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Özge Hacıfazlıoğlu, Bilge Kalkavan, Chunyan Yang,
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ABSTRACT
This collaborative effort aims to reduce international teacher attrition. Find-
ings from the data are meant to be shared with principals to reduce the number
of international teachers leaving teaching. The study revolves around three
important research questions: What challenges do international teachers
encounter and how do they meet them? What individual strengths help inter-
national teachers develop resilience in the transition process? and What sup-
port mechanisms help international teachers develop resilience in the
adaptation process? The chapter ends with recommendations and implications
for school leaders as they create conditions that will help retain new teachers.
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CULTIVATING TEACHER RESILIENCE THROUGH
INTERCULTURAL INTERACTION

AND COLLABORATION
This chapter draws on analyses of semi-structured face-to-face interview data
collected from 15 teachers in different stages of their careers in a range of
international schools in Türkiye and the United States. The story of each teacher
is unique and is shaped by their personal experiences and by the particular
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sociocultural context of each host school. The data were analyzed with a view to
identifying aspects of resilience that are necessary for making a balanced tran-
sition through the stages of adapting to a new school and regional culture. We
conclude with recommendations and implications for school leaders as they
create conditions that will help them retain new teachers.

With the increasing number of international schools worldwide over the last
few years, the issue of recruiting and retaining international teachers has become
increasingly important. Internationalization of education has opened pathways
for qualified teachers to travel to distant places and discover new lands and
cultures while working as teachers. This has created a new market for education
stakeholders who deal with teacher recruitment. However, the conditions pro-
vided for international teachers in schools where there are limited resources for
supporting teachers’ well-being are insufficient for teacher retention. In such a
competitive arena, to retain international teachers, international schools should
prioritize full disclosure recruitment processes and put in place retention strate-
gies, which may include support mechanisms for teachers’ families as well as
benefits. No matter how generous these benefits may be, teachers and their
dependents pass through phases of adjustment to a new social context. Ward and
Kennedy (1996) and Ward et al. (1998) assert that starting a new life in a new
culture brings lots of stress and anxiety. Roskell (2013) describes the adjustment
phase as “sojourners learning the culture-specific skills necessary to interact
successfully and integrate with the host environment” (p. 157). Nevertheless,
helping the visiting scholar off to a good start as an honored guest is crucial to all
that follows.

The purpose of the study is to share accounts of international teachers as they
adjust to working in a new country. They share the ways they balance their
academic and private lives and how this leads to developing resilience, enabling
them to adjust. The study also looks at the notion of being an international
teacher through the lens of intercultural communication. Documenting the
experiences of international teachers provides rich examples and unique insights
that can help inform teacher retention strategies. We sought to answer the
following research questions:

(1) What challenges do international teachers encounter and how do they meet
them?

(2) What individual strengths help international teachers develop resilience in the
transition process?

(3) What support mechanisms help international teachers develop resilience in
the adaptation process?

Lysgaard’s (1955) study on culture shock relates to risk and resilience factors,
in which an individual’s feelings of satisfaction and wellbeing progress through
three stages. This was later refined by Oberg (1960), who documented four stages
of adaptation, which are: the honeymoon, crisis, recovery, and adjustment stages.
The excitement of being in a new culture can shift into a crisis phase in which the
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teacher feels homesick that can lead to regret and depression. Roskell (2013)
highlights the conceptual confusion over the definition of adjustment and pro-
poses two critical domains in the cross-cultural adjustment process, psychological
and socio-cultural, which aligns with Ward and Kennedy (1999), who describe
sociocultural adjustment as the ability to “fit in,” communicating effectively with
the host environment. Scholarship on international teachers highlights the ways
in which they compensate while adjusting to a new school context and culture.
However, the voices of teachers relating how they maintain balance when dealing
with multiple spheres of adjustment have rarely been addressed in teacher edu-
cation literature, and teachers’ stories of challenge, resilience, and the ways in
which they are supported has rarely been investigated. From a distance, it may
appear that visiting teachers enjoy a wealth of advantages when working in
privileged private schools. However, our experiences as teachers and scholars
visiting such schools shows that each setting is unique in the challenges it
presents.

In the literature, teacher retention has been connected to successful leadership.
In schools where trust and sincerity are evident, teacher motivation appears high,
promoting long term retention of teachers. Even in challenging contexts, reten-
tion can be maintained through teacher resilience (Burghes et al., 2009; Castro
et al., 2010; Day & Leithwood, 2007; Gu & Day, 2013). The value of trust and
sincerity is even more important where teachers must adjust to a new school in an
unfamiliar culture, since the initial stages involve feelings of uncertainty, anxiety,
and risk (Bakioglu et al., 2010). The study we report here is based on the theory
of resilience, which recognizes the importance of individual circumstances and
changing environments, and posits that resilience is a dynamic state that is
dependent on an individual’s “adjustment domains in time” (Luthar et al., 2000,
p. 551). The nature and extent of resilience in a person’s work and life span needs
to be interpreted within a social system of interrelationships (Benard, 1995; Gu &
Day, 2013; Luthar et al., 2000). Moving to a new school in a new culture presents
many complications on a wide spectrum from settling in a new home and new
office as well as adjusting to a new sociocultural context of school life. The
decision to accept an offer in another country is risky, involving many interre-
lated challenges. Although the intensity of these barriers and constraints can be
felt differently depending on a teacher’s individual personal dynamics, everyone
encounters significant challenges on the path to adjustment. In this study, we use
Gu and Day’s (2013) conceptualization of teacher resilience:

. . .teacher resilience [is not defined as] the capacity to ‘bounce back’ or recover from highly
traumatic experiences and events but, rather, the capacity to maintain equilibrium and a sense
of commitment and agency in the everyday worlds in which teachers teach. (p. 26)

Challenges in the Adjustment Process

Given the influences of globalization, intercultural competence has become an
essential survival skill. With the constant demand for teachers around the world,
teachers have become more mobile and are required to rapidly adjust to a new
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culture so they can support learners in the classroom. However, cross-cultural
transition is widely accepted as a challenging, life-changing event (Roskell, 2013).
Many international teachers struggle with this, despite the benefits they are
offered, and need to develop the capacity to survive and thrive through the stages
of cultural adjustment. The adjustment stage, the final stage of a successful
cross-cultural transition, comes after the honeymoon, crisis, and recovery stages
(Oberg, 1960). International teachers’ adjustment entails managing two critical
dynamics, sociocultural, and psychological.

Sociocultural Factors in Cultural Adjustment

A study by Roskell (2013) describes and assesses the experiences of 12 teachers
who relocated to Southeast Asia to teacher in an international school. This
longitudinal, ethnographic study revealed how international teachers are required
to adjust to a new host culture and an unfamiliar work culture simultaneously,
creating a double-culture shock. The findings show that dimensions of
host-culture characteristics such as food, weather, transport, local people, and
environment have real positive effects as teachers enjoy the experience of life
abroad. The dimension of relationships with co-nationals, leadership, support
staff, and children was positive upon arrival but became increasingly negative
around the fourth month, becoming more positive after the seventh month. The
third dimension, work characteristics, revealed difficulties with timetable, envi-
ronment, roles, expectations, and assessment as the teachers began to worry
about a perceived lack of professional knowledge and skills. The study found that
participants adjusted to the unfamiliar host nation culture more easily than they
adjusted to the unfamiliar work culture and that they found socio-cultural
adjustment easier than psychological adjustment (Roskell, 2013).

Research focusing on the personal experiences, benefits, and challenges faced
by a group of 22 visiting faculty in the United States revealed that they faced
challenges related to language barriers, interaction with native speakers, class-
room management, lack of support from school administrators, and separation
from family (Ospina & Medina, 2020). Data collated through questionnaire,
written narrative, and semi-structured interview revealed three main categories:
intercultural issues, professional issues, and personal issues. Sociocultural chal-
lenges with socializing, language barriers, and professional issues such as class-
room management, parent conferences, lack of support from schools, and
ineffective mentoring all affected the ability of teachers to adapt to the com-
munity and the school system, greatly impacting their professional lives (Ospina
& Medina, 2020), for instance, their ability to apply strategies for managing their
classrooms.

Other research has focused on the relationship between job satisfaction and
other job related factors and international teachers’ adjustment. A study by
Richardson et al. (2006), conducted with 196 international teachers from North
America, the United Kingdom, and the Caribbean revealed that these factors are
clearly related to the ability to adjust given that they are concrete motivational
tools (Richardson et al., 2006).
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Psychological Factors in Cultural Adjustment

Roskell (2013) demonstrated a close connection between sociocultural factors
and psychological factors. Difficulties that present as sociocultural factors such as
workplace or culture adjustments may lead to stress or worry for international
teachers. This can become highly stressful when cross-cultural transition is
perceived from the perspective of loss.

Ospina and Medina (2020) state that when teaching internationally, teachers
also face challenges with personal issues. Being away from family, for instance,
can be one of the biggest difficulties for teachers and settling down in a new
environment is another source of psychological challenge. Teachers reported that
establishing new living arrangements is one of the biggest challenges when
arriving in a new country, making their adaptation to American life very
stressful. Also, some teachers also stated that they felt abandoned by school
administrators and worried about a lack of trust from administrators, colleagues,
and parents (Ospina & Medina, 2020). Richardson et al. (2006) state that high
self-esteem correlates with better adjustment. They also found a positive corre-
lation between self-esteem and pay satisfaction. Moreover, with strong
self-esteem, international teachers’ transition is less stressful. While positive
self-esteem may help people feel good about themselves, it does not solve all
problems involved in adapting to a new culture smoothly and successfully.

Teacher Resilience

Gu and Day (2013) suggest that “to teach, and to teach at one’s best over time,
has always required resilience” (p. 22). Their research aimed to provide empirical
evidence about the significance of resilience in teacher’s work. They analyzed
twice yearly semi-structured face-to-face interview data from 300 teachers in
different phases of their careers in primary and secondary schools in England
over a three-year period. The teachers agreed that resilience was a necessity for
teachers to be successful. Their resilience capacity was affected by their personal
biographies and the strength of their educational values. Sociocultural factors
and policies embedded in their teaching contexts and personal, relational, and
organizational situations in which they worked and lived also made a difference.
For teachers, resilience is much more than the capacity to survive and thrive
under adversity and is not a mere option but is a necessity. Gu and Day’s study
(2013) illustrates that resilience in teachers is the capacity to manage the
unavoidable uncertainties inherent in the realities of teaching. Teacher resilience
is driven by teachers’ educational purposes and moral values, which are influ-
enced by their biographies and the situations in which they work and live.

Volet (1999) underlines the complex and dynamic contexts in which individ-
uals are expected to adapt, act, and live. In this context, resilience lies at the
“interface of person and contexts, where individuals use strategies to enable them
to overcome challenges and sustain their commitment and sense of wellbeing.”
Context is one of the main elements in developing resilience. Beltman and
Mansfield (2011), Bobek (2002), and Gu and Day (2013) consider the impor-
tance of personal capacities and agency but highlight the risk factors individual
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teachers face that could affect their ability to adjust to challenging contexts and
their competence in dealing with challenging circumstances. Gu and Day (2007)
assert that “. . . resilience can develop over time and manifests itself as a result of a
dynamic process within a given context” (p. 1305).

Following the perspectives of adjustment and resilience, our study focuses on
international teachers’ experiences of adjustment into new cultural contexts while
developing resilience in response to initial challenges.

METHOD
This study utilizes a phenomenological research design in which adjusting to a
new culture as an international teacher in a new sociocultural context is the focus
and phenomenon of interest. High school teachers working in international
schools were asked to tell their stories of adjustment as they made their way in a
new school culture and sociocultural context through relating what they
considered critical incidents. Through open-ended questions, they were invited to
share their experiences of adjustment and resilience in a visualizable and
memorable way (Seidman, 1998). This in-depth study of the stories of 15 inter-
national teachers allowed us to develop a deeper and more contextualized
understanding of their ideas and experiences.

Data Collection

The interview process began with an invitation letter asking for voluntary
participation. The interview questions were prepared based on Chunyan Yang’s
(2021) project on “Pre-service and first-year teachers’ experiences with school
violence and subjective well-being?” The letter informed prospective participants
of our expectations of volunteers and the safeguards in place and asked that those
who chose to take part confirm their informed consent. The interviews were
conducted by the researchers, who used a reflective listening approach and took
care not to lead the participants in any way. Most of the interviews were con-
ducted in person, which lasted from 30 to 45 minutes. Follow up online meetings
were also held with some of the participants. After each interview, a contact
summary form was used to highlight main themes that emerged during the
conversations and researchers worked together to identify emergent themes
related to adjustment and resilience.

Participants

The sample for this study involved teachers from two countries working at
international schools. A convenience sampling procedure was used and the
participants were chosen from two large cities, Reno, Nevada in the United
States and Istanbul, Türkiye both were home to diverse populations of different
cultures and ethnicities. Both cities have international schools hosting teachers
from many parts of the world. Seven participants from Istanbul and eight par-
ticipants from Reno took part in the study. Half had experience working in a
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different country before working in Istanbul and Reno, while the other half
indicated that it was their first experience as an international teacher in another
country. The majority of the participants were female teachers (n 5 13). Almost
all the teachers (n 5 14) were married and had children ranging from 3 to 15
years old. They all confirmed that their relocation decisions had been made as a
family. Participants were reassured that their identities would remain confiden-
tial. Pseudonyms were used on all documents and data related to this research.

Data Analysis

We divided the analysis procedure into the five phases, as suggested by Marshall
and Rossman (1999): (1) organizing data; (2) identifying themes, patterns, and
categories; (3) testing the emergent hypothesis against the data; (4) searching for
alternative explanations of the data; and (5) writing the report. One of the
researchers who holds a PhD. The senior student researcher conducted the
interviews in Istanbul while a doctoral student researcher conducted the inter-
views in Nevada. All the recordings were transcribed and coded by the research
team members. As a first step, the research team reviewed three transcripts to
develop a codebook. Then as a follow-up step, two graduate students and two
researchers separately coded the same transcript and met to resolve inconsis-
tencies to maintain inter-rater reliability. Researchers coded the remaining
transcripts separately, paying specific attention to select excerpts from the tran-
scripts and placing them into broad categories to identify thematic connections
within and among the transcripts (Seidman, 1998). This chapter features inter-
view data that captures the challenges encountered by international teachers
during their transition to a new culture. We incorporated short narrative sum-
maries to capture a few pertinent highlights from the teacher’s perspective
(Maxwell, 1996).

EMERGENT THEMES AND SUBTHEMES
The phenomenological design of the study and the semi structured interviews
with 15 international teachers provided important insights about teachers’
experiences in different cultures. The interviews were transcribed, and codes were
used to identify the main theme and the subthemes. The data exploration yielded
Challenges Encountered in the Adjustment Process and Developing Resilience
through Intercultural Interaction as the two main themes. Subthemes that emerged
from the data, listed in Table 1, will be elaborated in the following section.

Theme 1. Challenges Encountered During the Adjustment Process

Starting a new life brings many interrelated challenges, no matter how rewarding
the benefits provided by the school. Teachers’ stories showed that the first
experiences of starting a new life is the most challenging. Our participating stories
recalled many wonderful and tragi-comic stories. This adjustment process
involves the process of transition to a new school culture and also into a new
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sociocultural context. Their personal stories revealed that they all overcame the
challenges they encountered in the process of adjustment into a new culture,
which led them to take on new adventures in different parts of the world. One of
the teachers, Tom, referred to this journey as follows: “I had the opportunity to
pursue my graduate studies. Instead, I followed a career trajectory which
involved changing a country every 3–4 years. I am lucky that my fiancée has the
same perspective on life, who is eager to discover new experiences in different
parts of the world.” Motivation to encounter enriching experiences in a new
culture appears to be the primary source of support in the adjustment process.
However, the teachers’ stories involved inevitable roadblocks on their journey,
illustrating how the professionalism of the school context made a huge difference
in helping them navigate during times of uncertainty.

Unknown School Culture
All the voices of the international teachers described their initial days using words
and phrases contrasting “unknown culture” and “unfamiliar culture,” as illus-
trated by Zeynep in the following excerpt:

Being unfamiliar with students’ background was the biggest challenge for me. Understanding
what is right or wrong to do or say in the classroom took some time, and I realized that no
matter how much research you do about the culture, you can only learn about it by actually
living there.

These stories mostly focused on coping with uncertainty and the process of
adjusting to a new administrative order. Jack related an interculturally interesting
experience. He found the number and duration of meetings quite intensive,
particularly as they were initially conducted in Turkish and then repeated in
English. He suggested having shorter meetings either in Turkish or English,
making them half as long. He also found it surprising to have meetings in Turkish
since in every other school he had worked at meetings were conducted in English.
Alice shared how she found the lines between work and home life became blurred
when teaching online, which made it challenging to maintain a balance between
school and home life. She said that arriving in a new country during the pandemic
was tough and it was difficult to find housing and adjust to the new work envi-
ronment once the school term started. She also noted that it was more difficult
than in pre-pandemic times to establish relationships with colleagues and students

Table 1. Emergent Themes and Subthemes.

Theme 1: Challenges Encountered during the Adjustment Process
1.1. Unknown school culture
1.2. Unfamiliar social environment
1.3. Maintaining balance in an unfamiliar setting
Theme 2. Developing Resilience through Intercultural Interaction
2.1. Reflection and mindfulness in cultivating resilience
2.2. Professional/interaction rituals in cultivating resilience
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online as opposed to face to face. The difficulty of making sense of the school
context during the pandemic is echoed in most of the voices: “It is difficult to
establish a complete picture of how a school works online. . . both students,
teachers and the wider school community were very welcoming.” Teaching in a
different time zone (connected to visa issues exacerbated by the pandemic) was
also challenging for her. Victoria talked about the extra responsibilities that
teachers have besides teaching. She shared her experience in a different cultural
setting with these words:

There is the time that goes into planning a lesson, making sure that the curriculum is being
followed and implemented, marking homework assignments and essays, providing feedback,
etc. Not all of this can be covered during the school day as teachers must teach the lessons, do
duties throughout the day, attend meetings, etc. I think it is important to manage your time and
set achievable goals. Amongst these goals, setting time to relax and step away from work is
crucial in order to recover and continue to enjoy the work.

She suggested that as an international teacher, she needed additional time for
considering different cultural backgrounds and teaching approaches, for
example, “How would students react or interact with certain lesson plans, how
should she change certain aspects of the course to make ideas more accessible to
students whose first language is not English?” It was also difficult for her to live in
a foreign country “with no familiarity with the area, customs, and language can
add further stress and complications.”

The interviews with the teachers show that each school provided orientation to
teachers when they arrived. They all noted that the orientation process was
carried out effectively, being introduced to a group of experienced teachers in the
orientation team, which provided them with choices as to whom to approach and
how to navigate school policies and procedures as well as teaching practices.
However, the possibility for the orientation to raise potential bias was articulated
by Zeynep:

Usually, the orientation teams consist of experienced teachers. I think there could be another
team consisting of students only as we mostly interact with students rather than teachers. I felt
this need when I discovered some mismatch between the way teachers describe the learner
profile and the actual profile in the classroom. I realized that teachers may have some prejudices
because of their own cultural background.

The experience of teaching during Covid-19 was slightly different for Stephanie,
who spent a fewmonths teaching online inMexico when the pandemic first started.
Anewchallenge for all teachersworldwide, she andothers in her schoolworkedhard
to ensure that education continued seamlessly. However, teachers were encouraged
to step away from the computer once the online lessons finished and to physically
rest. In Uzbekistan, however, unlike most other countries, teaching continued in
person. She felt very fortunate to be able to be in the classroom with her students,
albeit wearing masks and with social distancing regulations in place. She believes
that this definitely helped her to maintain a better work-life balance as the two
aspects of her lifewerephysically separated. Sheadded that she feels it is vital towork
in andbe apart of a community that values teachers’ social and emotional needs. She
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thinks it is of utmost importance to work at a school where the administration
understands how teacherswork andwhat they need to recharge their energy, as it is a
very different beast, compared to a 9-to-5 job. She also feels that teachers needmore
flexibility and trust in order to do their jobs well.

It was initially hard for Stephanie to create a routine around the school day,
and she found herself working long into the evening and not taking enough
breaks. She was dealing – as we all were – with an overload of new platforms and
applications that we had to learn in order to adapt to online teaching and this
became her sole focus for the first few months. She explained that once an initial
panic stage subsided and she began to get used to online teaching, she found it
relaxing to be able to sleep a little longer in the morning, have time for a good
breakfast, take walks outside (when appropriate) between lessons, and make her
own lunch. She also began to develop a healthy routine of dieting and exercising.
She made herself switch off her laptop at 5 p.m., when school finished, and tried
not to work at night. Similarly, Jack was also not working beyond 5 p.m. and was
walking for exercise every day.

Among the challenges of adjustment, Stephanie pointed to student behavior.
“I think our school deals with a lot of behavioral issues and very little effective
consequences and rules. This needs to be changed through consistent and effec-
tive management.” While all teachers need to deal with classroom management
problems, it appears to be one of the crucial problems for international teachers.
This is especially the case when school leaders fail to maintain healthy rela-
tionships between teachers and parents. At times, the teachers complained about
the ways in which they were questioned by parents who try to use their com-
munity status. At some schools, this is managed professionally, but there are
incidents in which teachers start to develop feelings of loneliness, which may lead
them to resign.

Other teachers also mentioned problems with classroom management. Sophia
said, “It is very difficult to control my classes and I have a hard time to cover my
content,” while Jennifer said, “I have some classroom management problems in
my classes and in one of those days, the vice principal came into my class.” These
experiences point to a particular problem some schools might experience in
embracing internationalization. The pressure to accommodate parents’ demands
and the problem of problematic students seem to affect the well-being of some
teachers, as well as conflicting with their values as teachers. The adjustment
process ends with stories of success while a few cases reflect the extent to which
this process could be traumatic when there is a lack of effective school leadership.
As Victoria stated:

School should be a safe, fun, and welcoming place to be. I think that schools improve when
they have better organization, a sense of school spirit, and focus on mental wellbeing. Too
often, hours and classes are added on in the belief that it will result in better grades or
accomplishments. However, it tends to result in tired students who do not want to learn and
tired teachers who have no time to improve their lessons or rest.

As Victoria suggests, the wellbeing of teachers and students is crucial. For
many, the hours of duty become exhausting. As Sophia says, they must come to
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school early and leave late to help to maintain control. Without breaks, they feel
exhausted.

Unfamiliar Social Environments

Teaching and living in an unfamiliar social environment can be experienced as
being continually out of one’s comfort zone. Although this unfamiliarity might be
discomforting for many who relocate to a new country, for international teachers
the effect is much deeper as each and every classroom they enter constitutes a
representation of that unfamiliar society. Teachers must transform their beliefs,
expectations, and values. And they must come to understand a new world very
rapidly, so that they can adapt to the new culture quickly and support their
learners in the classroom. For instance, a teacher may act in a way that is
considered very sympathetic in their own culture but that is unacceptable in the
host society. This can have an impact, as clearly reflected by Sara:

When I first taught in high school in the US, I made a cake with walnuts in it, and I served this
to my students without hesitation. I later found out that some of my students had severe
allergies to nuts, but this is not a problem in my culture [at least I was unaware of this] so I
learned the hard way that I should never serve any food to my students . . . In my culture
offering food is sign of hospitality and it is never considered unsafe for a teacher or school to
offer homemade baked goods but here in the US, this is a major problem and there is a
regulation regarding this. I was very surprised by this when I first had this experience in the US.
(Interview with Sara)

Observing all these distinct approaches in a society, international teachers
inevitably develop resilience either consciously or subconsciously.

I don’t take anything personally and whatever they do or say, I have empathy towards them – I
try to think that it is something cultural and I try to look from their own cultural perspective. I
think this is something that I do to protect myself. (Interview with Lidya)

I had to develop resilience, as nothing was the same! I believe you need to develop resilience
even if you are only changing your institution – however this is not that! All your classroom
environment, colleague environment, culture, approach, methods, techniques need to be
changed, even transformed! Because although you were considered to be very successful in
your own profession as your comfort zone, you do not even know what comfort means in a new
country. The role of a teacher and the meaning of a teacher may even change from culture to
culture. This is not a job you can conduct on a computer screen; you are directly in
collaboration with humans in a classroom. (Interview with Lidya)

Maintaining Balance in an Unfamiliar Setting
The majority of the participants in this study were mothers who struggled to
establish balance between their family lives in a new city and culture along with
all the responsibilities they had to shoulder at their new school context. Their
stories revealed that their perceptions of balance and the ways in which they
reach a harmonious balance between their home and work lives differed from one
teacher to another. Teachers appreciated the support provided by the school of
their children’s education along with accommodation opportunities close to
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school campus, which made their lives easier. All the participants mentioned the
initial two months as the most challenging time, feeling lost in multiple roles and
adjustment processes. After the first six months, almost all felt that the situation
was under control. They could now allocate time for their personal and family
priorities whilst performing effectively in their roles as teachers.

It is exhausting. If you have children, you need to create a lot of opportunities for your kids to
talk about what they go through. I think I achieved this by giving priority to my own family.
(Interview with Zeynep)

All participants emphasized the support they have received from their family
members.

One of the participants shared his story of why he had to resign from his previous school due to
the mismatch between his son and the school. The voices of the teachers echoed each other,
confirming the importance of “fit with the school,” which may also require it to be a good fit for
the kids who become students in that school setting:

As a teacher, I do not spend long hours at work anyway. We are a team as a family, and we
support each other. My wife and my kids have been quite understanding. My professional life
does not bring about any challenges that cannot be solved with a phone call or an e-mail
message. (Interview with Mehmet)

I don’t think I was good at maintaining the balance between my private and professional life in
the transition process. Having close friends and sharing help a lot. (Interview with Irene)

I kept my private life separate from work and always kept boundaries so the two don’t consume
each other. I only worked part-time for the first 15 years so that I could be home with my young
family, I only started teaching full time when I felt that I was ready to do so. Otherwise, it is
very hard to maintain that balance. One reason is that there aren’t any efficient ways to provide
childcare in the US in most workplaces and this makes it very hard for moms to work outside
the house for an extended period of time. (Interview with Sara)

All the participants noted that they had a smooth transition to the new way of
life. None of them seem to be affected in a negative way. Instead, they used it as
an opportunity to develop resilience for all members of the family. The excite-
ment to discover new culture helped them to interpret all the experiences in a
constructive manner, which led them to establish stronger connections with
friends and other families. Each one of them tailored their own recipes for a
seamless transition that leads to balanced life.

Theme 2. Developing Resilience through Intercultural Interaction

The teachers’ experiences were categorized under personal-focused, process-focused,
and context-focused perspectives. The way in which each of these elements emerge
and interact with the other elements changed from teacher to teacher. It is evident in
all the stories that person-focused and context-focused elements serve as counterparts
that complement one another in a constructiveway. Intercultural interaction appears
to be the main theme that embraces all these patterns and dynamics in the process of
developing resilience. None of the teachers had a specific strategic plan to follow
critical steps tobuild resilience.However, awarenessof theirwellbeinghelped themto
take important actions in dealing with challenges, enabling them to develop

318 ÖZGE HACIFAZLIOĞLU ET AL.



resilience. It was clear in all the stories that they were courageous in embarking on
new adventures and were therefore prepared to address risks and challenges they
would face. This is reflected as follows:

I usually accept things as they are rather than expecting something. This has helped me a lot.
This happens when you can disregard your expectations, give time to yourself to observe your
environment and the people without responding.

No matter how experienced each of the participants was, they all gave
themselves time to “take a breath” and “observe what is going on,” which
enabled them to make sense of their school context as well as the new cultural
context.

Reflection and Mindfulness in Cultivating Resilience
All the teachers emphasized the power of reflection and mindfulness in cultivating
resilience. They struggled to allocate sufficient time to sustain their wellbeing in
their new contexts. They all saw new challenges as opportunities to support their
wellbeing. For this reason, they prioritized activities supporting reflection and
mindfulness. However, they also mentioned the difficulty they had in being
mindful and reflective in the first days of adjustment since they had to deal with
multiple and urgent life adjustments along with taking on their professional roles
at the school. They were aware of the necessity to create opportunities to support
their wellbeing, as reflected in here:

I think it’s important to create a routine and to manage your time in such a way that work and
home life remain separate as much as possible. Eating well, getting enough sleep and exercise is
crucial. Keeping in touch with colleagues, family and friends is essential and asking for help
when you need it. I found keeping a diary helped me empty my head and helped when feeling
anxious and helpless.

Teachers also prioritized being organized and managing their time during the
adjustment process. Their stories show that they developed these skills over time
and the more experience they had as teachers, the easier it was. The teachers’
voices reflected cycles of reflection: self-reflection, peer reflection, and group
reflection (Schön, 1987). Their experiences implicitly or explicitly acknowledge
the power of reflection and constructive interaction with their students and their
colleagues.

I think I am approachable as a teacher and treat my students as equals. I believe this makes
them feel comfortable around me and allows us to have a better relationship. That said, I have
high expectations and I consider myself quite strict in the classroom. I think as a teacher you
need to create a balance of respect and friendship, and students need to know their boundaries.
These strengths are acquired with experience, being confident in what you are teaching and
knowing your own strengths and weaknesses.

The teachers felt that there needed to be more professional development
opportunities on how schools can better create “community” within the school
environment. Their words and expressions seem to fall under the category of
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reflection in which they “nurture each other’s souls” (Clark, 2001). The following
excerpt reflects the ideas of most of the teachers:

Much of the time we are so focused on the academic side of teaching that we forget the
humanistic side of it and creating an environment of respect/tolerance and well-being amongst
students and staff. . .. Awareness is vital in order for teachers to be better educated and
informed in order for them to take that knowledge into the classroom.

One-third of the participants had previous international experiences. This
seems to have a positive impact on their adjustment process. Also, initial
adjustment to a new setting was helped by participation in an active community
of practice supporting other international teachers who were new to the school.
Victoria appreciates her upbringing in an international setting as follows:

I was able to gain these strengths as my upbringing [was] in an international setting. I myself
attended an international school and was always surrounded by people from different
backgrounds. Furthermore, I have always moved around and thus been comfortable with
changing my settings. These experiences helped fortify my strengths.

Professional Interaction Rituals in Cultivating Resilience
Professional interactions established in this study seem to align with the fea-
tures of interaction rituals, as described by Kadar and House (2021). Inter-
national teachers seem to be engaged in building communities of interaction
as well as developing professional interactional rituals that helped them to feel
a part of the professional community. The international teachers shared their
experiences focusing on intercultural interaction with colleagues, school staff,
and students as means that helped them develop resilience. They focused most
on collaboration with colleagues and the welcoming attitude of the host cul-
ture. Zeynep’s words echo most of the teachers’ experiences as to how students
served as facilitators for them to understand the culture:

My students wanted to celebrate National Day in the classroom. They arranged everything.
They brought traditional food, decorated the classroom, and prepared presentations. I was a
genuine listener for them as I had no idea about their culture. This was a very important
learning moment for me. I realized that the best source of learning for international teachers is
the students.

Half of the teachers who contributed to this study indicated that they changed
schools just before the Covid-19 crisis. The initial days of adjustment made their
struggle more difficult since their process of adjustment held additional risks,
though all of them mentioned the support they received from their colleagues as
well as from parents during times of remote teaching. Jack felt that one of the
crucial factors that helped him develop resilience during Covid-19 was support
from his wife and colleagues. He explained: “The colleagues that I taught classes
with were also super helpful and supportive.” He also explained the support he
had from his students’ families:
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It was an exercise in empathy for everyone. Parents were more supportive and empathetic than
I’d experienced before. Colleagues were also very willing to listen, share resources and help in
any way they could. Students also developed more autonomy in communicating with setting
up. . .online meetings, staying after class in a meeting [room] or taking initiative to send emails.

Alice suggested “ultimately, being an international teacher creates resilience –
moving to a new country, creating new social networks, adapting to a new work
environment and new colleagues – doing that during the pandemic was a little too
much!” She also explained how her new school made their new staff feel welcome
and found that international teachers at her school were fortunate to have such
welcoming staff, students, and student families. She said that her school made a
good job of making staff feel welcome and the administration reached out to staff
to let them know they were looking forward to their arrival and provided lots of
information. Regular communication from the administration team prior to
arrival was very reassuring. She underscored the importance of good communi-
cation and shared her experience as follows:

. . . I do not see [different] racial/ethnic backgrounds, I see individuals with a passion for
learning [embracing cultural richness] . . . My experience of teaching in many different
countries has been positive. Good communication and an understanding of the local culture
is key.

This was echoed in most of the voices of the teachers who appreciated the
unwritten interactional rituals created within the school setting. Routines such as
tea talks, coffee gatherings, celebrations and authentic dialogues among teachers
formed the basis of interactional rituals, enabling teachers to be recognized and
appreciated in the host culture. Teachers noted that these professional interac-
tional rituals helped them to feel no longer the guest but the host in the school
setting.

Alice says that throughout her teaching career, she has been invited to courses
on peer coaching and management. These courses have helped her to understand
how to bring out the best in her students. Along with collaboration with col-
leagues, successful intercultural communication and peer coaching can be
considered gateways to teacher resilience. Victoria said:

It is a joy as an international teacher to have the opportunity to be a part of a global
community – teachers and students alike being able to learn and share. At times, the stress
comes from clashing cultural customs or when people are unwilling to learn their socially
engraved stigmas. However, it is the job of the teacher to keep an open mind and approach all
students and conversations with sensitivity and respect.

She shared her experience as an international teacher:

I believe that I am a patient and adaptable person. I do not easily get ruffled and am able to
listen to others with a collected and open mind. I am respectful to my students as I consider
them individuals capable of making their own decisions and having their own valuable
opinions. I try to see something good and unique in each student – I think that most of my
students know that I listen to them, and, in turn, they listen to me. I was able to gain these
strengths as my upbringing in an international setting. I myself attended an international school
and was always surrounded by people from different backgrounds. Furthermore, I have always
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moved around and thus been comfortable with changing my settings. These experiences helped
fortify my strengths.

Victoria also shared the collective strengths that she and other international
teachers have gained as a group. She suggests that most international teachers are
accepting and open-minded. She has met colleagues who have lived and taught in
a variety of different countries. They all have rich experiences and advice to share
– they love their international background, and it has given them tolerance and
appreciation. They develop these collective strengths because she says, “we bond
over our profession – we believe that teaching is an important calling and seek to
help our students in both their academics but also personal growth.”

Stephanie explained that the process enabled her to develop resilience by being
immersed in uncertainty:

I was living on my own and had to adapt to a completely surreal experience in such a short
time. I think as a school we managed to adapt very quickly and the support that was given to us
by the school was unprecedented. I was also constantly thinking about my family in Italy when
Italy was going through its worst days of the pandemic. It was often difficult to focus and forget
and carry on [with my] teaching.

She emphasized the importance of cultivating intercultural communication
skills in times of uncertainty and crisis by keeping in touch with friends and
family. Creating a safe community among colleagues who can identify with
similar issues and difficulties can be a support system for them. She related her
experience in different countries:

I have taught in Japan, Zambia, India, and Türkiye. It is very important to be aware of
cultural/religious/social norms. One needs to be sensitive to student’s personal/family
backgrounds and. . . [disclosing] your own values and beliefs in the classroom [should wait]
until you have established a close relationship with your students and understand the social
dynamics that you are teaching in.

What Stephanie recommended also gives significant insights for intercultural
communication and gaining resilience:

You gain a wealth of experience living in a different country with diverse cultures and
traditions. A new language can be daunting and the inability to express oneself fluently can
be stressful at times. I believe it is important to adapt as much as possible and to take every
‘uncomfortable’ situation with a sense of humor! Working with colleagues from different
backgrounds should be seen as a learning experience and one should never impose their own
beliefs and methods on others . . .

She thinks the ability to listen and work as a team is essential. You cannot
impose your own way of doing things but need to be accepting of others, taking
on board their ideas and suggestions. For her, having worked with so many
people from different countries, she learned to adapt to different thought pro-
cesses and learned to mediate, even when in disagreement. She considers flexi-
bility crucial to working well with others. Sophia also believes that collaboration
with local teachers helped her develop resilience. The advice of experienced
teachers in her new intercultural setting had a healing effect during the process of
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adjustment. Intercultural communication with school administration, students,
and their families helped as well. Jennifer shared her challenge within a story in
which she had a hard time communicating during a teacher-parent conference.
However, in collaboration with an L1 Turkish teacher, she had an amazing
experience, and this gave her more confidence.

The teachers’ experiences highlight the critical role school leaders play in
creating a culture of collaboration and connection, serving as role models of
respectful interactional dialogue. Rosa’s words underline the importance of
school leadership in playing an essential role in international teachers’ adjustment
process. The guidance and mentorship provided helped her to overcome initial
challenges, giving her confidence and courage, which eventually helped her to
develop agency. Rosa’s words echoed in all the voices: “Teachers shouldn’t feel
lonely and insecure and therefore the first contact or communication with the
school administration is very important. . ..”

CLOSING COMMENTS
Utopias and dystopias exist even in privileged school contexts. While working on
this study, each of us continued our overarching project of creating more equi-
table pathways for teachers and leaders. This study gave us insights about how
intercultural interaction can serve as means to support teachers’ adjustment to
new cultures. Also, stories of teachers implied and highlighted the importance of
successful school leadership in this challenging process. Case studies focusing on
experiences of successful schools can give in depth data which can inform prac-
tices at the schools. Action research projects can also be implemented at school
sites to create research-informed, local improvement-oriented practices. Finally,
stories can be collected in authentic settings in different countries to hear
teachers’ immediate experiences and the ways in which they can navigate in
different cultural contexts. As Clark (2001) notes, “authentic dialogues can
enable teachers to articulate their own experiences, implicit hopes and fears, in
the intellectual and emotional company of others whom they trust” (p. 177). We
hope that stories shared in this study will be heard by other ISATT members who
can channel the voices of teachers and leaders in their own local contexts in future
collaborative studies.
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