deal

with it when we get there.’

Livia told a story about their disrupted travel in which she called DCPS administrators,
WorldStrides, and even looked up alternative flights to ensure the entire group could
return on the scheduled date when weather and mechanical issues arose on they day they
were to depart Costa Rica.

Tamara also leveraged her cosmopolitan capital saying, “I do not speak French,
but I do have a second language, and I felt confident enough. I had my little Google
translate ready.” She highlighted her experience learning a second language as well as
how to leverage technology to help her better interact with locals while abroad.
Additionally, Tamara talked about how she and fellow TAs would take turns scouting
areas to take students during free time. She talked about visiting malls to find shopping
areas that students would be able to afford and enjoy. Similarly, Livia’s experiences
relying on a French-speaking friend she made during her study abroad experience,

allowed her to work with a student in her group by providing the appropriate questions
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for the Spanish-speaking student to translate when seeking an ATM. Adam told a story
about taking students to the movies,

We [students and I] both learned that some places you have to figure out what

certain symbols mean. You have to look for a symbol to know if the movie is

going to be English or not, or maybe it just has English subtitles...most movie

theaters had everything in French, but we found a movie theater that had a

symbol, I think it was “OS” for original script or something, that they were

showing a movie that was in English.
From searching multiple movie theaters to interpreting symbols to indicate movie
language, Adam both leveraged and gained cosmopolitan capital.

Autonomy. Travel ambassadors also spoke about the level of autonomy they
experienced in the DCPS Study Abroad Program. Adam summed up his experience
saying, “DCPS Admin said, ‘here’s what we think you guys should focus on in each
role,” and then the ball was in our court.” All participants spoke about the process of
choosing their role based on their individual strengths and the willingness and ability to
move between roles as they went abroad. Flexibility was key for most participants as they
described various situations in which they needed to make decisions and act while
abroad. Mickey remembered,

I really had to push for students to be offered real beverages [beyond water]. We

always had to make sure the guide would order a fish or seafood option at the

meals...we had to constantly remind and push for dietary considerations. We

were really intentional in listening to the feedback of the students...they were not
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quiet about it. They knew to ask me and if it’s within reason, I would make it

happen...
This highlights Micky’s autonomy as she worked with various people while abroad to
ensure a positive experience for all students through changes or suggestions made to pre-
scheduled meals and activities. All participants talked about moving between the roles set
forth by DCPS Study Abroad Program administrators. Adam said, “We already knew it’s
going to take all four of us. Whoever, at the time, can do something, we are just going to
make it happen.” Livia supported this recalling that she and fellow travel ambassadors
“jumped off each other,” stepping into various roles to support each other. She talked
about taking turns with fellow TAs while abroad saying that if one TA wanted to go to a
different location or do a different activity from the larger group, they would take turns
with two TAs staying with the students while the third TA did another activity or visited
another location. Livia said that there would not have been any breaks for the adults
otherwise, and this demonstrates a level of autonomy travel ambassadors experience.

Michael talked about completely disregarding the roles as presented by the DCPS
Study Abroad Program administrators. He said, “That all sounds good on paper, but we
just did that to submit it to the Central Office.” Michael and his group chose to share the
workload in a different way, assigning each travel ambassador a small group of students
for which they were responsible for the duration of the program. This allowed new travel
ambassadors to be involved in all the processes and procedures of being a TA while

learning with a smaller number of students.

161



Chapter S: Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations

Introduction

Study abroad literature spans decades, highlighting the outcomes and benefits for
those who choose to participate in various types of study abroad experiences (Adam et al,
2018; Bain & Yaklin, 2019; Deardorff, 2006; Dolby, 2004, 2007; Hadis, 2005; Kuh,
2008; Raby, Ward, & Rhoades, 2021). Within this vast body of literature, study abroad at
the secondary level of education has received minimal attention. When addressed, pre-
service educators (Batey & Lupi, 2012; Lash, Akpovo & Cushner, 2022; Yomantis,
2021) and in-service secondary educators (Biraimah & Jotia, 2013; He et al, 2017; Nero,
2009) as participants in study abroad programs are addressed. Therefore, this project has
taken up an inquiry to explore secondary educators’ perceptions of leading study abroad
and the meaning educators make of working in a globally oriented professional learning
community in Washington, D.C. Public Schools. Educators told stories of their
experiences leading study abroad in a series of three interviews suggesting evidence
toward professionalization.

Public education, as scholars have argued, has yet to be fully professionalized as
it lacks various qualities associated with other professional fields (Hodges et al., 2013;
Lortie, 1969; Tobias & Baffert, 2010). Emergent themes in the data presented in Chapter
4 elaborate on educators’ perceptions of leading study abroad and suggest progression
toward professionalization that may not be evident in other school-sponsored programs or
activities educators typically undertake to develop their careers. A series of three
interviews, participant profiles, and a thematic analysis of the interview transcripts and

photos generated a descriptive body of data for each participant (Seidman, 2006). The
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current chapter interprets the findings provided in Chapter 4 in the context of the
deprofessionalization (Hodges et al., 2013; Ingersoll & Perda, 2008; Labaree, 2000;
Lortie, 1969; Tobias & Baffert, 2010) of educators in the U.S. and an adapted sense-
making framework that includes the integration of cosmopolitan capital (Lindell &
Danielsson, 2017; Siczek & Engel, 2017; Spillane et al., 2002; Weenink, 2008).
Researcher bias is clarified throughout the interpretation section, followed by updates to
the conceptual framework and a discussion of the data framed through the updates, and
conclusions and implications of this work.
Interpretation of the Findings

As patterns emerged across the data corpus, an initial pattern included that
educators had meaningful travel experiences prior to becoming a travel ambassador (TA)
in the DCPS Study Abroad Program. Participants also emphasized relationships with a
variety of people from previous educators, family, friends, current and past students and
their parents, fellow travel ambassadors, and the DCPS Study Abroad Program’s
administrators. Teamwork and collaboration were another pattern to emerge along with
insights and learnings from a plethora of experiences leading study abroad in the DCPS
Study Abroad Program. As these patterns appeared within participants’ stories, across the
research questions, themes emerged including, TAs advocate studying abroad, a desire
for a professional learning community (PLC), professional learning and development
from leading the study abroad, and progression toward professionalization.
Finding 1: Travel Ambassadors Advocate Studying Abroad

In their advocacy for DCPS students to have the opportunity to study abroad,

travel ambassadors talked about their own experiences studying or traveling abroad and

163



how they feel DCPS students would benefit from similar opportunities. Participants
recalled traveling at various times in their lives from their youth through recent, personal
travel in 2024. All have traveled either domestically or internationally, many having
multiple experiences with and stories from both types of travel prior to becoming travel
ambassadors in the DCPS Study Abroad Program. Some travel ambassadors had
traditional study abroad experiences and others traveled for professional or personal
reasons, from military deployments to family vacations and leading international
educational experiences for students to visit college outside of the United States. Travel
ambassadors spoke about their experiences and what they gleaned from these experiences
that has remained with them throughout their lives. Mickey spoke about maintaining
friendships from her high school study abroad experience, while Livia, Tamara, Michael,
and Adam spoke about satisfying their curiosity for exploring both domestic and
international places and cultures in their spare time from college through the present-day.
(Baecher, 2021; Baecher & Chung, 2020).

Additionally, travel ambassadors talked about personal growth, cultural
competency, more profound connections to their community, and identity development
(Adam et al., 2018; Bain & Yaklin, 2019; Kuh, 2012; Raby et al., 2021). Mickey
described her high school study abroad experience in Africa as connecting to her “roots,”
and she reflected upon the difference between learning about Apartheid “in Beineke at
Yale,” as a student in the early college program and confronting Apartheid on a trip to
Swaziland while crossing the border, and again while seeing protests at the University of
Nairobi. Tamara talked about visiting family in Trinidad and having a sense of belonging

both there and back home in the United States. Adam, who is of Haitian-descent, talked
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about language skills and maintaining a connection to Haitian culture while embarrassing
a new language and culture in the U.S. He also highlighted exploring new places and
Caribbean cultures as he led international experiences for students while working in
Florida. These experiences included exposing students to college campuses to continue
their education after high school.
Benefits of Study Abroad

As travel ambassadors, participants promote the study abroad program for the
upcoming year, and travel ambassadors extol the benefits of studying abroad for
themselves. Those who were able to participate in more traditional study abroad
programs highlight the benefits and outcomes such as cultural competency, utilizing
language skills, and enhanced intercultural communication (Beckman & Christenson,
2016; Deardorff, 2011; He et al., 2017).) Livia and Michael both had traditional study
abroad experiences in higher education which they described as cultural experiences with
Michael’s experience also containing a service-learning component. Michael is a
proponent of experiential learning, and about his traditional study abroad experience in
India, said that because he had done a lot of experiential learning as a youth, he sought
similar experiences in his chosen study abroad program. Livia spoke about being
disappointed that during her first international experience to France, a high school
graduation gift from her grandparents, “everyone replied to me in English.” Later in her
study abroad experience in college, she traveled from Ghana to Togo where French is
spoken, and she immediately learned her language skills were less developed than they
were in high school. She recalled being glad to be traveling with a friend whose language

abilities were more proficient than her own.
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Morris had a different, yet transformative, international experience learning about
cultural differences in the Asia-Pacific region while deployed to South Korea for two
years during his service in the U.S. Army. He talked about gaining a different perspective
on cultural norms and society while in South Korea and reflecting upon and even
adopting some of these upon return to the U.S. He specifically mentioned the emphasis
on the importance of honoring the family and working to enhance the family’s honor
through hard work and success. Carrying these experiences and competencies with them
into the DCPS Study Abroad Program appears to enhance educators’ motivation to serve
the program, providing opportunities for DCPS students to study abroad.

Travel ambassadors also talked about the benefits of studying abroad they
perceive for the students. Analogous to the benefits of studying abroad in higher
education, travel ambassadors talked about students’ language skills, identity
development, and cultural competency development along with building solid
relationships with the students in their group (Lolkus et al., 2022). Mickey acknowledged
the individual needs of students and that studying abroad offers students unique
opportunities to fulfill those needs in a variety of ways. In terms of identity development
and self-concept clarity (Adam et al., 2018; Geijsel & Meijers, 2005), Morris talked
about how he helps students to think about how “we’re just in a different place” and that
does not mean students should “change who they are, [rather] fit who [they] are into this
place.”

Tamara, Michael, and Adam all spoke about preparing students for the rigors of a
study abroad experience in terms of program expectations for academics (i.e. completing

the Making Global Local project) and in terms of intentionally facilitating cultural

166



exchanges between students, travel ambassadors, and people within the host countries
(Hadis, 2005; Salisbury et al., 2013; Sen, 2001). On this, Michael talked about teaching
the students traditional Moroccan greetings and gestures and encouraged students to use
these while abroad. He commented on how well-received this was by locals, further
enhancing student engagement and cultural interactions. Furthermore, Mickey and Morris
talked about conversations TAs overhear among students during study abroad involving
students’ plans for their education or careers. Both Mickey and Morris believe that
studying abroad opens students’ minds toward new experiences that may have previously
seemed out of reach. Michael reinforced this by sharing stories of helping students to
realize goals they set for themselves beyond high school as a result of having studied
abroad.
Motivation to Continue as a Travel Ambassador

All spoke about a desire to continue serving as travel ambassadors in the Study
Abroad program. Travel ambassadors’ enthusiasm was felt in their stories about student
recruitment and the preparation work they planned to undertake at the time of data
collection for this study. Every participant talked about the amount of work involved in
facilitating study abroad experiences within the DCPS Study Abroad Program. Travel
ambassadors spend hours in training, host multiple student recruitment session, review
student applications and conduct interviews as part of the admissions process. Following
this, they lead pre-departure meetings, and each participant reiterated their desire to
return to the program annually with as many students recruited from their campuses as

possible.
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Mickey mentioned that she hosts about “four parent information sessions”
recording one of the meetings to distribute to parents who cannot attend her sessions in-
person during the admission process. She also brings food to all in-person meetings,
having learned that food is a motivator for most of her students. Tamara and Livia spoke
about learning new ways to engage parents along with students during the application
process to increase numbers of student applications. Both talked about how they sought
advice from fellow travel ambassadors and plan to implement some newly acquired
strategies to boost their application numbers. All participants perceive that DCPS Study
Abroad provides a valuable opportunity to students who might not otherwise study
abroad, summarized in Livia’s statement, “I want all students to be able to travel.”

Overall, educators who lead study abroad in the DCPS Study Abroad Program see
themselves as advocates for studying abroad, both with the DCPS Program and when
students continue their education beyond high school. It is important to note here, that
since | have also led study abroad experiences for my high school students when I was a
secondary educator, [ am also an advocate for studying abroad. Because of this, I draw
upon literature to support the data provided by the travel ambassadors. Participants have
provided feedback and clarity on their stories and the data presented here and in Chapter
4 to ensure an accurate understanding of their advocacy for studying abroad.
Furthermore, it is also likely that because participants are well-traveled and enjoy
traveling for personal reasons, they tend to seek out programs like DCPS Study Abroad
because as educators, they are also oriented toward global education and see themselves

as champions of global education (Baker & Engel, 2024).
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Finding 2: A Globally Oriented Professional Learning Community

Findings in the previous chapter suggest that travel ambassadors in the DCPS
Study Abroad Program comprise a globally oriented professional learning community
(PLC). Though no universally accepted definition of professional learning communities
exists, the literature discusses PLCs as groups of teachers who collaborate to reflect upon
and share their practices and support each other within this group to enhance each other’s
professional development and growth (Feldman, 2020). PLCs typically emerge as an
intervention to substandard school performance and are formed around grade-levels or
content-areas, both within individual schools as well as across school systems (Burns et
al., 2018; Carpenter & Munshower, 2020; DuFour, 2004; Flint et al., 2011). In their
typical implementation, PLCs represent intervention and reform in failing schools, and
criticisms of PLCs include that they are contrived, looking at data and centering increased
student performance on standardized tests (Patterson, 2006). Lacking in the more
traditional PLCs seen across education is the authenticity of a PLC formed around
leading study abroad in secondary education. Leading study abroad places educators in
real-life scenarios within which they find teachable moments to help students navigate
unfamiliar spaces and in which they must lean on each other, work together, and trust in
their fellow educators’ abilities and knowledge to ensure safe, educative international
experiences. The PLC that forms among travel ambassadors in the DCPS Study Abroad
Program is different in this regard. While the accepted characteristics are present and
discussed as follows, situating the PLC far beyond the confines of the educational
institution contributes an authenticity to the PLC not necessarily replicable inside the four

walls of the classroom. In the DCPS Study Abroad Program, the professional learning
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community spans campuses, content areas, and grade levels, making it a unique variation
of the traditional PLC.

In addition to having specific characteristics, like trust, collaboration, active
participation, activities related to practice, and a common goal (Huijboom et al., 2020),
PLCs are typically, and lamentably, implemented as administrative directives and as
initiatives intended to fix or reform struggling schools, often without the consistency or
discipline to sustain PLC initiatives (DuFour, 2004). Because educators work in
compartmentalized classroom settings, and because global educators typically work in
isolation (Ali Ostovar-Nameghi & Sheikhahmadi, 2016; Engel & Gonzalez, 2022), travel
ambassadors were asked to describe their experiences working with other educators who
share their common goals, professional interest, and knowledge. All travel ambassadors
spoke about centering students’ experiences and working toward the common goal of
ensuring a safe and meaningful study abroad experience (Huijboom et al., 2020;
Meeuwen et al., 2020; Stoll et al., 2006). Participants spoke about trust, collaboration,
and activities related to the practice of leading study abroad (Cherrington & Thornton,
2015; Huijboom et al., 2020; Sargent, 2015).

Trust and Collaboration

On trust, Mickey talked about how rare it is to find a group of educators, or “to
have teammates that you know you can turn your back and things are fine, or you could
walk away and know things are fine.” PLCs also require a mindset toward growth and
learning (DuFour, 2004), and Mickey went on to say that openness is important with
regard to learning from fellow travel ambassadors. Working toward a common goal

implies collaboration among members of the PLC. All travel ambassadors talked about
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this. Recalling this year’s experiences Morris said, “We addressed [student] behaviors as
a group...we stayed on one accord.” Livia reinforced this in her recollection of
addressing student behaviors as a team. Livia talked about how she also felt there was
collaboration in facilitating the pre-travel meetings describing how she and her fellow
TAs seemed to organically be able to lead and follow each other throughout their
presentation of information during the pre-travel meetings.

She also talked about dividing duties among the TAs like waking students up in
the mornings and carrying students’ passports. Michael talked about how he wanted
fellow travel ambassadors to feel like they made meaningful contributions to the group
but that he was also willing to mentor new travel ambassadors in his group. Speaking
about collaboration and teamwork, Adam explained how he and his fellow TAs agreed to
take on other responsibilities and roles as needed during study abroad, sliding in and out
of various roles and completing various tasks.

Activities Related to Practice

Travel ambassadors also spoke about what the literature refers to as “participation
in activities related to practice” (Chen et al., 2018; Huijboom et al., 2020). The literature
defines these activities as collaboration, reflective practice, and relationship building
(Chen et al., 2018; Huijboom et al., 2020). As previously mentioned, travel ambassadors
collaborate at multiple stages within the DCPS Study Abroad Program. Travel
ambassadors also focused on relationship building with students, among each other, and
with students’ parents. Morris talked about how he quickly learned to develop
relationships with students and fellow travel ambassadors and to maintain these

relationships for the duration of the study abroad experience. Livia mentioned time spent
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with a student kayaking with whom she did not initially have a strong rapport. However,
after the experience, she felt like she gained a deeper understanding of the student and
was able to build a positive relationship with this student. They were able to continue
with the study abroad experience in a more positive way. Adam talked about how
coaching and being active in students’ communities outside of work can be impactful for
building relationships with students and how he leveraged those experiences to build
rapport with students while abroad.

Mickey’s self-awareness of her inclinations toward operations and logistics led
her to lean on her fellow travel ambassadors to bring the group’s social and emotional
needs to her attention during study abroad. Tamara and Morris talked about their
reflections both during and after leading study abroad this year. Tamara spoke about
developing her reflective practices over her career, and she admitted that it is a process
across years. Morris talked about the importance he places on taking a moment while
abroad to reflect. He also reflected upon feeling like their group “missed an opportunity”
but was still processing and thinking about what that opportunity might have been,
leading to his suggestion for future opportunities to visit local schools or have more
interaction with local students around the same age as the DCPS students.

Toward a Common Goal

Building upon this conceptualization of activities related to practice, this study
also considers the tasks and roles travel ambassadors undertake to lead study abroad
experiences. The DCPS Study Abroad Program’s administrators outline two roles,
community-builder and operations-manager. The community-builder facilitates the

group’s dynamics, engages parents during travel and manages the online learning
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management system, Class Dojo, and leads reflections for students while abroad. The
operations manager handles the logistics of students’ forms and health and safety
information as well as training to administer medication to students while abroad. Within
this role, the operations manager communicates any changes or pertinent information
regarding the itinerary or health concerns while abroad to parents and other stakeholders.
All participants spoke about the fluidity of the roles as they each, at various times, took
on different aspects of the defined roles. Adam said, “we already knew it’s going to take
all four of us. Whoever, at the time, can do something, we are just going to make it
happen.” Livia talked about agreeing to be the person who handles the funds to cover
lunches and incidental expenses, but then she pivoted to the community-builder role,
calling parents and posting daily on Class Dojo since the program administrators assigned
the funds to a different TA in her group. Tamara and Morris also floated between the
roles in similar ways. Michael talked about roles a bit differently. He said, “That all
sounds good on paper, but we just did that to submit it to the Central Office.” His group
facilitated study abroad a bit differently, however, Michael acknowledged that defining
roles may be necessary and helpful for less experienced travel ambassadors and even
some experienced TAs.

Considering the trust, collaboration, relationships, and working toward a common
goal, it appears that a less formal PLC seems to organically take shape among travel
ambassadors. Literature suggests that when formal processes are not introduced to
establish PLCs, they may not fully develop into a true professional learning community
(Stoll et al., 2006). Within the DCPS Study Abroad Program, time and space to meet with

fellow travel ambassadors is protected by the DCPS Study Abroad administrators similar
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to traditional content area or grade level PLCs (Hord, 1997). However, there is greater
autonomy for educators to conduct their small groups and more autonomy for educators
to decide how and to what extent they implement program directives and guidelines.
Adam summed it up well when he said, “DCPS Admin said, ‘here’s what we think you
guys should focus on in each role,” and then the ball was in our court.” Less experienced
travel ambassadors expressed a desire for more administrator-protected or mandated time
to meet for planning and preparatory work, while experienced travel ambassadors did not
have strong feelings about needing or wanting more time to prepare for leading study
abroad trips. All participants agreed that having designated time and space to plan and
prepare for studying abroad is necessary and wouldn’t reduce the time currently allotted
for such. Additionally, travel ambassadors expressed their desire to promote Study
Abroad in DCPS because it provides opportunities for students who might not otherwise
study abroad. As such, travel ambassadors seem to organically form a professional
learning community to enhance global education across the DCPS system in a more
equitable way.

Throughout my time as a secondary social studies teacher, I have had formal
professional development in PLCs. I have participated in several variations of
professional learning communities in different states during my teaching career. Because
of this experience and because I regularly attend the travel ambassador training meetings
to make observations and present student data as part of my GW Global Education Lab
duties, I bring an understanding of PLCs and their characteristics to this study. It was
important for me to memo about this to pull my biases out of my interpretations of the

data and draw upon the extant literature to support these findings. For example, in the
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second interview, Morris and Mickey Kenan talked about trusting fellow travel
ambassadors to be supportive of each other in facilitating a successful study abroad
experience. Likewise, Adam and Livia talked about collaboration and being able to rely
on fellow travel ambassadors while abroad with students. After these interviews, I
memoed about the extent to which I have experienced anything like this in PLCs during
my time as a high school educator. Following is an excerpt from my memos following
Livia’s second interview.
I just can’t seem to relate to this level of collaboration. It sounds good, and I have
been in groups where teachers discuss and seem to collaborate when in the same
meeting space...my experience is that people do what they want when their
classroom door shuts. Need to follow up to ask about examples of teamwork and
collaboration in the next interview.
Also, Mickey’s mention of trusting her fellow travel ambassadors caused me to reflect
upon my past experiences leading study abroad with colleagues from my social studies
department as chaperones. Below is an excerpt from my memo following Mickey’s
second interview.
She mentions that she trusted her colleagues to have her back, to lead/supervise
students in ways that are acceptable to her/she would not have a problem with.
Almost like they act in ways that she would also act. I have also experienced this,
more so with the parents who traveled with their children when I lead study
abroad...interesting because prior to traveling, I did not have solid relationship or
familiarity with these moms and dads who traveled with us (beyond parent-

teacher communication), but we were always able to develop appropriate
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relationships where the parents could and would help out with supervising the

larger group of students, even though they were paying participants and didn’t

have to do so. Need to follow up in the next interview for more detail on

Mickey’s thoughts about how this trust developed.
My personal experience of formal PLCs is supported by DuFour’s (2016) discussion of
the reasons PLCs fail, and the experiences I have include that there was not a significant
shift in thinking about teaching. Rather, we attended meetings set by our administrator,
and when the meeting was observed by the administrator, we worked through the
established agenda with collegiality. If the administrator was not present, we used the
time to vent frustrations, and check in regarding pacing, sharing lessons, and other topics
that would ensure the department’s success. However, multiple travel ambassadors
talked about and provided examples of what they perceived to be trust and actual
collaboration are supported by the literature on characteristics of professional learning
communities (Stoll et al., 2006).
Finding 3: Professional Development and Learning from Study Abroad

A third theme to emerge from the data is that leading study abroad for secondary
students presents educators with learning opportunities through a range of experiences,
anticipated and unanticipated, that arise during study abroad experiences. All participants
in this study talked about key insights from leading study abroad experiences in the
summer of 2024, and veteran travel ambassadors also talked about learning from
previous DCPS Study Abroad trips. Participants also spoke about learning from
international experiences prior to leading study abroad in DCPS. Key insights included

patience and teaching intercultural competence (Byker, 2019; Deardorft, 2006; Malewski
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& Phillion, 2009), cosmopolitan capital (Lindell & Danielsson, 2017), and reflectivity
(Chen et al., 2018), all of which are useful to travel ambassadors within the DCPS Study
Abroad Program and in their classrooms (Biraimah & Jotia, 2013; He et al., 2017; Nero,
2009; Yomantas, 2021).
Intercultural Competence

Intercultural competence is generally defined as “knowledge and skills that enable
people to make increasingly more complex perceptual distinctions about their experience
with cultural difference, and thus to be successful within a wide range of culturally
diverse contexts (Cushner & Change, 2015). Travel ambassadors are queued into
intercultural competence and how to facilitate intercultural competence for the students.
They highlighted their existing intercultural competence in their discussions of the need
to spend time teaching or talking about it. Adam summarized his thoughts on intercultural
competence, saying, “I learned to be a little bit more patient with my
kids...understanding that our kids haven’t experienced a lot...or as much as I think they
should have by now.” Mickey and Livia support this summary by talking about how they
learned that some of their students on study abroad as well as in their classrooms have
never left their neighborhood in D.C., much less crossed a national border. Participants
learned that the students they lead during study abroad will likely need some support
facilitation in learning to navigate their host country’s culture. Morris talked about how
he approached student behavior that he deemed to not be culturally competent while on
the subway mentioning, “students talking in their outside voices” and “expressing
themselves with a classmate, but those expressions that you’re using with a classmate or

someone back home, you can’t use those here.” He recalled from his time in South
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Korea, that Asian cultures in public spaces can tend to be “more tranquil” than in the
U.S., and as such, he tried to instill this for students by having these conversations as
needed while abroad. This is supported by Cushner and Chang (2015) who explain that
“interculturally competent people exhibit flexibility in that they are able to adapt their
behavior and perspectives to the time, place, and circumstances” (p. 167). Livia also
talked about an incident when a student in her group tried to pick a fight with a local
person in their host country, using hostile posturing and language. She and fellow travel
ambassadors quickly pulled the student aside to ascertain the cause for the student’s
behavior and to diffuse the tense situation.

Most literature on intercultural competence development via study abroad is
situated in the context of higher education, whose participants are older and who have
accessed not only institutions of higher education, but are also able to study abroad
during this time. As such, participants’ stories of learning that they need to facilitate
intercultural competence for students aligns with the literature from higher education.
Travel ambassadors have intercultural competence and can identify gaps in this
competence in the students. Furthermore, demographics of those studying abroad in
higher education seem to matter to the development of intercultural competence
(Haskollar & Bagwe, 2023). Specifically, racial and ethnic identity factor into
individuals’ intercultural competence. Haskollar and Bagwe (2022) found “a significant
relationship between intercultural competence and race/ethnicity with minority students
having higher development orientation scores” (p. 44). Literature generally purports that
those who identify as a racial or ethnic minority have “a better sense of cultural self in

majority/minority cultures because they stand out and are reminded of being ‘different.’”
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(Haskollar & Bagwe, 2023; Sorrells, 2016). Not surprisingly, race also emerged as an
aspect of intercultural competence travel ambassadors confronted while abroad. This led
travel ambassadors to reflect upon how to help students navigate instances of racial
discrimination and microaggressions. Michael and Morris reflected upon and told stories
of navigating race and identity while abroad. Morris recalled feel like “the [host] culture
kind of looked at us sideways, a little bit,” because he knows that African American or
Black students do not comprise a large number within the population of students
engaging in study abroad to Asian countries. Michael talked about students in his group
experiencing microaggressions in one of their host countries, but that a fellow travel
ambassador in the group did a wonderful job in leading reflection and discussion to assist
students in processing these experiences.
Cosmopolitan Capital

Because all travel ambassadors have had international experience prior to leading
study abroad in DCPS, they bring cosmopolitan capital (Lindell & Danielsson, 2017) to
the DCPS Study Abroad Program. From navigating international travel and border
crossing to utilizing language skills and other cultural competencies while leading study
abroad, TAs talked about their cosmopolitan capital and how they leveraged it to benefit
the Study Abroad Program. Furthermore, travel ambassadors spoke on their desires to
facilitate cosmopolitan capital for the students. This can be seen as an extension of
Bourdieu’s (1986) social and cultural capitals, manifested as embodied cosmopolitan
capital (Igarashi & Saito, 2014; Lindell & Danielsson, 2017; Weenink, 2008). Livia
mentioned that she reassured students that their extremely disrupted airline experiences

this year were not the typical international experience. This suggests that students’
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experiences were indicative of obtaining cosmopolitan capital as they navigated obstacles
common to travel disruption. Adam told a story about taking students to see a movie
during free time in their host country and learning with the students how to find films
marked “OS, for original script” to determine if the film would be shown in English or
French. Tamara talked about utilizing technology to access local languages for which she
did not have previous ability to speak. Modeling this disposition for students and
integrating technology as assistive to navigating international spaces is likely to be a
trajectory of developing cosmopolitan capital (Mahendra, 2024). Because participants
bring cosmopolitan capital from prior international travel, they advocate studying abroad
for students and their colleagues to obtain cosmopolitan capital.

Similarly, travel ambassadors leveraged cosmopolitan capital gained from leading
study abroad experiences. In their definition of cosmopolitan capital, Lindell and
Danielsson (2017) mention this as drawing upon resources “in order to gain or maintain
their social positions as fields become increasingly transnational” (p. 54). Igarashi and
Saito (2014) further explain that “new educational imperatives have emerged ‘that have
more to do with flexibility and adaptability (for instance, in responding to rapidly
changing work demands and opportunities), with learning how to coexist with others in
diverse (and hence often conflict-riven) public spaces” (p. 227). Taken together,
flexibility, adaptability, openness to cultures and ideas from other places, language
abilities, and knowing how to navigate international travel and spaces comprise travel
ambassadors’ understanding of cosmopolitan capital. For example, Mickey talked about
preparing or coaching students through the types of questions border control agents might

ask when returning from study abroad. She spoke about teaching students how to

180



navigate border control, so they have the skills to confidently and safely move about the
world.

Livia mentioned that she wished she had spent more time “teaching airport
etiquette” or talking to students about not being on “FaceTime when you’re going
through TSA.” While taking a FaceTime call may be acceptable in other public spaces,
doing so while navigating airport security and immigration and border control is typically
frowned upon. Both Adam and Livia talked about not realizing that certain norms and
procedures would need to be taught. Now they are aware of this need, they intend in
future meetings with students to include preparation for transiting to the host countries.
Using greetings and gestures common to the host country’s culture is another aspect of
cosmopolitan capital that Michael sought to facilitate for his students. As a math teacher,
Adam spoke about currency conversion and teaching this skill to all students but
especially highlighting it for study abroad participants in the pre-travel meetings.
Reflexivity

Every year, the cohort of travel ambassadors will have educators who are
completely new to the DCPS Study Abroad Program. Some educators may be entirely
new to leading study abroad programs, having only ever participated in study abroad
during their time in higher education. Because leading study abroad takes collaboration
and teamwork to prepare and facilitate, participants talked about mentoring they either
received or conducted. Chen, Lee, Lin, and Zhang (2018) reinforce mentorship and
reflectivity in their discussion on shared practices as aspects of PLCs. Part of mentorship
is sharing information and knowledge, and in communicating with a fellow travel

ambassador, reflecting upon this information or knowledge and how it was acquired
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(p-252). Less experienced travel ambassadors spoke about seeking out and receiving
mentorship and advice from the more experienced travel ambassadors with whom they
traveled. Livia talked about developing a collegial relationship with the veteran TA in her
group, and that she felt like she learned much from this TA. Adam came to the DCPS
Study Abroad Program valuing mentorship, having recalled several mentors from his
early teaching career in Florida whom he credits as shaping his career as an educator.
Because of this experience, he also talked about relying upon the veteran travel
ambassador in his group as a mentor who helped him understand how to lead study
abroad opportunities for secondary students. Adam recognized in his fellow travel
ambassador the ability to give high-quality, effective advice and mentorship to adults as
well as to students.

Likewise, the more experienced travel ambassadors talked about serving as
unofficial mentors to those leading their first DCPS Study Abroad experience. Michael
spoke about how less experienced travel ambassadors deferred to him, but he also
reinforced to his colleagues that he wanted to create space for every travel ambassador to
feel heard and like they contributed to the program. Mickey mentioned that it is important
to come into a program like DCPS Study Abroad with an open mindset toward learning
because she has been a travel ambassador in a group where openness and communication
did not exist, making the experience difficult for all travel ambassadors. Tamara
supported this idea of openness and reflectivity, speaking about “meeting students where
they are” and questioned fellow travel ambassadors, “Do we give each other that?”
Openness and flexibility seem to be preconditions that pave the way for mentorship and

ultimately reflexivity.
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Finally, travel ambassadors reflected upon anything they would change or do
differently moving forward with the program. This included a heightened attention to the
relationship between the participating students and their parents/guardians during the pre-
travel meetings. Morris mentioned that he will attend to the relationship between the
students and their parents or guardians in pre-travel meetings. Moving forward, Morris
feels like this is something he needs to do to gain a better understanding of the students
he will take abroad. Livia spoke about the parent-child relationship, learning that
communicating with the parents “always worked,” as various situations of managing
student behavior arose while abroad. She also reflected upon how her experiences
communicating with parents was “refreshing” since she was calling and texting regarding
something positive (e.g. study abroad), and this was a nice change of pace from
contacting parents for negative reasons (e.g. grades and behavior).

Most travel ambassadors expressed the desire to spend more time in the pre-travel
meetings instructing students on the host country’s geography and the various aspects of
it like weather and climate, topography, wildlife and nature they might encounter, as well
as the cultural aspects like food, language, religion, and social norms. Adam and Tamara
talked about how they would like students to understand that studying abroad in the
DCPS program is not a vacation, and while the travel ambassadors want students to enjoy
themselves and have fun, they need to make every reasonable effort to be punctual and
complete any work assigned to them. Michael reflected on setting expectations in pre-
travel meetings, acknowledging all students have done to be accepted into the program
and emphasizing the “work™ to be continued while abroad. Michael leverages his

cosmopolitan capital to preview for students and parents what to expect during a study
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abroad experience, and he reflected upon how setting this expectation early and
reinforcing it, helps students engage in learning while abroad. Adam reflected that he
plans to reinforce the idea that studying abroad is like going on a “work trip,” meaning
that it is more than vacation or a time to have fun. He intends to highlight that students
are expected to complete their projects, and to follow all DCPS policies and procedures
while abroad with the program while emphasizing the physical demands of studying
abroad.
Finding 4: Toward Professionalization

The final theme to emerge indicates evidence that educators who lead study
abroad experiences for secondary students exhibit some characteristics similar to
individuals working in other professionalized fields (Buyruk, 2014). The results of this
study suggest that travel ambassadors possess and leverage these characteristics to their
advantage both within the DCPS Study Abroad Program and on their campuses.
Typically, professionalized fields include: a claim to exclusive access to a professional
body of knowledge (Buyruk, 2014; Labaree, 2000), autonomy to conduct work within
their field with collegial oversight rather than external controls (Ingersoll, 2012; Milner,
2013; Wronowski & Urick, 2021), professional status after spending years in higher
education, often followed by long-term internships, and entry restrictions to the
profession set by professionals within the field, rather than by an external body (Buyruk,
2014; Freidson, 1988). Among several participants, some evidence appears to suggest
additional characteristics of professionalization are present, however, evidence is
insufficient to suggest that educators leading study abroad experiences exhibit

characteristics that could be viewed as fully professional or as encompassing all
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professionalized characteristics. Across the data corpus, the evidence suggests that
educators leading study abroad experiences for secondary students possess a professional
body of knowledge (Ginsburg & Magahed, 2009; Labaree, 2000) and autonomy to
conduct work within their field (Ingersoll, 2006; Labaree, 2010; Milner, 2013 Pinar,
2019). Therefore, educators who lead study abroad experiences for secondary students
can be viewed as moving the field of education toward professionalization.
Professional Knowledge

Professional knowledge is typically thought to be knowledge held by a specific,
highly trained group of individuals who also protect and perpetuate their singular hold on
this knowledge (Haug, 1975). Because the public does not have access to this knowledge,
they must consult professionals such as doctors and lawyers. Educators, specifically
schoolteachers, are not typically seen as professionals in the same way as doctors and
lawyers because attendance in a formal school setting, whether public or private, is
compulsory. Requiring the general population to obtain even basic education suggests
that at some point everyone has observed educators at work, implying that the knowledge
educators possess and teach to students is somewhat ordinary, lacking characteristics to
denote it as elite (Labaree, 2000). However, travel ambassadors in the DCPS Study
Abroad Program have certain knowledge identified to be elite, specifically in the form of
cosmopolitan capital (Engel & Gibson, 2022; Lindell & Danielsson, 2017; Weenink,
2008). Cosmopolitan capital is thought to be elite since opportunities to obtain it, such as
participating in study abroad, have historically excluded various racial and ethnic groups
due to financial and other barriers to participation (Igarashi & Saito, 2014). While study

abroad programs have been criticized to privilege the established dominant, socially elite
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classes (Maxwell, 2018; Woolf, 2010), participating travel ambassadors possess various
forms of cosmopolitan capital and leveraged it during their time serving the study abroad
program for not only their benefit but for the benefit of students, in particular students
who are not born into socially elite classes.

Prior to serving as travel ambassadors in the DCPS Study Abroad Program, all
participants had international experiences, placing them in foreign cultures thereby
granting them direct access to new cultures in different places (Engel & Gibson, 2022).
Mickey, Livia, and Michael participated in formal, study abroad programs. Morris and
Adam traveled internationally for work. Tamara traveled to visit family members as she
is a first-generation U.S. citizen on her father’s side of the family. During their time
abroad this year, Adam mentioned learning how to find movies filmed in English also
being shown in English while abroad. Tamara talked about utilizing her GPS and
language translation apps on her smartphone while shopping with students during free
time. Michael talked about helping students to convert and calculate prices in U.S.
dollars. Livia and Morris both talked about experiencing new cultures in their respective
host countries, having never traveled to either place prior to the DCPS Study Abroad
experience. These stories are supported in Weenink’s (2008) description of “mental
predispositions and competencies (savoir faire) which help to engage confidently...” (p.
1092). Participants in this study have embodied cosmopolitan capital allowing them to
successfully lead study abroad experiences for students, and this type of capital
comprises their professional knowledge that is also elite and not widely available to the

public masses in the form of standardized curricula.
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Travel ambassadors also relayed stories of acquiring cosmopolitan capital while
leading study abroad experiences. Mickey told a compelling story about navigating
communication discrepancies from the U.S. Embassy and airline representatives when
she realized there would be a problem getting everyone in the group back to the U.S.
together. They also spoke about leveraging cosmopolitan capital before and during their
study abroad experiences this year. Mickey told stories of leveraging her cosmopolitan to
recruit students to the program. Michael told a sentimental story of drawing upon his love
of opera music to serenade a woman he met while spending a day at the Mediterranean
Sea to meet her. They have been in a committed relationship for more than two years,
having to overcome distance, language, and cultural barriers. He tells this story, and
others, to students to emphasize opportunities that studying abroad can open if students
are willing to participate.

While abroad with students, travel ambassadors talked about leveraging their
cosmopolitan capital in various ways. Mickey contacted the U.S. Embassy in her host
country when she and fellow travel ambassadors discovered a missing travel document.
Michael told a story about mobilizing friends on two different continents to assist in
mitigating an incident of a student not having an entry visa to one of their group’s host
countries. He and Adam both talked about utilizing their language skills in their
respective host countries. Leveraging cosmopolitan capital in these ways can be seen as
part of a “set of socially recognised resources and skills used to navigate in a globalising
world, embodied...” (Lindell & Danielsson, 2017, p. 52). The ability to leverage
cosmopolitan capital to ensure successful study abroad experiences is one way in which

travel ambassadors can ensure their place in future iterations of the program, much like
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ensuring elite status among DCPS educators (Igarashi & Saito, 2014; Weenink, 2008).
Livia supported this by talking about her realization that to become a travel ambassador is
competitive and that there is a group of “alums, people who have been on four or five
trips,” and she expressed her desire to be one of these travel ambassador alumni.
Autonomy

In recent decades, educators have experienced a systematic elimination of their
autonomy. The school standards movement in the 1980s and the school choice movement
of the 1990s, the latter taking on a new life in recent presidential administrations since
2016, has elicited much debate from scholars, a part of which concerns autonomy
educators have (Ingersoll, 2012; Labaree, 2010; Milner, 2013; Pinar, 2019). Labaree
(2010) suggests that the story of education is a paradox, and educators’ autonomy can
also be seen as a paradox. As educators are stripped of autonomy via “narrow, scripted
curricula” (Milner, 2013; Wong, 2006), they are simultaneously expected to “understand
and respond to the sociological composition of the classroom” that is increasingly diverse
(Lash, Akpovo & Cushner, 2022; Luke et al., 2011; Sharma, et al., 2011). Evidence in
this study suggests that travel ambassadors in the DCPS Study Abroad Program have a
level of autonomy their non-travel ambassador colleagues do not. Evidence also shows
how travel ambassadors take agency or display agentic behavior within the Study Abroad
Program. As Lennert da Silva and Melstad (2020) suggest, the definitions of autonomy
and agency overlap. Autonomy emphasizes capacity to reflect and make decisions, either
individually or collectively, that are subject to external constraints, such as district and
state policies and regulations (Gewirtz & Cribb, 2007; Lennert da Silva & Melstad,

2020). Agency focuses on professional action (Erss, 2018) and attends in particular to
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daily work done in the classroom or school, educators’ individual sense-making related to
the work they do, and the local, regional, and national characteristics of education (Biesta
et al., 2015; Priestley et al., 2012).

From their acceptance into the Study Abroad Program, travel ambassadors
interact with the program’s administrators in training, recruit and admit student
participants, and prepare to host pre-travel meetings. Through interactions with program
administrators, travel ambassadors encountered autonomy as the program administrators
outlined roles and responsibilities expected of all travel ambassadors. Adam summarized
concisely saying, “DCPS Admin said, ‘here’s what we think you guys should focus on in
each role,” and then the ball was in our court.” He talked about how they could interpret
and decide based on their needs and the students' needs, the most important criteria and
tasks for each role as well as who would fulfill these roles and how they would do so.
This is supported by Mausethagen & Molstad’s (2015) definition of autonomy where
reflection and decision making include the ability to find and take alternative actions
given the “social, cultural, and material conditions of their working environment, thereby
exercising agency” (Lennert da Silva & Molstad, 2020). Adam further supported this
definition of autonomy when we talked about his fellow TAs deciding that they would
step into and out of the roles as the need arose in real time among the TAs. He said, “I
essentially went through all the roles by the end of the trip.”

The autonomy to configure and manage their roles and responsibilities is also
evident in Michael’s statement, “That all sounds good on paper, but we just did that to
submit it to the Central Office.” His statement encapsulates how Priestley et al. (2012)

describe resistance as a form of agency, specifically when policies or regulations
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seemingly contradict educators’ values and knowledge (Mausethagen & Molstad, 2015).
Michael talked about how the introduction of roles and expectations was not conducive to
his leadership style. By dividing the students amongst themselves, Michael suggested that
each TA must meet all roles and expectations for their smaller group of students,
simultaneously training and inducting first-year TAs through experiential learning.
However, Michael did admit that the Study Abroad Program administrators’ approach
with defined roles and expectations is helpful for beginners as it provides insight into
what they can expect as a travel ambassador. This is supported by Gerwirtz and Cribb’s
(2007) discussion of increasing educators’ agency because official rules, guidance, and
norms will help travel ambassadors to frame and, if necessary, defend the decisions they
make while abroad with students.

While travel ambassadors were expected to use the roles as guidance for
organizing their small groups, travel ambassadors not only have the freedom to choose
their roles, but they also have the autonomy to interpret and apply, or not, these roles in
ways that each travel ambassador can be the most effective. Looking across the
participants, Mickey and Tamara seemed to adhere closely to the outlined roles while
Michael, Adam, Livia, and Morris floated among the roles, helping when needed. Most
travel ambassadors flexibly implemented the roles outlined by program administrators
demonstrating their autonomy and that they act in opposite ways to the “automatons”
Milner (2013) describes concerning educators’ diminishing autonomy.

Additionally, travel ambassadors spoke about how the Study Abroad Program’s
administrators ask for, accept, and implement the feedback they provide in the post-

program survey. All travel ambassadors spoke about this survey in the context of
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reapplying to the DCPS Study Abroad Program, but they also talked about how much
detail is asked of them regarding what they learned, what worked and what might need
improvement, and other suggestions travel ambassadors might have. Mickey spoke about
how the program administrators consider travel ambassadors’ feedback on the study
abroad provider with whom DCPS contracts in the following years. Morris talked about
how the post-program survey questions require intensive reflection and long, thorough
answers. Adam was impressed with the level of consideration given to feedback provided
by travel ambassadors. He talked about how he loved that administrators are open to
receiving feedback and how unlike other in-service training he has attended, that “it
didn’t take them two to three years, they literally, the next year, make the changes” based
on feedback. Not only does this reinforce administrative confidence in travel
ambassadors’ professional knowledge, but it also creates an environment of autonomy
wherein travel ambassadors contribute directly to the structure and implementation of the
Study Abroad Program. In this way, travel ambassadors can be seen as “professionalized
employees” with a degree of “control and autonomy approaching that of senior
management [i.e. DCPS Study Abroad Program administrators] when it comes to
organizational decisions surrounding their work™ (Ingersoll & Collins, 2017, p. 80).

In terms of the professional learning community among travel ambassadors,
autonomy is evident in how the travel ambassadors determine how their small groups
operate and when and how to share best practices and other professional knowledge.
While the DCPS Study Abroad Program administrators protect the time and provide
space for convening professional learning communities, travel ambassadors drive the

PLC directly when meeting and indirectly in their feedback to the program’s
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administrators. Program administrators protecting the time and space for the formation of
the PLC is supported in the literature (Crowther, 2001; Owen, 2014; Spillane, 2006). By
allowing travel ambassadors the autonomy to direct the PLC, DCPS administrators foster
an environment for collaboration and active participation to take place, and this
empowerment shows the autonomy travel ambassadors have in the DCPS Study Abroad
Program (Louis et al, 1995; Stoll, Fink, & Earl, 2003). Educators talked about this
autonomy in terms of deciding which roles they would fulfill. Adam spoke about being
the communications travel ambassador, saying, “I picked up the one for communicating
with the parents, as you know, I love talking.” Livia also talked about how originally, she
volunteered to be in the role of handling the money, but when this was assigned to the
veteran travel ambassador in her group, she pivoted to the communications lead. She
spoke about being pleasantly surprised this was a positive experience. For Livia, this shift
in roles may not directly signal autonomy, however, she discovered a new form of
autonomy in developing her communication skills as she learned with the veteran travel
ambassador in her group the effectiveness of open communication with parents, an
autonomy she plans to take advantage of in the future.

Finally, the requisite decision-making involved in leading study abroad demands
a high level of autonomy as travel ambassadors navigate complex situations, nuanced
with a mixture of cultures, policies, and a diverse group of individuals. Generally,
decision-making and control belong to administrators (Ingersoll & Collins, 2017).
However, when DCPS Study Abroad Program administrators do not travel with the
program, the educators leading study abroad must make decisions and act in the best

interest of the group and individual students as needs arise. Mickey talked about
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mitigating food and drink options at scheduled meals as well as making the decision to
stay behind with a student who did not have a required travel document to return to the
United States. Because she initiated contact between the student’s parents, the U.S.
Embassy, the airlines, and DCPS administrators, she made the decision to stay until the
issue of disrupted travel was resolved even though she was not the original travel
ambassador designated to stay behind should the need arise. Michael also encountered
similar decisions within his group when a student lacked an entry visa. Tamara talked
about “doing what came naturally” to her, and conversed with students, organized group
photos, and made decisions on how to spend her group’s discretionary funds. Adam,
Mickey, Morris, and Tamara talked about finding activities to fill students’ free time
outside of scheduled activities and supervising those outings. While all travel
ambassadors talked about the roles they chose at the outset of the program, all travel
ambassadors also talked about navigating between the different roles, further
emphasizing their autonomy within the program.

Despite the evidence of autonomy across the data corpus, it is situated outside the
traditional four walls of the classroom and approved curriculum. As such, the autonomy
educators experience within the DCPS Study Abroad Program does not necessarily
extend to educators’ classrooms and campuses. However, educators’ autonomy and
professional knowledge are reinforced by the DCPS Central Office and ultimately the
State Board of Education in the continued support and funding of the Study Abroad

Program.
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Evidence of Continued Deprofessionalization

While educators leading study abroad communicated evidence toward
professionalization, further work to fully professionalize is needed. Much of the evidence
suggesting continued deprofessionalization found within the DCPS Study Abroad
Program seems to be a result of the educators working within the broader context of a
deprofessionalized field. Travel ambassadors articulated aspects of deprofessionalization
in addition to the above data that suggests leading study abroad moves toward
professionalization for a specific subset of educators.

Position as a Trade or Craft. To address bias and to present the data as it
appears across all participants, evidence of continued deprofessionalization of educators
can be found within the DCPS Study Abroad Program and among the educators who
serve it as travel ambassadors. All travel ambassadors in this study have international
experiences and accumulated cosmopolitan capital. They value these experiences and the
benefits studying abroad and international travel have wrought. Having a global
orientation toward what they do as educators along with professional knowledge in the
form of cosmopolitan capital, travel ambassadors may tend to “render what they do
invisible” (Buchanan, 2020, p. 7). Good travel ambassadors, like good teachers, move
fluidly in preparation for and execution of studying abroad. Livia and Adam spoke about
intentionally seeking veteran travel ambassadors’ mentorship. The more experienced
travel ambassadors reflected upon lessons learned from prior experiences leading study
abroad, but do not necessarily outline this knowledge and their decision-making
processes to new travel ambassadors unless asked. While they highlight their openness to

continue learning and share what they have learned, veteran TAs, regardless of their
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accumulated experience and knowledge, are not formally asked to induct and mentor
first-year TAs, creating a condition where the veterans make leading study abroad look
easy or like anyone can do it after observing the veterans (Labaree, 2000; Lortie, 1975).

Furthermore, educators choose roles outlined by the DCPS Study Abroad
Program administrators, and while they have the autonomy to interpret and enact these
roles, participants shared stories from their previous experiences leading study abroad
when fellow travel ambassadors did not make efforts to communicate and collaborate,
creating difficult, often confrontational working environments while abroad. Placing
travel ambassadors in groups of mixed levels of experience, with at least one veteran TA
per group, was the only formal indicator from program administrators that travel
ambassadors could or should collaborate not only to fulfill roles associated with leading
study abroad but to share their knowledge, demystify the procedures and expectations,
and lead their colleagues.

Professional Knowledge. Regarding cosmopolitan capital as elite, professional
knowledge educators have and obtain in the Study Abroad Program, travel ambassadors
talked about facilitating cosmopolitan capital for the students they lead. Michael talked
about teaching students to use greetings in the local language, and Mickey talked about
teaching students to navigate international travel. Livia, Tamara, Morris, and Adam
talked about helping students to understand social norms both domestically and
internationally, especially when students have little prior exposure to international
destinations and cultures. Travel ambassadors seek to help students obtain cosmopolitan

capital, and in a sense, develop cosmopolitan skills in the students, thereby not protecting
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their ownership of these skills and knowledge the way traditional professions seek to do
(Brownlee et al., 2024; Haug, 1975; Kerr, 1987; Labaree 2000).

Credentials and Licensing. Travel ambassadors also spoke about their entry into
teaching. Of the six educators interviewed in this study, only Adam majored in education
as an undergraduate before becoming a licensed educator. The other five participants
described the alternative paths to education they took which included Mickey and Livia
pursuing graduate programs offering a pathway to certification. Morris, Michael, and
Tamara spoke about being fast-tracked in their employment with DCPS that included
hiring and then training as they worked in the classroom prior to achieving full
certification. This ratio of traditionally trained educators within the DCPS Study Abroad
Program is reflective of broader trends in education in the United States (Cochran-Smith
& Villegas, 2015; Milner, 2013; Wronowski, 2021). That most travel ambassadors did
not undergo rigorous academic training followed by extensive internship is evidence of
continued deprofessionalization in education. Additionally, the only requirement for
becoming a travel ambassador is having had previous international experience regardless
of the type or duration of that experience. International experiences in the forms of family
vacation or visitation, formal study abroad experiences, and professional experiences
abroad do not appear to be overtly distinguishable in terms of selecting travel
ambassadors as any international experience is desirable to having had none.

Induction and Mentoring. Literature has explored the education and preparation
teachers undergo for entering the classroom and found that time spent in the classroom,
educating students results in more learning and development than does time spent in

formal, teacher preparation programs (Labaree, 1992; Lortie, 1975). Educators
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experience an “abrupt separation from professional mentoring” after short student-
teaching experiences if enrolled in traditional preparation programs while those in
alternative certification programs often go into the classroom while earning their
credentials (Labaree, 1992, p.140). In their early years, educators are isolated in
classrooms and expected to render student achievement to the same level as more
experienced colleagues (Ingersoll, 2012; Reeves et al., 2022). Similarly, travel
ambassadors experience similar conditions when they first enter the Study Abroad
Program and are left to seek mentorship from more experienced travel ambassadors. No
formal training program or mentorship exists for first-year travel ambassadors within the
DCPS Study Abroad Program, and participants spoke about either actively seeking
mentors within the program or being approached as a mentor.
Conceptual Framework Updates and Discussion

Based on the findings from this study, the conceptual framework introduced in
earlier chapters needed updates. Originally, the conceptual framework centered a globally
oriented professional learning community (PLC) and the sense-making that occurred with
it. The PLC is situated within the larger context of deprofessionalization within which
educators work. The first update to the conceptual framework (Figure 5.1) below centers
the DCPS Study Abroad Program, within which educators leading study abroad make-
sense of work. The Study Abroad Program with its globally oriented PLC remains
situated within the larger context of deprofessionalization.

Centering the DCPS Study Abroad Program allows for the discussion of sense-
making within the Study Abroad Program and globally oriented professional learning

community (PLC) is nested within the sense-making framework and the study abroad
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program as well as within the larger, deprofessionalized context of education.
Additionally, the original conceptual framework did not accurately reflect the central
administration of the Study Abroad Program. Central administration of the Study Abroad
Program is a key structural feature that allows for the formation of the globally oriented
professional learning community since the formal program provides the space and time
for educators to collaborate and build trust as they work toward a common goal through
various activities related to practice (Stoll et al., 2006). Making this change pulls all
educators into the globally oriented PLC who are travel ambassadors within the Study
Abroad Program, regardless of their participation in this study. Most participants spoke
about their fellow travel ambassadors who did not participate in the study, yet who
contributed to the participants’ sense-making and participation in a globally oriented
PLC.

Another change made to the graphic is to pull the emergent themes into the levels
of cognition. Of the themes discovered within the data corpus, the characteristics of
PLCs, aspects of deprofessionalization, and travel ambassadors’ motivations to advocate
for studying abroad can be seen at the different levels of cognition rather than as
unattached to anything, seemingly to float around a PLC. This allows each theme to be a
part of the understanding the meaning educators make of leading study abroad within a
centrally administered program with like-minded educators who form a globally oriented
PLC. This change allows a central focus to be on the sense-making process at the
individual and situated levels of cognition as well as the role that larger, DCPS policies

play in educators’ sense-making (Engel & Siczek, 2017; Spillane et al., 2002).
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Furthermore, the aspects of professionalism that travel ambassadors embody and
enact are pulled into the sense-making framework within the Study Abroad Program.
These aspects still exist beyond the Study Abroad Program, constituting the more
common conditions of deprofessionalization within which travel ambassadors work at
their home campuses. Educators serving as travel ambassadors in the DCPS Study
Abroad Program exhibit professional knowledge (Labaree, 2000) and autonomy (Milner,
2013) within the program, and these contribute to their sense-making in the globally
oriented PLC.

Figure 5.1 Toward Professionalization
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deprofessionalization that participants counter via their sense-making.
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Discussion: Making Sense of a Globally Oriented PLC

Individual Cognition. In their original framework, Spillane, Reiser, and Reimer
(2002) describe the individual level of cognition to include prior knowledge, experiences,
values, and emotions. These converge to facilitate individual understanding and meaning
making. Among the events, people, places, and institutions that make up individuals’
prior knowledge, experiences, values, emotions, and having international experiences can
contribute intercultural competence (Byker, 2019; Deardorff, 2006; Malewski & Phillion,
2009) and lead to reflexivity (Chen et al., 2018). Whether these international experiences
were study abroad opportunities, family visitations, or work related, outcomes associated
with studying abroad emerged across the data that included personal growth, self-concept
clarity, intercultural competence, a more profound connection to their community, and
identity development (Adam et al., 2018; Deardorft, 2006; Dolby, 2004, 2007; Salisbury
et al., 2013). As shown in the participant profiles in the previous chapter, all participants
had international experiences prior to serving the Study Abroad Program as travel
ambassadors. As such, various benefits and effects of these experiences influence the way
individual travel ambassadors make sense of leading study abroad opportunities for
students. Participants recalled a variety of experiences and knowledge gained via their
international experiences that can be attributed to developing intercultural competencies,
such as honing language skills, learning about social norms and institutions, exposure and
deepened appreciation to art and architecture, and reflexivity Chen et al., 2018). All
participants value their previous international experiences, and because of this,
participants remain motivated to serve as travel ambassadors and advocate for the

continuation of the Study Abroad Program in DCPS.
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Another aspect added to Spillane, Resier, and Reimer’s (2002) individual level of
cognition is cosmopolitan capital. At the individual level, cosmopolitan capital includes
“propensity to engage in globalizing social arenas...comprises bodily and mental
predispositions and competencies (savoir faire) to engage confidently in such arenas”
(Weenink, 2008, p. 1092). Furthermore, individuals’ cosmopolitan capital can be thought
of as “a set of socially recognised resources and skills used to navigate in a globalising
world” (Lindell & Danielsson, 2017, p. 52).The development of cosmopolitan capital is
also considered an outcome of study abroad (Bamberger, 2020; Biihlmann, David, &
Mach, 2013; Engel & Gibson, 2022; Igarashi & Saito, 2014; Weenink, 2008). Travel
ambassadors spoke about knowing how to navigate international travel, utilizing
language skills while abroad, and adapting to social norms in host countries, both during
their international experiences prior to and within the DCPS Study Abroad Program.
Cosmopolitan capital therefore influences individual participants’ sense-making within
the Study Abroad Program as well as showcases it as part of their elite, professional
knowledge (Engel & Gibson, 2022; Igarashi & Saito, 2014; Lindell & Danielsson, 2017;
Weenink, 2008). In this way, travel ambassadors individually possess and build upon
cosmopolitan capital as elite, professional knowledge countering the
deprofessionalization they experience outside the DCPS Study Abroad Program.

Finally, autonomy becomes part of the individual level of cognition as travel
ambassadors exercise it as they serve the Study Abroad Program. The ability to exercise
autonomy is expected of them. Ingersoll and Collins (2017) describe autonomy as control
and freedom in organizational decisions regarding their work (p. 80). Beginning with

international experiences prior to serving the DCPS Study Abroad Program, travel
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ambassadors talked about developing their autonomy as they navigated foreign spaces to
enhance their learning and personal development. Building upon this autonomy, travel
ambassadors encounter complex situations while leading students during study abroad
and have a foundational understanding of the autonomy they can and should exercise for
the benefit of students’ experiences as well as their own. Travel ambassadors spoke about
important decisions made in real-time when the opportunity to collaborate with
colleagues was not available, particularly when they faced disrupted travel for a variety
of reasons. Also, travel ambassadors annually provide detailed feedback to program
administrators that is considered and implemented as administrators are able. Because
they confidently exercise their autonomy as travel ambassadors, this is a second point that
counters the deprofessionalization they otherwise experience as educators.

Situated Cognition. This level of cognition involves a context beyond location
that includes social and professional contexts as “constituting elements” (Spillane et al.,
2002, p. 389). The DCPS Study Abroad Program is one such professional context as an
extracurricular program that takes place outside the traditional school year during
summer break. Within the program, a globally oriented, professional learning community
(PLC) of like-minded educators share the common experience of leading study abroad
opportunities. Within this PLC, travel ambassadors develop trust (Baecher & Chung,
2020) among educators with whom they are previously unfamiliar to ensure collaboration
(Stoll et al., 2006) as they work toward a common goal by participating in activities
related to the practice of leading successful study abroad trips for students. Participants’
discussion of these aspects ranges from “traveling, living, and learning together”

(Baecher & Chung, 2020) to focusing on how to help students attain the resources and
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skills necessary to navigating an increasingly interconnected world (Lindell &
Danielsson, 2017; Spires et al., 2017). Participants described their roles within the PLC
but ultimately facilitated other roles and fulfilled other responsibilities as they
collaborated while abroad. Sometimes this happened in official settings like training
sessions and pre-travel meetings, and other times this happened via text message or
informal conversations while walking between scheduled activities while

abroad. Furthermore, participants talked about their experiences educating students in a
different context from their classrooms. Participants understand their careers in terms of
what it means to be a teacher in the Washington, D.C. public school system. Removing
educators from this context and sending them to destinations abroad with a group of
students alters their understanding of what being an educator means. Beyond curricular
standards and administrative expectations, educators focus more wholistically on their
students as well as relating their professional identities to others from different campuses
with potentially different professional identities.

A second addition to situated cognition is cosmopolitan capital. Given that one
must interact with people and places to obtain this blend of social and cultural capital
(Carroll, 2021; Igarashi & Saito, 2014), cosmopolitan capital attainment is part of
situated cognition as travel ambassadors draw upon their existing cosmopolitan capital
and leverage it in new contexts during study abroad. Some participants spoke about
leveraging their cosmopolitan capital when taking students through airports and obtaining
necessary travel documents for students before and during their time abroad, involving
multiple people employed with airline companies, representatives of several national

governments, DCPS administrators, and students’ parents. Travel ambassadors encounter
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a variety of nuanced situations leading study abroad that require the knowledge and skills
associated with cosmopolitan capital to ensure the study abroad experiences remain on
track and everyone returns home safely.

A final addition to situated cognition includes reflexivity (Chen et al., 2018) and
autonomy (Ingersoll, 2003; Milner, 2013). Chen et al. (2018) describe “reflective
practices” and “reflective dialogue” in their discussion of PLCs as occurring among
educators with a collective focus (p. 252). All travel ambassadors spoke about leading
study abroad experiences for students as motivation to serve the program because they
have reflected upon their previous international experiences. They also spoke about
finding a group of like-minded, globally oriented educators with whom they feel
connected. This connection meant that they were able to develop relationships that
fostered collaboration in the form of sharing knowledge with each other, often resulting
in reflections on lessons learned and applied to leading study abroad experiences.
Autonomy to make decisions and act upon them while abroad involves collaboration and
agreement among travel ambassadors in the PLC. In extreme cases, travel ambassadors
may act individually, but all participants talked about the perceived best practice as
keeping communication open so decisions can be made for which there is a consensus
among the PLC. Being able to effectively communicate while also being able to listen
and engage with openness reflects evidence of professional characteristics travel
ambassadors embody within the Study Abroad Program, countering the broader context
of deprofessionalization.

Role of Representation. In the third level of Spillane, Reiser, and Reimer’s

(2002) sense-making framework, Siczek and Engel (2017) describe policy measures,
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documents, and media to be interpreted, implemented, or applied to educators’ work. The
DCPS Study Abroad Program is guided by state-level policies with established goals for
all students in DCPS (District of Columbia Public Schools, 2024) and program-specific
targets (DCPS Global Education, n.d.). Travel ambassadors’ demonstrate a keen
awareness of these and enhance their facilitation for students via the professional
knowledge of cosmopolitan capital they embody. Further, travel ambassadors can
leverage this professional knowledge through the autonomy they have within the Study
Abroad Program. DCPS’ current DCPS Five Year Strategic Plan: A Capital Commitment
2023-2028, outlines an “equity imperative” that guides three strategic priorities and
action-oriented initiatives, including “succeeding academically” and “connected to
schools” (District of Columbia Public Schools, 2024). In terms of the “equity
imperative,” attention is given to supporting “Black and Hispanic/Latino students,
students receiving special education services, and multilingual learners” (District of
Columbia Public Schools, 2024). The DCPS Study Abroad Program centers students
considered to be furthest from the opportunity to study abroad based on several
demographic characteristics, including racial and ethnic identity and F.A.R.M. (Free and
Reduced Price Meals) status (Free and Reduced Price Meals, n.d.), and as such this
program embodies the equity imperative of DCPS. Tamara spoke specifically about her
advocacy for students in the Study Abroad Program who receive special education
services and her ability to help fellow travel ambassadors to better understand and
provide appropriate support while abroad. Several travel ambassadors talked about

encountering race while abroad and that moving forward, they would spend time
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facilitating discussions with students about encountering racial identity on future study
abroad trips.

Further aligning with the Five-Year Plan, working toward increased literacy the
Study Abroad Program offers students the opportunity to leverage world languages, both
that they study and already speak in addition to English. The DCPS Social and Emotional
Learning Standards (Dermody et al., 2022; District Announces First Social and
Emotional Learning Standards to Be Implemented Across All Public Schools, n.d.)
outline targets for DCPS students to learn and apply “knowledge, skills and attitudes to
develop healthy identities, manage emotions, achieve personal and collective goals, feel
and show empathy for others, establish and maintain supportive relationships and make
responsible and caring decisions” (District of Columbia Social and Emotional Learning
Standards, 2024, p.2). The Study Abroad Program offers students the opportunity to learn
and apply these aspects of social emotional learning. Travel ambassadors spoke about
teaching conflict resolution and spending more time on team-building activities prior to
going abroad with the students. Morris talked specifically about attending to the parent-
student relationship in the pre-travel meetings so that he might be aware of additional
support students may need in managing their emotions in the unfamiliar environment
studying abroad provides. Mickey talked about advising students with whom they should
connect when she heard students talking about future plans. Livia talked about working
with students to collectively manage behavior expectations during study abroad and
bringing parents into the process as much as possible. In this way, travel ambassadors
understand the policies of DCPS, and these policies are reflected in travel ambassadors’

understanding and experiences leading study abroad.
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In addition to the district-wide policies, the Office of Global Education has the
mission to create globally competent DCPS graduates. A globally competent graduate is
defined as “an inquisitive, informed and active global citizen who investigates the world,
recognizes perspectives, communicates ideas, and takes action” (DCPS Global
Education, n.d). As part of creating informed and active global citizens, Mickey spoke at
length on leveraging her own and helping students to leverage their burgeoning
cosmopolitan capital from the Study Abroad Program. Other travel ambassadors spoke
about gaining a better understanding of how much or how little students in the program
have experienced prior to studying abroad. Therefore, the travel ambassadors talked
about spending more time to educate students on global travel, the host country’s culture,
and to ensure that they, as travel ambassadors, work to understand and relate to students’
culture and perspectives, modeling the dispositions essential to building global
competence.

Finally, travel ambassadors spoke about the roles they chose and fulfilled in the
program and how they were afforded the autonomy to make decisions and act. While
travel ambassadors spoke about having the autonomy to fulfill their responsibilities when
leading study abroad, evidence in the data corpus suggests that in fulfilling these roles
and responsibilities, travel ambassadors drew upon their understanding of all DCPS
policies. Because travel ambassadors operate within a district-wide program and the roles
have been loosely outlined by program administrators, the degree to which travel
ambassadors have and can exercise autonomy appears to be less than the degree of
autonomy other professionals exercise. However, Adam explained that the roles were

defined to be what administrators thought was important and that how travel ambassadors
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implemented or supplemented them was flexible. Michael spoke about how he and his
fellow travel ambassadors picked roles, but that they chose to lead study abroad in their
own way, creating their own roles, tasks, and small groups of students to chaperone.
Michael has been a travel ambassador with DCPS Study Abroad longer than Adam, and
this may account for the difference in degree to which each expressed feeling
autonomous. Regardless of this, all travel ambassadors spoke about stepping into
different roles, not strictly keeping to those they picked prior to travel, and this showcases
autonomy in interpreting and adhering to DCPS policies.

Travel ambassadors also spoke about their roles in the recruitment, application,
and admission process for students. All travel ambassadors recruit students using
materials provided by DCPS administrators. They also review and rank student
applications and conduct interviews of student applicants. Based on travel ambassadors’
ranking of applications and recommendations from interviews, their autonomy and
professional knowledge is recognized by program administrators making the final
decision in student acceptance. Upon returning from abroad, travel ambassadors take a
post-program survey wherein they supply administrators with insights from the
experience and recommendations for program improvement. Adam and other travel
ambassadors talked about how they appreciate that administrators read the surveys
because they can see when changes and suggestions are implemented based on their
survey responses, further acknowledging travel ambassadors’ professional knowledge
and autonomy. Summarily, DCPS policies are shaped by travel ambassadors whose

understanding is in turn shaped by these same policies.
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Conclusions

Based on the stories educators told of leading study abroad opportunities in the
DCPS Study Abroad Program three conclusions are presented. These arose in a thematic
analysis of the data and were synthesized within the context of deprofessionalization and
sense-making framework. Together they address the main research question: What
meaning do educators make of working within a globally oriented professional learning
community?
1. Educators who lead study abroad experiences for secondary students are
advocates for studying abroad.
2. Educators’ professional learning and development from leading study abroad in a
centrally administered program lay the foundation for the development of a
globally oriented professional learning community.
3. Of the various characteristics that qualify a field as professional, secondary
educators leading study abroad experiences exhibit some of those characteristics,
including ownership of professional knowledge and autonomy to make and act
upon decisions and within the context of the DCPS Study Abroad Program.
Conclusion 1: Advocates for Studying Abroad

As educators seek globally oriented opportunities within their careers, whether it
is in the form of professional development or involvement in extracurricular activities,
motivation to do so typically stems from previous international and multicultural
experiences. Having experienced the benefits of international travel via study abroad,
family visits, and for work in previous careers, educators are drawn to programs with a

global orientation and seek opportunities for their students to experience such benefits.
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Furthermore, educators promote these programs for their students. Such benefits include
personal growth, cultural competency, more profound connections to one’s community,
and identity development are known outcomes of studying abroad in higher education
(Adam et al., 2018; Bain & Yaklin, 2019; Kuh, 2012; Raby, Ward, & Rhoades, 2021).
Travel ambassadors echoed much of this literature when discussing their experiences as
participants in study abroad prior to serving as travel ambassadors. Travel ambassadors
shared stories of personal growth, cultural competency, and identity development from
their previous international experiences as well as throughout their time serving the
DCPS Study Abroad Program. They also talked about cosmopolitan capital, directly
naming language acquisition and use, the ability to navigate the logistics of international
travel, and leveraging this capital upon return from studying abroad. Travel ambassadors
added that, because they have experienced these outcomes, they desire to help students
realize these outcomes for themselves, oftentimes at an earlier age than many travel
ambassadors had the opportunity themselves. All travel ambassadors talked about the key
insights they gleaned from this year’s program that they plan to implement in the future.
This signals professional learning along with a desire to continue to provide students with
study abroad opportunities through this program. Many travel ambassadors seek
additional ways to support the program from helping revise preparatory materials for
students and taking time to help conduct admissions interviews. Through their words and
actions, educators serving as travel ambassadors advocate for DCPS students to
participate in and benefit from studying abroad.

In terms of deprofessionalization, travel ambassadors actively seek to engage

students in the Study Abroad Program, often extolling the benefits of studying abroad and
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using their stories and stories from program alumni as examples of receiving and
leveraging the benefits to be reaped through studying abroad. In this way, travel
ambassadors counter the narrative of deprofessionalization that positions teaching as a
trade or craft, often keeping decision-making and planning invisible to recipients of
education (Labaree, 2000; Lortie, 1975). Additionally, travel ambassadors impart key
decisions, strategic plans, and elite knowledge to students, their parents, and to fellow
travel ambassadors. In keeping with the functionalist understanding of professionalism
(Yeom & Ginsburg, 2007), specifically that professionals possess but do not share or
disclose their professional knowledge to those outside the profession (Brownless et al.,
2024; Keer, 1987), participants reinforced the prevailing narrative of
deprofessionalization in their advocacy for studying abroad as they highlighted their
cosmopolitan capital to recruit students and their parents to the program. Participants
went further in suggesting to parents and students that studying abroad would allow the
participating students the opportunity to acquire cosmopolitan capital to leverage for their
benefit in the future. Overall, in their advocacy for studying abroad, educators who serve
as travel ambassadors take steps to counter the narrative of deprofessionalization while
also perpetuating it to some degree.
Conclusion 2: Creating a PLC by and for educators

Educators’ professional learning and development from leading study abroad in a
centrally administered program lays the foundation for the development of a globally
oriented professional learning community (PLC). The typical PLC is a group of educators
who share and reflect upon their practices and learning and who collaborate to promote

growth both for themselves and their students (Stoll et al., 2006). A common
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misconception of the PLC is that it is a reform meant to be a quick fix to declining school
performance (Patterson, 2006). The PLC is less a recipe for success and more a
“conceptual framework for transforming schools at all levels” (DuFour, 2016, p. 155).
Imagining the PLC as a framework, it is evident that educators leading study abroad for
DCPS students experience and enact the characteristics of a professional learning
community.

While travel ambassadors did not directly label themselves as a PLC, they talked
extensively about trust, collaboration, participation in activities related to practice, and
their shared goal of facilitating enriching study abroad experiences as well as program
continuation (Huijboom, 2020). The uniqueness of the PLC among DCPS Study Abroad
travel ambassadors is that its formation is driven from the bottom up, seemingly
organically, with most learning and leadership coming from educators within this PLC
rather than as a top-down, administrative initiative. Administrators of the program listen
to and implement educators’ suggestions for program improvement, suggest roles and
responsibilities for travel ambassadors, and they protect meeting and planning time for
travel ambassadors. However, there is a sense of ownership of the program among travel
ambassadors. Additionally, participants expressed collegiality that was not contrived
(Hargreaves & O’Connor, 2018), and all expressed that they cared about the success of
the program as well as its continuation. These feelings and the professional environment
they create exists beyond the classroom walls and traditional curricular and educational
spaces suggests a professional learning community as originally imagined as a

framework (DuFour, 2016).
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Another unique aspect of the PLC among travel ambassadors is that membership
is fluid from year to year. Travel ambassadors may need to step away from the program
for personal reasons, or another school will have more applicants accepted, leading to a
different travel ambassador serving the program. Despite this fluidity in membership, the
defining characteristics of the PLC remain intact. This can be attributed, to some degree,
to the role of DCPS policies that also guide the PLC. However, new travel ambassadors
share a global orientation and motivation to facilitate study abroad for their students like
their veteran colleagues.

Conclusion 3: Toward Professionalization

Finally, the third conclusion to be drawn from this study is that of the various
characteristics qualifying a field as professional, secondary educators who lead study
abroad exhibit ownership of professional knowledge and autonomy to make and act upon
decisions within the context of the DCPS Study Abroad Program. These are two of the
five characteristics of deprofessionalization for which travel ambassadors seemingly
present counter-narratives. Their professional knowledge encompasses their post-
secondary education, training while in-service, and perhaps the most elite aspect of their
professional knowledge is cosmopolitan capital. Travel ambassadors have acquired
cosmopolitan capital, which historically is reproduced within society to secure and
maintain privileged positions (Raby et al., 2021; Weenink, 2007). This type of capital is
not readily available to all members of society (Biihlmann et al. 2013; Igarashi & Saito,
2014), including educators. That travel ambassadors acquired cosmopolitan capital prior
to serving the DCPS Study Abroad Program sets them apart from their peers in their

schools. This capital is also a motivating factor that attracts them to the DCPS Study
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Abroad Program. Working with a group of educators who embody this same capital also
fosters the development of a globally oriented PLC. However, cosmopolitan capital is
somewhat of a requirement for administrators to consider and accept an educator as a
travel ambassador into the program. Leading secondary students who themselves have
likely not ventured beyond the D.C. metropolitan area is not an ideal setting in which to
acquire cosmopolitan capital if an educator does not already embody the cosmopolitan
skills and dispositions needed to facilitate study abroad. While DCPS Study Abroad
Program administrators are not discriminatory in their acceptance of educators into the
program, they are aware of the professional knowledge and demands of such a program
and accept educators best suited to meeting the program’s and students’ needs.

Travel ambassadors also possess a degree of autonomy that exists predominantly
within the context of the Study Abroad Program. As previously discussed, all travel
ambassadors have stories of instances and situations that required them to problem solve
in real-time, doing their best to collaborate with stakeholders back in the U.S. Decisions
that travel ambassadors make are generally guided by their understanding of DCPS
policies, program-specific expectations, but travel ambassadors also must draw upon their
cosmopolitan capital, previous international experiences, and insights from working in
the DCPS school system to navigate the oftentimes unique situations that can arise while
traveling internationally with inexperienced students. Since parents and program
administrators do not travel in the program, travel ambassadors are trusted to make
decisions in the best interest of the personal safety and learning for their group and to

consider unique circumstances as they arise while abroad. Travel ambassadors spoke of
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feeling supported by program administrators, thereby, giving them the confidence to act
autonomously within the program.

However, travel ambassadors do not fully counter the prevailing
deprofessionalization endemic to U.S. public education. Predominantly, it appears that
while they possess cosmopolitan capital, educators’ desire to impart this same capital to
the students they lead can be seen as giving away their elite, professional knowledge,
antithetical to the protection that other professional fields have regarding their
knowledge. Furthermore, while travel ambassadors experience a relatively high degree of
autonomy within the Study Abroad Program, it is not clear that this autonomy is
transferable to contexts beyond it, for example, the classroom or the curriculum they
teach. Additionally, five of the six participants entered the field of education via
alternative routes. While having post-secondary education in fields outside of education
can be an asset in the secondary classroom, historically, the alternative routes to
certification and licensure are argued to contribute to the deprofessionalization of
educators, despite efforts of traditional educator preparation programs to strengthen their
programs via rigorous screening and program requirements (Humphrey & Wechsler,
2007). That most participating travel ambassadors fall into the first category can be said
to be further evidence of the deprofessionalization of educators. Finally, while all travel
ambassadors spoke about providing or receiving mentorship, sometimes both at different
times in the program, there is no formal mandate or program to induct new travel
ambassadors. Mentorship and induction programs are a characteristic of other
professional fields as newly minted professionals begin their professional journey. This is

to ensure quality professional development and to maintain professional status.
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Contrastingly, educators in the classroom enter the classroom with the same job
performance expectations as that of their 20- to 30-year colleagues with minimal pay
differences. The same can be said for the travel ambassadors. Whether they previously
led study abroad in a different school system, or if they participated in study abroad more
than ten years prior to becoming a travel ambassador, educators are expected to perform
the roles and fulfill the responsibilities inherent in leading study abroad for secondary
students. Any mentorship or guidance received or given appears to be initiated by
educators seeking it. While this is a key feature of a reimagined, bottom-up professional
learning community, it can also be argued to be further evidence that educators are not
fully professional. Ultimately, there is more to explore regarding how educators leading
study abroad can move the needle toward further professionalization of their chosen
career.
Implications and Future Research

Further examination of educators’ perspectives of deprofessionalization were not
explored directly with participants. As such, more directed questions about
deprofessionalization and how educators view themselves as professionals could be used
to better understand the DCPS context and the degree to which educators in the school
system feel that they have been deprofessionalized. Then more in-depth discussion and
reflection could follow about the DCPS Study Abroad Program context and educators’
perceptions of deprofessionalization within its unique context. In being more purposeful
about asking educators to reflect upon their professional status both within and outside of
the DCPS Study Abroad Program, more insight will be gained regarding the

deprofessionalization of educators. A comparative study of educators’ perspectives
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within the various contexts in which they work could shed more light on
deprofessionalization in education. Such work might also produce a more nuanced
understanding if it was longitudinal as educators’ perspectives are likely to evolve over
the course of their careers and involvement in the DCPS Study Abroad Program.

Approaching the travel ambassadors’ perceptions of leading study abroad as a
form of Social Reproduction is not explicitly explored in this study. However, educators
seek to facilitate cosmopolitan capital for their students, whom they perceive as lacking
this form of capital, in turn, barring them from more privileged positions in society.
Because of this goal, educators serving as travel ambassadors who facilitate study abroad
and associated capital, propagate, even if unwittingly, the larger social order of
inequality. While travel ambassadors may enter public education with higher goals of
correcting the systemic inequalities inherent in such institutions, further research is
needed on study abroad within the institution of public education and the degree to which
providing study abroad opportunities combat systemic inequalities or further reproduce
them.

As part of this study’s limitations, research was conducted remotely. To get a
more complete picture of travel ambassadors and their sense-making, embedding with a
group of travel ambassadors as they lead students in the program could deepen the
understanding of travel ambassadors’ sense-making through observations and real-time
conversations with them. Undertaking an ethnographic study (LeCompte & Schensul,
2010; Spradley, 1980; Wolcott, 2010) will lead to deeper and more nuanced
understanding of potentially the findings in this study and potentially uncover new

perspectives, such as additional frameworks to be applied or developed. Traveling with
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educators and students is not merely a concern of resources. To embed with a group of
educators and students, preliminary work must be done to build rapport with educators,
program administrators, and most importantly students and their parents and guardians.
This requires presence in both the program events as well as the community. Because
many of the students traveling are also minors, a host of protective bureaucratic gates
must be opened, such as thorough background checks, permissions granted by parents,
educators, program administrators, and other central office or school board officials.
Navigating the bureaucracy could take months separate from the time invested in
building a relationship with all stakeholders. Even if all bureaucratic hurdles could be
overcome, and a positive and productive relationship established between researchers,
participants, and other stakeholders, financial barriers may present another obstacle to
overcome when attempting to embed within the Study Abroad Program. Clearing the
financial barriers to conduct in-depth, ethnographic research while not impossible,
remains a final gate to be opened in future research.

Finally, further work can be undertaken to explore and possibly reframe the
implementation of professional learning communities in DCPS. Reorienting the PLC as a
grassroots initiative created by and for educators, beyond the need to increase school
performance may aid in the full implementation of such a conceptual framework over
time to affect a cultural shift for the school environment (DuFour, 2016). While it may be
suggested that any PLC formed within the DCPS Study Abroad Program is a result of the
program seeking to address a deficiency among DCPS students with any formed PLC
among travel ambassadors seen as a traditional PLC to address student performance, it

cannot be overlooked that administrators of the Study Abroad Program afford travel
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ambassadors the autonomy to choose and implement the various characteristics of
professional learning communities. The larger program goals may fit with the deficiency-
oriented views on PLC implementation; however, further research on the formation and
implementation of a professional learning community among travel ambassadors would
further elucidate the existence of a PLC and how travel ambassadors understand their

membership in it.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Informed Consent Letter as approved by the IRB
Dear Travel Ambassador,

You are invited to take part in a study conducted by student researcher Amanda Baker, a
PhD student in the Comparative and International Education Concentration, in the
Graduate School of Education and Human Development (GSEHD) at The George
Washington University. You are being asked to participate in this study because you are
involved with the DCPS Global Education initiatives as a travel ambassador. The purpose
of the research is to share your story of being a global educator through serving as a
travel ambassador and leading study abroad trips for DCPS students. Your story will
serve as a counternarrative to the deprofessionalization teaching has undergone in recent
decades. Please read this consent form and ask me any questions that will help you decide
if you want to be in the study.

Taking part is completely voluntary. If you decide to participate in the study, you may
withdraw consent and stop participating at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to
which you are otherwise entitled. You have the right to refuse to answer a question or to
discontinue participation at any time without any penalty or loss of benefits to which you
are otherwise entitled. In addition, discontinuing participation or choosing not to answer a
question will have no impact on any aspect of your current or future relations with the
George Washington University (GW).

The methods and procedures used in this study include multiple, individual interview
sessions, conducted either by phone or via Zoom, an optional focus group, written or
otherwise recorded reflections during travel, and collection and analysis of any type of
photo, video, or other items/artifacts shared with the researcher. The interviews will be
semi-structured and will last between 30-40 minutes. Interviews will be recorded using
Zoom technology (video is not required) and transcribed (using Zoom’s transcription
feature) to ensure that none of the information given by you is lost. The results of this
study may be used for a scholarly report, a journal article, or other academic outlet,
conference presentation, and presentation to respective university faculty/staff. The
people who participated in this study will not be named or identified. Photos and videos
provided by you, the travel ambassador, will ONLY be described and analyzed in any
scholarly research project, unless consent is given on this form to indicate you agree to let
the researcher publish, or use the photo/video in a presentation of the research project. If
the photo/video contains images of non-participants listed in the IRB, the photo/video
will be edited by the researcher to de-identify any non-participants. If the photo/video
contains students from the Study Abroad Program, they will be deidentified, unless the
students have provided assent and have a parent consent form on file with GWU and
DCPS.
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Although it is not possible to identify all potential risks in research procedures, the
researcher has taken reasonable safeguards to minimize any known risks. There is a
possibility that there will be a loss of confidentiality, although the researcher will take
measures to minimize this risk. The main data file that includes travel ambassador names
will be kept in a protected location with access limited to the Principal Investigator and
Amanda Baker only, and destroyed upon completion of the study. Only first names will
be used in the recordings, if speaking of a colleague in the Study Abroad Program or at
your campus, though some travel ambassadors may use names of peers or their own in
recordings.

Before analysis, written transcriptions are de-identified. All names and any identifiable
information will not be included on any written materials. Any photos/videos/other
artifacts shared with the researcher will not be stored by the research unless you send it
via email. If you choose to share photos/videos/other artifacts for this study, and if you do
not wish the researcher to maintain a copy for analysis, the researcher will compose a
written description of the photo/video/other artifact to analyze. The recordings and notes
will be destroyed when the study is finished. The interviewer will not use your name or
any identifiable information when discussing or reporting the study findings.

You will not benefit directly from your participation in the study. However, your story
will provide valuable information as a counternarrative to the deprofessionalization of
teaching and teachers we have experienced in recent decades as well as start a repository
of teacher lore that may be useful for DCPS Global Education Office administrators and
staff better serve you in the Study Abroad Program. Your help in sharing your stories is
greatly appreciated.

If you would like to do so, or if at any time you have a question about your participation
in the study, please contact Amanda Baker at 979-398-0015 or by e-mail at
abaker7(@gwmail.gwu.edu. You may also contact the Principal Investigator Dr. Laura
Engel at Ice@gwu.edu. For questions regarding your rights as a participant in human
research, please call the GWU Office of Human Research at 202-994-2715. Please keep a
copy of this for your personal records or should you wish to access the enclosed
information.

Please sign the form below and return it to the person who gave it to you.
Please select from the following:

O Yes, [ agree to fully participate in the study (including interviews, reflections,
photos/videos/artifacts)
AND
o I give permission to directly use any of my photos/videos/artifacts in
presentations/scholarly writings
o I do not give permission to directly use any of my photos/videos/artifacts in
presentations/scholarly writings
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0 No, I do not agree to participate in the study.

Y our name (printed)

Your signature Date

Date

Signature of the researcher
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Appendix B: Interview Guides as approved by the IRB

2024 DCPS Study Abroad
Travel Ambassador Interview Guide: First Interview: Personal History
1. Let’s start off with you telling me about yourself (personal background).
i. I’d like to hear about your life growing up? Are you from D.C.? How did you
come to be in DC?
1. Where are you from originally? Ask for descriptions. (think timeline)
2. Significant life events - reconstruct
1. Friends & family — who would you say is/has been influential in your life up
to now? And how so?
iii. Interests/hobbies - past and present
iv. Previous international experiences
v. What is most important for me/others to know about you? -- set up photos for
next interaction
2. I’d like to ask about you as an educator & how you came to education/teaching.
a. When did you first consider teaching/education and how did you come to
this?
What do you believe you do as an educator?
c. Can you describe your professional journey so far? Hopes/goals for your
professional future?
d. What led you to DCPS? (if not addressed in response to this point)
e. How has this been so far?
3. Is there anything you’d like to add that I haven’t asked about?
*can introduce the mindfulness reflection prompts at this point, for self-care in
processing experiences and feelings/emotions recalling the past may create

2024 DCPS Study Abroad
Travel Ambassador Interview Guide: Second Interview: Detailed Experiences
1. I want to talk about how you came to be involved with DCPS Study Abroad.

a. When did you first lead study abroad? (with DCPS and/or other than with
DCPS) How many times leading? Where have you led students in SA
experiences — if prior experiences)

b. Describe experiences from applying to SA Program up to day of
departure.

2. Tell me about the trip you led this summer. Start with day of departure/arrival in
host country — end with return to Dunbar HS and send-off of students.

a. Walk me through your trip day-by-day. - ask for photos & artifacts

b. What were your goals/hopes/feelings for the trip pre-departure?

c. Would you say your goals/hopes for trip manifested?

3. What was it like to work with other travel ambassadors? - ask for
photos/artifacts
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4. Is there anything you’d like to add that I haven’t asked about?

2024 DCPS Study Abroad
Travel Ambassador Interview Guide: Third Interview: Meaning-Making &
Reflection
1. I want to reflect about the experiences you shared in previous interview.

a. Start with first emphasized event/feeling/etc mentioned in previous
interview — prep ahead of interview.

b. Can you elaborate on what you were thinking/feeling, the people/factors
involved, and the environment? - if not covered via photo elicitation in
previous interview/may be a continuation of previous interview

c. *Should cover experiences as leader of SA

d. *Should cover/need to probe experiences/feeling about working with other
TAs (larger group & small group in-country)

2. Can you summarize why you applied to be a TA? Did your experiences this year
meet your expectations? Why/not?
3. What were your biggest challenges/successes on the trip — main take-aways?
a. Is there anything from this experience that can translate into your
classroom/work environment? What? How?
4. Would you like to be a TA again, why/why not? (may be addressed in 1d.)
What, if anything, will you do differently as a TA next year?
6. Anything else the participant would like to add that was not previously addressed.

9]
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Appendix C: Themes and Categories with Descriptions

Themes Categories Description

previous Stories of travel in youth, HS/HE, and/or for professional
travel/study abroad reasons; travel may be domestic or international

Skills and dispositions like language, open to cultural
diversity, ability to navigate international experiences &
acquiring these skills

cosmopolitan
capital

relationships with Relating to students, talking on their level, being
students available to listen & support, desire to build students up

relationships with Communication with parents and guardians of students
stakeholders ~ who travel

Advocate for g dent recruitment
Study Abroad & PDM meetings, info sessions and application
prep work session/helping students with application to SA Program

motivated to

continue with  Directly talking about wanting to continue to lead SA in

study abroad  Program; reasons TAs believe SA Program is beneficial
program to themselves & students

learning from  Lessons learned, key insights, light-bulb/”’ah-ha”
experiences of moments during SA, realizations about self, peers,
leading study  society, cultures, the world, political systems, and

abroad education
Common beliefs & understandings; norms; sense of
common/shared i . _
oal purpose; successful SA experience = everyone safe,
& learning & engagement for students
trust Social, tied to respect for fellow TAs, respect for SA

Admin & feeling supported by DCPS & TAs

collaboration and Joint decision-making, open communication (in-person,

teamwork email, texts),
Professional . Personal styles that are desired and/or that TAs have
: leadership ) . ..
Learning aversion to, tied to communication & trust
Co?ll)rilgl)nty Looking to fellow TAs for learning, guidance; sharing

mentorship knowledge from past experiences with new TAs; tied to
trust and communication

Feeling empowered to make decisions based on
autonomy individual student and fellow TA needs during SA
Program, at all stages

Having consequences for several people, beyond
superficial exchanges of help - planning & org strategies,
student behavior management during SA, preparing

activities related to
practice
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students for SA, carrying out roles/responsibilities
designated by DCPS

Professional
Learning and
Development

TA feedback to
admin

learning from

experiences of

leading study
abroad

cosmopolitan
capital

relationships with
students

relationships with
TAs

Key insights

Do differently in
future

TAs reflect upon experiences & provide suggestions for

program improvement; TAs reflect upon & share their
learning

Practical insights from experiences (e.g. entry visa
requirements); personal growth (e.g. identity
development); insights into larger student population of
DCPS

Utilizing (or not) language skills; encountering new
situations/scenarios navigating international travel &
navigating these

Learning about students’ individual personalities &
histories, life experiences & present circumstances;
talking & joking with students & pairing with students
during scheduled activities; being safe, authority figure
during SA; supporting students’ needs during SA;

Learning about leadership styles and preferences;
compromising and communicating with fellow TAs;
feelings of mutual appreciation for individual skill sets &
knowledge of fellow TAs; being cordial/polite, and/or
petty/manipulative

Managing student behavior during SA, organizing and
preparing for SA; leading PDMs; staying/being open to
new experiences; observing students in new
environment; navigating group dynamics; parent-student
relationship; facilitating student engagement during SA
& expectations for students during SA; open to change &
flexibility are important

PDM - focus on student relationships & building solid
group dynamic; helping fellow TAs prep & manage
operations/administrative tasks; facilitate communication
w/ TAs

278



	Table of Contents
	List of Appendices



