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1
Leading with the World in Mind

One child, one teacher, one book, one pen can change the world.

Malala Yousafzai

Consider what the world looks like for our children in schools today. They are 

hyperconnected digital natives who have only known a world where, with a 

touch or swipe of a pocket-sized screen, we can instantly communicate with 

anyone, anywhere; find whatever information we need; and buy any product 

we want. Although this technology has all but eliminated geographic divides, 

it has also introduced invisible digital barriers, filtering what we see through 

conscious and subconscious social, cultural, and political leanings. We don’t 

think twice as we walk down supermarket aisles and see shrimp from China, 

peppers and avocadoes from Mexico, and bananas from Costa Rica. We take 

the inexpensive cost of our clothes for granted—a price that is kept low 

through a carefully orchestrated global supply chain of raw materials, labor, 

and distribution. We have lived through natural disasters and unpredictable 

weather patterns barraging huge swathes of our planet. It is no wonder that 

political and military leaders describe the only world that our youth have ever 

known as volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous. 

What will our world look like when our youngest students graduate? Will 

they be navigating a dystopic reality where robots rule supreme, water has 

overrun once-populated urban centers, and nuclear warheads fly through the 
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2 | Becoming a Globally Competent School Leader

sky? Or will they feel secure, knowing that they’ll be able to provide for them-

selves and their families, that violent conflicts between nations and ethnic 

groups are declining, and technology is being harnessed to protect the plan-

et’s environment and natural resources? The jobs, climate, and international 

alliances in our not-so-distant-future are anyone’s guess.  

What does all of this have to do with schools? 

Everything. 

Society writ large has long seen schools as vital institutions for preparing 

students for citizenship and careers. Education historian David Labaree (1997) 

wrote that schools occupy “the intersection between what we hope society 

will become and what we think it really is” (p. 41). In the early years of the 

United States, public schools were forged as spaces for political socialization 

for democratic participation in a republican government and for creating a 

national culture and sense of patriotism in a country with diverse religious, 

ethnic, racial, religious, and political groups. Over the years, schools have also 

been seen as a silver bullet for improving society’s many ailments and as eco-

nomic engines that bolster the human capital of nations and increase com-

petitiveness for jobs and wealth in a global economy (Labaree, 1997; Spring, 

2010; Tichnor-Wagner & Socol, 2016). The exact goals of school may be con-

tested—a way to socialize youth for democratic citizenship, bolster economic 

growth by creating a knowledgeable and well-trained workforce, or provide 

individuals with a chance to compete for jobs in a competitive marketplace. 

But there is agreement that education should equip students with the req-

uisite knowledge and skills for the world outside the schoolhouse doors as 

engaged citizens and productive workers.  

Nevertheless, in many ways, how students experience school has not 

caught up with the world in which we currently live. One-fifth of the way 

through the 21st century, our system of schooling is still locked in early 

20th-century thinking. Issues that people everywhere face—climate change, 

spread of diseases, food insecurity—require interdisciplinary solutions. Yet 

schools are predominately organized by single-subject courses and high-stakes 
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tests that emphasize core subject areas of reading, math, and science. Accord-

ing to the U.S. Census Bureau, 65.5 million residents speak a language other 

than English at home. Yet schools in the United States are predominately 

monolingual. Researchers estimate that only 3 percent of elementary school 

students are enrolled in some form of bilingual education (Goldenberg & 

Wagner, 2015). Even foreign language courses are in short supply. Only 20 

percent of U.S. students are enrolled in foreign language programs, and only 

15 percent of public schools offer them (American Academy of Arts & Sci-

ences, 2017). 

As education historians David Tyack and Larry Cuban (1995) argue, 

“Change where it counts the most—in the daily interactions of teachers and 

students—is the hardest to achieve and the most important” (p.10). With that 

in mind, what should teaching and learning look like to remain relevant and 

engaging and to truly prepare students for the world? And how can educators 

lead the necessary changes to make that vision a reality? 

A 21st Century Education Grounded in Our World

A Crisis of Relevancy 
Schools today face a crisis of relevancy. There is a disconnect between the 

skills and knowledge students feel they need to navigate and shape the cur-

rent realities in which they live and what schools are currently offering. The 

result is, inevitably, student disengagement. A 2015 Gallup Poll found that 

only half of adolescents felt engaged in school, and one in five reported that 

they were actively disengaged (Gallup Inc., 2015). This disengagement, in 

turn, can lead to lower academic performance and higher dropout rates. 

On Friday, March 15, 2019, millions of students skipped school in order to 

protest for action around climate change. That same day, Terry Godwaldt, the 

director of the Centre for Global Education in Edmonton, Canada, spoke to a 

group of educators at a global leadership summit at ASCD’s annual Empower 

conference and asked a simple yet profound question: “Why do students have 

to step out the classroom to make change?”
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4 | Becoming a Globally Competent School Leader

The answer is simple. Schools are not doing enough to address the real-

ities that students face in their current and future lives. The following sec-

tion delineates some of the economic, social, and environmental realities that 

swirl around schools yet deeply affect the everyday lives of youth. 

Economic Realities
When students graduate, they will compete for jobs in a global, knowl-

edge-based economy. As Linda Darling-Hammond (2010) illustrates, “Global-

ization is changing everything about how we work, how we communicate, 

and ultimately, how we live. Employers can distribute their activities around 

the entire globe, based on the costs and skills of workers in nearly any nation 

that has built an infrastructure for transportation and communications. Cus-

tomers in the United States buy their clothes from China and the Philippines 

and have their questions about the new computer they bought answered by 

workers in India” (p. 4). 

One in five jobs in the United States is tied to international trade. From 

1992 until 2016, trade-dependent jobs increased by 148 percent, covering a 

wide range of industries from agriculture to manufacturing to financial ser-

vices to higher education (Baughman & Francois, 2018). Products we con-

sume as part of our everyday lives—the fruit in our refrigerators, the phones 

in our pockets, the cars we drive to work—depend on global supply chains. As 

automation and artificial intelligence take over manual jobs once performed 

by people, the need for schools to focus on what makes us uniquely human—

emotional intelligence, storytelling, the arts—becomes more acute.   

Cultural Pluralism
Migration is as old as humankind. Today, of course, it is happening at a 

far faster rate than with our ancestors, who took tens of thousands of years to 

traverse continents by foot. Globally, over 244 million people live in a coun-

try different from where they were born. The push-and-pull factors that drive 

people to move across boundaries are complex, though many migrants are 

driven by prospects of work. Global displacement has also hit record numbers, 
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with the number of refugees displaced by war, persecution, a profound lack of 

economic security and opportunity, environmental degradation, and natural 

disasters topping over 22 million (International Organization for Migration, 

2017). As people migrate, they carry with them their languages, religions, val-

ues, foods, and other cultural signifiers, therefore adding new richness to the 

diversity of already pluralistic societies. 

In the United States, about one in four children under the age of 18 are first- 

or second-generation immigrants (Child Trends, 2018), and nearly one in four 

public school students speak a language other than English at home (Zeigler & 

Camarota, 2018). Shifting migration patterns over the past few decades have 

resulted in an increase in immigrant populations—and from a greater diver-

sity of places—in previously homogenous states, cities, and towns. For exam-

ple, historically speaking, a majority of immigrants ultimately settled in only a 

handful of states (California, New York, Florida, Texas, New Jersey, Illinois, and 

Massachusetts). However, since 2000, immigrants have increasingly moved to 

the central and southeast regions of the country, where immigration rates rose 

by double the national average (Terrazas, 2011). In these communities, schools 

have suddenly become microcosms of newly diversified communities. 

What “diversity” looks like over time has also changed. The first European 

colonizers who arrived to what is now the United States in the 17th and 18th 

centuries mainly spoke English, German, French, Dutch, and Spanish, and 

they brought with them enslaved Africans with rich and varied cultures and 

languages that survived through the shackles of slavery. The land these colo-

nizers settled was by no means an empty wilderness but a landscape of over 

15 million people representing more than 500 indigenous groups and many 

more dialects (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014; Garcia, 2009). The mid to late 19th cen-

tury saw a stripping away of indigenous people from their lands and culture, 

as the U.S. government forced assimilation through education. Beginning in 

1879, the U.S. government established boarding schools for Native American 

children that prescribed an English curriculum and forbade native languages. 

Stringent immigration legislation in the late 19th and early 20th century 

limited the number of newcomers, heavily restricting those from southern and 
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eastern Europe, China, and the rest of Asia and favoring northern European 

stock. It wasn’t until the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 that these 

quotas were removed and more immigrants began arriving from Asia, Africa, 

and South and Central America. Today, a diverse immigrant community in the 

United States includes representation from around the world and every conti-

nent. Spanish speakers account for almost 80 percent of all nonnative English 

speakers in the country; over 400 other languages and dialects represent the 

rest (U.S. Department of Education, as cited in Garcia, 2009). 

Renewed diversity has also caused a backlash against pluralism. Far-right 

nationalist populism has returned to the mainstream of politics in Europe, the 

United States, and Latin America, fueled by anti-immigrant and anti-foreign 

tropes and corresponding with a rise in hate crimes against religious, racial, 

and ethnic minorities. Youth are coming of age at a time of two competing 

visions of the future: one that rejects pluralism and one that embraces and 

empowers indigenous, immigrant, and other cultural groups as equal contrib-

utors to a diverse democracy.

Borderless Threats
The sustainability of our planet—and all of us—depends on cooperation 

among nations and the ability of people across geographic, cultural, and 

political divides to effectively collaborate and find solutions. Take, for exam-

ple, the issue of climate change—or what many circles now call the climate 

crisis. Scientists predict that global temperatures will reach 1.5 degrees Celsius 

above preindustrial levels between 2030 and 2050 (Intergovernmental Panel 

on Climate Change, 2018). Though the impacts have been and will continue 

to be felt on all of Earth’s ecosystems (e.g., extreme temperatures, heavy pre-

cipitation rates, extreme weather conditions, sea level change, species loss 

and extinction), future risks to health, livelihoods, food security, water sup-

ply, human security, and economic growth can be mitigated if the warming 

levels out at 1.5 degrees. 

Reducing the effects of climate change will involve multilevel and 

cross-sectoral actions; contributions of public and private funds; new 
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government policies; and education, information, community, and tech-

nological approaches (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2018). 

The Paris Agreement, signed in 2016 and currently ratified by 125 nations, 

works on doing just that—by having nations agree to enact policy meant to 

limit greenhouse gas emissions and thereby curtail global temperature change 

(United Nations Climate Change, 2019). 

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals identify 17 global 

challenges that countries around the world face, with ambitious targets for 

attaining those goals. Goals include the elimination of poverty and hunger, 

good health and well-being among all people, access to high-quality educa-

tion, gender equality, access to clean water and sanitation, proliferation of 

affordable and clean energy, availability of decent work and economic growth, 

industrial growth, an emphasis on innovation and infrastructure, reduced 

inequalities, growth of sustainable cities and communities, responsible con-

sumption and production, climate action, protections for life below water 

and on land, and a strengthening of peace, justice, and institutions (United 

Nations, 2019).

Young people around the world are actively supporting these goals. The 

youth-led climate strikes in March and September of 2019, which has mor-

phed into the weekly #FridaysforFuture movement to protest climate destruc-

tion, is but one example. Schools have an important role to play in helping 

students develop the skills, methods, and tools to advocate for a sustainable 

future.

Globally Competent Teaching and Learning:  
A Rigorous and Relevant Instructional Response
Against this backdrop, what outcomes should schools be striving for? Stu-

dents need to develop a range of academic, social, and emotional competen-

cies if they are to solve issues such as climate change, disease, and violent 

extremism that transcend national borders; live peacefully among neighbors 

in a culturally, politically, racially, ethnically, and religiously diverse society; 
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and thrive in a global knowledge-based economy. Youth already know this; 

it’s time for schools to catch up.  

Instead of one-dimensional measures of student success, schools need to 

focus on fostering the cognitive, behavioral, and social-emotional attributes 

students will actually need to survive and thrive in the real world. As stated in 

the culminating report of the Aspen Institute National Commission on Social, 

Emotional, and Academic Development (2019),

There is a remarkable confluence of experience and science on one 

point: Children learn best when we treat them as human beings, with 

social and emotional as well as academic needs. . . . Children require 

a broad array of skills, attitudes, character traits, and values to succeed 

in school, careers, and life. . . . These social, emotional, and academic 

capacities are increasingly demanded in the American workplace, 

which puts a premium on the ability to work in diverse teams, grapple 

with difficult problems, and adjust to rapid change. (p. 5)

Global competence is a framework that fits this bill and helps educators 

balance social-emotional and academic learning goals. It is the set of dispo-

sitions, knowledge, and skills needed to live and work in a diverse, global 

society. Multiple definitions and frameworks around global competence 

exist (e.g., Mansilla & Jackson, 2011; OECD, 2018; Reimers, 2009a; UNESCO, 

2015), but they all coalesce around the following social-emotional, cognitive, 

and behavioral domains:

1. Social-emotional: Dispositions of empathy, perspective recognition, 

and appreciation for diverse cultures.

2. Cognitive: Understanding global issues and trends, critical thinking, 

and problem solving. 

3. Behavioral: Intercultural communication and collaboration, communi-

cating in multiple languages and taking action on issues of local and 

global importance. 
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Figure 1.1 provides definitions of these vital learning outcomes for students in 

today’s interconnected world. 

A growing number of government agencies, nongovernmental organi-

zations (NGOs), business leaders, and reform-minded educators have recog-

nized the importance of and are advocating for making global competence an 

outcome for every student in all schools. A handful of state-level policies that 

support global competence development have been passed by state legisla-

tures and departments of education. For example, the Illinois Global Scholars 

Certificate, passed by the state legislature and signed by the governor in 2017, 

awards a global scholar certification to high school students who complete 

global coursework, global service learning, and a performance-based capstone 

project in which they investigate and take action on a global issue.

North Carolina’s state board of education approved a Global Educator 

Digital Badge in 2014, which awards teachers a digital badge for completing 

global professional development and a capstone project. This was followed 

in 2015 by the Global Ready School and Global Ready District designations 

that recognize schools and districts infusing global education across instruc-

tion, professional development, and partnerships. In addition, the Seal of 

Biliteracy, which recognizes students for attaining proficiency in English and 

another language by the time of graduation, is also becoming more popular 

in many states. As of 2017, 25 states and the District of Columbia participated 

in the program (Davin & Heineke, 2017). 

The U.S. Department of Education has also recognized the importance of 

preparing a globally competent citizenry. Their 2012–2016 international strat-

egy addressed the need to prepare all students to succeed globally through inter-

national education and engagement. Its first objective was to “increase global 

competencies for all U.S. students, including those from traditionally disadvan-

taged groups” (U.S. Department of Education, 2012, p. 5). The report argues,
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Figure 1.1 | Global Competence Learning Outcomes  

Outcomes Definition

Social-Emotional 

Empathy Identifying with others by seeing the world through their 
perspective.

Perspective recognition Recognizing that one’s perspective is not universally shared 
and that others hold perspectives that may be vastly dif-
ferent. Identifying the various influences that shape these 
perspectives.  

Appreciation for diverse 
cultures

Acknowledging that the shared values, knowledge, and norms 
of a people or group vary and celebrating differences across 
an array of racial, ethnic, cultural, linguistic, religious, gender, 
and socioeconomic backgrounds.

Cognitive 

Global issues and trends  Understanding conditions and events pertinent to the lives of 
students, teachers, their local communities, country, and the 
wider world (e.g., environment, global health, human rights, 
economic and political development, world hunger, peace and 
conflict, racism, discrimination, and immigration).

Critical thinking Examining possibilities carefully, fairly, and constructively by 
using higher-order thinking skills such as applying, analyzing, 
synthesizing, and evaluating information.

Problem solving Finding solutions to difficult and complex issues. 

Behavioral 

Intercultural  
communication 

Respectfully interacting with people from different cultures 
so everyone understands one another. This includes verbal 
and nonverbal communication (e.g., speaking with someone 
in his or her native language, actively listening, being mindful 
of cultural interpretations of gestures and intonations).   

Intercultural  
collaboration 

Working in teams with people from diverse backgrounds 
toward a common goal so everyone feels valued, respected, 
and treated equally.

Taking action Feeling a social responsibility to improve local and global 
conditions and taking concrete steps to do so. 
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In today’s globalized world, an effective domestic education agenda 

must address global needs and trends and aim to develop a globally 

competent citizenry. It is no longer enough to focus solely on ensur-

ing that our students have essential reading, writing, mathematics, 

and science skills. Our hyperconnected world also requires the abil-

ity to think critically and creatively to solve complex problems, the 

skills and dispositions to engage globally, well-honed communication 

skills, and advanced mathematics, science, and technical skills. Such 

competencies will prepare students, and our nation, for a world in 

which the following are a reality: economic competitiveness and jobs, 

global challenges, national security and diplomacy, and a diverse U.S. 

society. (p. 2)

The U.S. Department of Education (2017) subsequently released the 

Framework for Developing Global and Cultural Competencies to Advance 

Equity, Excellence, and Economic Competitiveness. These competencies fall 

under the broad domains of collaboration and communication, world and 

heritage languages, diverse perspectives, and civic and global engagement. 

The framework further defines globally and culturally competent individuals 

as those who are

• Proficient in at least two languages.

• Aware of differences that exist between cultures, open to diverse per-

spectives, and appreciative of insight gained through open cultural 

exchange.

• Critical and creative thinkers, who can apply understanding of diverse 

cultures, beliefs, economies, technology, and forms of government to 

work effectively in cross-cultural settings to address societal, environ-

mental, or entrepreneurial challenges.

• Able to operate at a professional level in intercultural and international 

contexts and to continue to develop new skills and harness technology 

to support continued growth.
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Supranational agencies, including the United Nations (UN) and the Organ-

isation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), also advocate 

for globally competent teaching and learning. The UN Sustainable Devel-

opment Goals emphasize global citizenship as a crucial education outcome. 

For example, Target 4.7  reads as follows: “By 2030, ensure that all learners 

acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable develop-

ment, including, among others, through education for sustainable develop-

ment and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of 

a culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship and appreciation of 

cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable development” 

(United Nations, 2019).

UNESCO—the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Orga-

nization—defines global citizenship as inclusive of three core dimensions: 

1) to acquire knowledge, understanding, and critical thinking about global, 

regional, national, and local issues and the interconnectedness and interde-

pendency of different countries and population; 2) to have a sense of belong-

ing to a common humanity, sharing values and responsibilities, empathy, 

solidarity, and respect for differences and diversity; and 3) to act effectively 

and responsibly at local, national, and global levels for a more peaceful and 

sustainable world (UNESCO, 2015).

The OECD is a supranational organization that promotes policies aimed 

at improving economic and social well-being around the world through 36 

member countries. They administrate the Programme for International Stu-

dent Assessment (PISA)—a yardstick that countries use to compare their 

education systems. In 2015, the PISA tested global competence among ado-

lescents for the first time. The OECD (2018) defines global competence as 

consisting of four dimensions: 1) to examine local, global, and intercultural 

issues; 2) to understand and appreciate the perspectives and world views of 

others; 3) to engage in open, appropriate, and effective interactions with peo-

ple from different cultures; and 4) to act for collective well-being and sus-

tainable development. These dimensions closely mirror the four domains of 
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global competence as set forth by the Asia Society and the Council of Chief 

State School Officers: investigate the world, recognize perspectives, communi-

cate ideas, and take action (Mansilla & Jackson, 2011).

Closest to the core of teaching and learning has been a groundswell of 

education organizations that provide programs, instructional materials, tools, 

and professional development aimed at fostering global competence in stu-

dents. The following is just a tiny sampling of those organizations:

• World Savvy, an education nonprofit founded in response to rising lev-

els of xenophobia in the wake of the September 11 terrorist attacks, 

provides professional development for educators and project-based 

learning for K–12 students that “engages youth to learn, work, and 

thrive as responsible global citizens.” To date, it has worked with hun-

dreds of thousands of youth and thousands of educators. (www.world-

savvy.org/world-savvy-classrooms)

• The Asia Society Center for Global Education has worked with schools 

as part of its International Studies School Network (ISSN) since 2003. 

The goal of the ISSN is to develop a school’s capacity to prepare globally 

competent students through on-site coaching, resources and tools, global 

competence performance assessments, and networking activities. (https://

asiasociety.org/international-studies-schools-network/our-services)

• Participate Learning partners with schools and districts to integrate 

global content into the classroom curriculum to bring in dual language 

immersion programs and to hire international teachers as cultural 

ambassadors and language instructors. With the mission of ensuring 

equitable and inclusive access to a globally focused education, the orga-

nization has served over 22,000 students and 3,000 local teachers in 

over 400 schools.   (www.participatelearning.com)

• iEARN is an online platform that has connected more than 2 million 

youth and 50,000 educators throughout 140 countries as they partic-

ipate in projects together that tackle real-world issues. (https://iearn.

org/about)
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• Empatico provides teachers of youth aged 6–11 with a free virtual 

exchange video platform that allows students to engage in learning 

activities with partner classrooms from different parts of the world. 

(https://empatico.org)

Collectively, organizations such as these are reaching millions of students 

worldwide and are posting positive effects on student engagement, achieve-

ment, and preparedness for life outside the school walls. Whether they use 

the nomenclature of global education, global citizenship education, or globally 

competent teaching, the goal of these organizations is the same: to cultivate 

global competence among students. 

Global Learning on the Ground
What does global competence actually look like when applied to the “real 

world” of schools? It looks like high school students in Washington, DC col-

laborating with peers in Ghana over Skype as they brainstorm ways to apply 

STEM skills to create a water purification system that would serve the dual pur-

pose of clearing lead from Washington’s Anacostia River and pollutants such 

as pesticides and hospital waste from a lagoon used for fishing and irrigation 

in Uganda (Ingber, 2017). It looks like 4th grade students taking on the per-

spectives of American colonists, Native Americans, and British loyalists as they 

debate whether the colonies should declare independence from the British 

Empire. It looks like 1st grade students excited to tell their teacher how they 

are bringing trash-free lunches to school in an effort to reduce plastic pollution 

after reading a book on the topic as part of small reading group instruction. 

Globally competent teaching facilitates the type of learning described 

in these scenarios—situations where students are actively engaged in and 

genuinely enjoying the learning process while simultaneously immersed in 

content-area instruction. Globally competent teaching is the dispositions, 

knowledge, and skills that teachers draw upon to instill global competence in 

students (Tichnor-Wagner, Parkhouse, Glazier, & Cain, 2019). Figure 1.2 lists 

and defines these 12 dispositions, knowledge, and skills.
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Globally competent teaching brings the world into the classroom and 

takes the classroom into the world. At its core, globally competent teaching 

is an innovative instructional reform that shifts teaching and learning to be 

more authentic and student-centered. It becomes grounded in the real world 

and relevant to students’ lives and interests. People, perspectives, and condi-

tions are constantly in flux, as are the interests and experiences of students 

every year. Therefore, there is not one standard process or set curriculum for 

teaching global competence. Though this may seem daunting or overwhelm-

ing to be unable to easily follow a series of predetermined lesson plans for 

those who have never tackled global competence, it is ultimately liberating to 

have the flexibility to teach what matters to students in a way that feels right 

and will be most effective within your context.

That being said, there are guideposts that cut across the 12 globally com-

petent teaching elements and that apply to teachers in any location, grade 

level, and subject area. These “signature pedagogies” of globally competent 

teaching include 1) integrating global issues and perspectives into everyday 

instruction; 2) authentically engaging students with issues, people, and places 

beyond their cultural affiliations and national borders; and 3) connecting 

their own experiences and those of their students to the curriculum (Tichnor- 

Wagner, Parkhouse, Glazier, & Cain, 2016). 

As an example of how these signature pedagogies work together, a middle 

school math teacher in a small North Carolina city spent time in homestays 

in a village in Guatemala where families subsisted in large part from the food 

they grew in the gardens outside their homes. He shared his experience by 

having students conduct word problems that involved determining the larg-

est possible area for a garden based on different amounts of fencing for the 

perimeter. As students applied curriculum-required math skills (e.g., calculat-

ing area and perimeter), the teacher engaged them in conversations about the-

differences in how kids around the world get food and do household chores, 

which prompted them to think deeply about the actions they take in their 

own homes regarding food acquisition and before- and afterschool activities. 
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As an example of how these signature pedagogies work together classroom 

observations of globally committed educators, my colleagues and I found 

that teachers shared their international experiences with students by dec-

orating their classrooms with photos or artifacts from their travels and 

infusing knowledge gained from their experiences into lesson plans (Tichnor- 

Wagner et al., 2016). At a deeper level, by sharing their experiences first, teach-

ers turned their classrooms into safe spaces where students felt comfortable 

opening up about their own cultural backgrounds and global experiences. 

Figure  1.2 | Globally Competent Teaching Elements

Element Definition

Dispositions 

Empathy and valuing 
multiple perspectives

Educators look inward to recognize the perspectives, stereo-
types, and biases they hold and the beliefs and experiences 
that shaped them. Then they reflect on why their perspectives 
may differ from perspectives that diverge from their own.

Commitment to promot-
ing equity worldwide

Educators strive toward the betterment of humanity and 
the planet as they learn about and tackle issues to promote 
equity, human rights, justice, peace, and sustainability.

Knowledge

Understanding of global 
conditions and current 
events

Educators are aware of current issues relevant to the lives of 
their students, local community, country, and wider world.

Understanding of the 
ways that the world is 
interconnected

Educators understand how forces of globalization have con-
nected our world economically, socially, culturally, politically, 
and ecologically and see themselves as part of the interde-
pendent world. 

Experiential under-
standing of multiple 
cultures 

Educators have an awareness of their own cultural practices, 
values, and norms and seek opportunities to immerse them-
selves in cultures different from their own. 

Understanding of inter-
cultural communication 

Educators have knowledge of verbal and nonverbal strategies 
to effectively interact with people from diverse cultures.
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Skills

Communicate in multi-
ple languages

Educators are willing to learn new languages to connect 
with students and families from linguistically diverse 
backgrounds. 

Create a classroom 
environment that values 
diversity and global 
engagement

Educators foster a community where students learn from and 
respect one another’s diverse cultures and engage in discus-
sions about global issues from a variety of perspectives.

Integrate learning expe-
riences for students that 
promote content-aligned 
explorations of the world 

Educators incorporate global learning into everyday instruc-
tion that clearly connects to the world beyond the classroom, 
using student-centered approaches. 

Facilitate intercultural 
and international con-
versations that promote 
active listening, critical 
thinking, and perspec-
tive recognition 

Educators provide ongoing opportunities for students to con-
nect with individuals from diverse countries and cultures.

Develop local, national, 
and international part-
nerships that provide 
real-word contexts 
for global learning 
opportunities

Educators connect with schools, classrooms, or teachers in 
different countries or with local organizations (e.g., universi-
ties, cultural institutions, companies) to provide students with 
global perspectives as they engage in collaborative inquiries 
around shared learning goals.

Develop and use 
appropriate methods 
of inquiry to assess 
students’ global compe-
tence development 

Educators regularly use a mixture of authentic formal and 
informal assessments (e.g., classroom checklists, project 
rubrics, portfolios) to provide students with feedback and to 
inform their own globally oriented instruction.

Source: Adapted from Becoming a Globally Competent Teacher (Tichnor-Wagner, Parkhouse, Glazier, & Cain, 2019). Copy-
right 2019 by ASCD.

Simple actions such as these spark student curiosity about the world, make 

the content richer, and create a caring classroom environment.

These signature pedagogies are not hypothetical; they are borne out of 

real activities done in real classrooms with real educators—activities that are 
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spiraled throughout the year. In other words, these educators have figured out 

how to embed global competence into the DNA of what and how they teach 

so they are consistently reinforcing outcomes such as feeling empathy, valu-

ing diversity, understanding global conditions, communicating and collabo-

rating across cultures, and problem solving. 

Despite cross-sector cries that students need to develop skill sets that cover 

cognitive, social-emotional, and behavioral domains—and emerging evidence 

of the positive impact of globally competent teaching practices—globally 

competent teaching remains the exception in K–12 schools. A common chal-

lenge that teachers already doing this work have shared with me is operating 

as lone islands within their schools. These visionary teachers have lamented 

that even when their administrators applaud the work they are doing, they 

don’t truly understand it and therefore do not adequately support it. It can’t 

be left up to chance that students get opportunities to develop global com-

petence. Systemic change is needed so every student, regardless of ZIP code, 

ability level, or random classroom assignment, has the opportunity to foster 

the skill set needed for a peaceful and prosperous future. As education histori-

ans Tyack and Cuban (1995) argued, “Teachers cannot do the job alone. They 

need resources of time and money, practical designs for change, and collegial 

support” (p. 10). This is where leadership comes in. 

The Imperative for Globally Competent School Leadership 
Leadership plays a central role in successfully implementing instructional 

reforms that target teaching and learning (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2006). School 

leaders directly and indirectly affect teacher behaviors and student outcomes 

through actions such as setting clear, learner-centered goals that the whole 

school works toward; allocating resources (e.g., time, materials, training, and 

staff) to meet those goals; and fostering a collaborative work environment 

(Desimone, 2002; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004; Tichnor- 

Wagner, Harrison, & Cohen-Vogel, 2016). School leaders, therefore, are criti-

cal for starting and scaling global learning experiences for students. 

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY - NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



Leading with the World in Mind | 19

What makes a school leader a true leader? Leadership does not arise out 

of a formal title. It comes from one’s actions. A school leader can be any-

one whose actions inspire others to act in ways that systemically change the 

educational experiences and outcomes of students—a teacher, school coordi-

nator, curriculum specialist, school administrator, principal, district admin-

istrator, or superintendent. Globally competent school leaders take actions 

that inspire those around them to transform schools into relevant, engaging 

places of learning that prepare students for citizenship and jobs and to be 

agents of change in our diverse, interconnected world. These actions, whether 

bold or unassuming, positively affect school culture, the implementation of 

innovative reforms, and student learning (Tichnor-Wagner, 2019; Tichnor- 

Wagner & Manise, 2019). 

An Implementation-Based Approach to Becoming a 
Globally Competent School Leader
Because leadership is born from action, this book takes an implementation- 

based approach to globally competent school leadership. As researcher Mau-

reen McLaughlin (1990) observed after decades of research on school reforms, 

“Implementation dominates outcomes” (p. 12). It doesn’t matter how inspir-

ing your vision might be. Without concrete steps to transfer that vision into 

action, your vision will remain just that: words on a page in a policy docu-

ment or a statement hanging on a wall. 

Just as there is no single way to become a globally competent teacher 

(Parkhouse, Tichnor-Wagner, Glazier, & Cain, 2016), there is no single road 

to follow that will lead you to becoming a globally competent school leader. 

School leaders, even when coming from the same school district, have shared 

with me different motivations and journeys that brought them to embrace 

bringing the world into their schools. Some decided that their school com-

munity needed to reset how they perceived demographic shifts in the stu-

dent population as being an asset to celebrate and not a challenge to endure. 
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Others began after a realization that their schools needed to better respond to 

market demands and the interests of students and families. Still others have 

always had a global focus in their personal and professional lives, having stud-

ied and worked overseas. There are, however, certain tools you can employ 

from wherever your journey began and toward wherever it may take you. A 

synthesis of decades of research examining policies and programs that lead 

to effective implementation of educational initiatives points to four domains 

of leadership actions to support you in successfully transforming your school 

into a place of global learning: alignment, will, resources, and capacity (see 

Figure 1.3). 

Action 1: Align Aspirational Initiatives to Existing Ones
Schools are nested in a loosely coupled education system of community, 

district, state, and federal contexts. School leaders feel the push and pull of 

priorities and the demands of students, staff, families, district central office 

units, state government, and community groups—which are often not well 

coordinated and may even oppose one another (Datnow, Hubbard, & Mehan, 

2002). Multiple improvement initiatives may be thrown at schools at the 

same time and from multiple directions: state policies, district reforms, federal 

programs, and vendors pitching instructional programs from outside the sys-

tem (Honig & Hatch, 2004). School leaders are already charged with the task 

of creating coherence across varied and sometimes competing reform efforts 

(Hatch, 2001). Introducing one more thing on top of everything else may 

seem overwhelming. At the same time, it can be easy for school staff to ignore 

or abandon if they don’t recognize how the work fits into the work already 

happening (Honig & Hatch, 2004).

School leaders overcome this hurdle by asking, “How does this new initia-

tive meet the needs and mission we already have?” They identify overarching 

goals and strategies to meet these needs and engage in “bridging activities” 

to inform and enhance the implementation of their goals (Honig & Hatch, 

2004). When implementers see compatibility between new initiatives and 

existing activities—and when they see compatibility across multiple levels of 
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Figure  1.3 | Leadership Action Domains 

Alignment

Capacity

Will

Resources

Allocating 
time, money, 
and materials

Getting key 
stakeholders 
on board

Aligning global 
learning to 
address local 
needs

Learning  
with staff  
and students

the education system—the new initiative will more likely be sustained and 

deepened (Coburn, 2003; Stringfield & Datnow, 2002). Therefore, globally 

competent leaders align global learning to address local needs and current 

policy constraints.

Action 2: Generate Will Across School Stakeholders
When there’s a will, there’s a way. When teachers, staff, parents, commu-

nity members, and district-level decision makers believe in the value of a new 

initiative and show an eagerness and motivation to begin the work, they are 

likely to devote the time and energy to implement and support it. For changes 

to happen in a sustained way, the will of principals, district leaders, policy-

makers, teacher education institutions, parents, and community members are 

all required. In other words, you need buy-in from those who will champion 

reforms using the power of the pulpit, formal and informal influencers within 

a school’s network, and those actually tasked with implementation, such as, 

teachers and support staff. Buy-in and ownership among key stakeholders is 
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often a determining factor in whether reforms are sustained (Coburn, 2003; 

Datnow et al., 2002; Newmann, Smith, & Allensworth, & Bryk, 2001). There-

fore, globally competent school leaders identify and get key stakeholders on 

board and actively address concerns those stakeholders might have about 

bringing global education into the classroom. 

Action 3: Wrangle Resources
Schools need money, materials, and time to see real changes to teaching 

practices (Hatch, 2001; Stringfield, Datnow, Ross, & Snively, 1998). Money 

can secure classroom supplies and additional staff to support implementation 

(e.g., instructional coaches). Time is essential for training school personnel in 

new ways of teaching, creating new lessons and units, and securing a place 

in the schedule for new initiatives to be taught. Though the availability of 

resources may be beyond the control of many school leaders (e.g., statewide 

funding streams, union-negotiated hours that schools can require teachers 

to attend, district-mandated schedule time blocks), leaders can, with a bit of 

foresight, effectively manage factors beyond their control (Hatch, 2001; Tich-

nor-Wagner et al., 2018). Therefore, globally competent school leaders work 

with what they have to figure out creative ways to dedicate time, money, and 

materials to global learning. 

Action 4: Create Capacity
You can purchase the best curricular materials and newest technologies, 

but if teachers don’t know how to use them, then it’s wasted money. As multi-

ple studies have concluded, teachers are the key component of the success of 

any effort aimed at fundamental school change (Desimone, 2002; McLaugh-

lin, 1990). As such, investing in staff knowledge and skill-building around 

instructional reforms is imperative. 

Teachers need opportunities for deeper learning on reforms that require 

changes to instructional practice. Without it, they might make unintended 

or marginal changes to practice—or not change their practice at all (Cohen & 

Hill, 2001; Spillane et al., 2002). Therefore, globally competent school leaders 
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build capacity by providing ongoing professional learning opportunities for 

staff and join them and students on a schoolwide global learning journey.

• • • • • • • • • • •

Acting on all four of these domains will improve the likelihood that glob-

ally competent teaching and learning will take root and bloom. For exam-

ple, if teachers have the will to implement but lack the capacity or resources, 

then implementation might not be possible. Alternatively, if teachers have 

the training but don’t see how it aligns to competing programs the school 

is currently implementing or to high-stakes state tests, then implementation 

may be variable (Stringfield et al., 1998). 

In addition, these four actions collectively reflect a top-and-bottom 

approach to implementation (Tichnor-Wagner et al., 2018), wherein school 

leaders adapt new programs and practices to fit their local contexts and needs 

of implementers on the ground. For example, school leaders look to see how 

global competence aligns with top-down policy initiatives and are able to 

clearly articulate that alignment while simultaneously building will among 

district leaders and policymakers who can champion—and fund—the cause 

from their positions of power. They can reallocate resources over which they 

have control toward global learning experiences. They also support globally 

competent teaching and learning from the bottom up, demonstrating an abil-

ity to align as they incorporate the needs and desires of teachers and stu-

dents as they plan for global initiatives and an ability to build capacity as they 

allow teachers and students to design their own global learning experiences. 

An adaptive approach to leading instructional reforms is particularly salient 

to globally competent teaching and learning, an instructional reform that by 

design is meant to be adapted to the unique interests, needs, and location of 

each classroom and school. 

Overview of the Book
This book describes the attributes that globally competent school leaders pos-

sess and how to leverage those attributes via the four effective implementation 
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actions described above to systemically and sustainably support globally 

competent teaching and learning. Because the word global is interpreted by 

different people to mean vastly different things (Dolby & Rahman, 2008; 

Kirkwood, 2001), it is important to clarify how I use this term throughout this 

book. Globally competent teaching, global initiatives, and global programs all 

emphasize educational practices and structures that intentionally incorporate 

diverse perspectives into curriculum, instruction, and the culture of a school 

and that help reinforce the complexities of local, regional, national, and 

global identities, conditions, and connections. At the heart of global educa-

tion is recognizing and valuing—rather than ignoring or rebuffing—the inter-

connectedness of our communities and selves to different people and places.

This book does not focus on understanding other countries through the 

lens of international or comparative education, which narrows the scope to 

studying policies, practices, and particularities within nation states (Dolby & 

Rahman, 2008). Although knowledge of different countries is an important 

component of global competence, as is knowledge sharing about educational 

practices in different parts of the world, it is but one piece contributing to a 

broader understanding of how we are all interconnected. At the same time, 

bringing global competence to a school is not a political act of preaching one-

world government or encouraging students to trade in their national iden-

tities to become citizens of the world. To the contrary, global competence 

celebrates the local and national affiliations we have alongside our connec-

tion to a common humanity and gives students the tools to make their own 

informed decisions about the beliefs they ascribe to and the actions they take 

in local, national, and global arenas. 

Chapter 2 presents seven tenets of globally competent educational lead-

ership developed by ASCD and the Longview Foundation for the whitepaper 

Globally Competent Educational Leadership: A Framework for Leading Schools in a 

Diverse, Interconnected World (Tichnor-Wagner & Manise, 2019). These tenets 

were the result of a four-phase research project in which we analyzed pilot 

interviews of globally committed school leaders, conducted focus groups 

with 67 elementary and secondary school administrators from the United 
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States and abroad, and enlisted expert reviews from 39 individuals across the 

K–20 pipeline who have supported the implementation of global initiatives 

in schools—including school administrators, teachers, university professors, 

education association representatives, and individuals working in NGOs and 

state and federal government programs. These tenets are an aspirational set of 

skills for leaders to work toward, can be adapted to different contexts in differ-

ent ways, and are aligned to general best educational practices. In short, they 

are a skillset that leaders can draw upon as they work toward implementing 

global initiatives. 

Chapters 3–6 provide an in-depth examination of implementation actions 

you can take to lead schools in becoming globally relevant. Those actions 

are based on the four domains of alignment, will, resources, and capacity 

(illustrated in Figure 1.3 on page 21). Each of these chapters addresses bar-

riers to implementation, solutions to overcoming those barriers, and exam-

ples of how school leaders have applied globally competent leadership tenets 

to these implementation actions. Chapter 3 examines how to align global 

initiatives with current policy trends and problems of practice that schools 

commonly contend with by building bridges between the local and global. 

Chapter 4 explores how to overcome political pushback to global teaching by 

building will among stakeholders who may be reticent to change because of 

policy incompatibility or antiglobal attitudes. Chapter 5 focuses on how to 

find the time and funding to spearhead global initiatives amid shrinking bud-

gets and initiative overload. Chapter 6 examines how you can build capacity 

within yourself and your staff to implement global initiatives, even if you feel 

underqualified or ill prepared to lead such efforts. 

The many examples of school leaders applying these tenets and taking 

actions toward leading global schools come from a compilation of interviews, 

observations, focus groups, and conversations I have conducted with a wide 

range of school and district administrators and teacher leaders that cut across 

different age cohorts, student populations, and geographic locations. Leaders 

I have interviewed and observed hail from the northeastern, southeastern, 

midwestern, and western United States; are in elementary, middle, high, K–8, 
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and K–12 schools (predominately public and a handful of charter and pri-

vate); are in urban, suburban, and rural communities; and work with student 

populations with varied economic, racial, linguistic, and cultural diversity. 

This 30,000-foot view that spans from elementary schools in rural North Car-

olina to middle schools in suburban Massachusetts to charter K–12 schools in 

Los Angeles has allowed me to draw upon the expertise and experience of an 

array of leaders who have infused global competence in varied ways. In doing 

so, I hope to illustrate how leading a global school can happen anywhere. (To 

protect the confidentiality of participants interviewed as part of research proj-

ects, I omit names of individuals and schools throughout the book.) 

I also recognize that I am writing from a U.S.-centric perspective. I admit 

to the irony of writing a book about global competence from the lens of only 

one country. However, I do this intentionally. I ascribe to the notion that 

the global is grounded in the local (Peacock, 2007). What the world looks 

like depends on our perspective. What is foreign to one person is quotidian 

to another. It would be a near impossible task to write about how to align 

global competence to current priorities and build will in ways that attend to 

the intricacies of the political, social, and cultural landscapes that influence 

schools and school stakeholders’ experiences in every country in the world, 

not to mention the scores of territories and indigenous and cultural groups 

within each country. As such, I encourage you to conduct this exercise from 

the location in which you are grounded while transferring that which is appli-

cable to your context. 

The concept of becoming a globally competent school leader may apply 

most directly to school administrators (e.g., principals, assistant principals, 

headmasters), yet it is also a clarion call to any and all educators ready and 

willing to begin the hard work of transforming schools into spaces for glob-

ally relevant and responsive learning. I have witnessed teachers, school 

coaches, curriculum specialists, district administrators, and superintendents 

lead global initiatives in schools. As I previously stated, actions—not titles—

truly denote leadership. 
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This book focuses on globally competent school leadership, but the frame-

work for its implementation can be transferred to other learning initiatives 

that—like globally competent teaching and learning—focus on real-world 

learning and cover social, emotional, and cognitive domains of development. 

A holistic approach to school leadership, one that grounds education in the 

complexities of the real world, is a need-to-have for all students, regardless of 

where in the world they call home. This book is an invitation to create pos-

sibilities for every student under your tutelage and lead to systemically level 

the playing field so all students can thrive in the world today and the future.
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