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Things we should be talking about in International Education: from aliens to Dorothy Gale

Introduction: prevailing narratives
My objectives is to deconstruct some of the assumptions embedded in international education by suggesting things we should be talking about and, necessarily, some of the things we should not to be talking about. 

En route along this rocky road I will also incidentally demonstrate that the assumption that age brings wisdom is a fragile delusion.  Age makes you grumpy: after many years in this field, I have slowly evolved into a kind of Jeremiah howling at the moon or, as a more prosaic colleague recently remarked, an annoying old curmudgeon.

However, to illustrate that my view of this universe is not based solely on biblical rage, let me begin with a context. 

We have significantly improved our professional standards. We do less damage than we did in the past. Students usually leave their countries with some preparation and at least a minimal understanding of where they are going. They will arrive with insurance and generally we try, through health and safety procedures, to keep them relatively well. That is a great improvement upon what used to be the case. 
They are also, in my experience, curious and engaged. The sorts of generalisations that permeate discussions of “millennials”, or generation this and that, are based around the Eden syndrome. That is the illusion that then, whenever then was, is better than now, whenever now is. This infects educationalists from Socrates on. It is also based on the kinds of stereotyping we seek to counter in our teaching.
That said, not everything in this garden is rosy: we have become burdened by unhelpful metaphors, over-reliant on the idea of cultural difference, unresponsive to radical alterations in our environments, dependent on myths of transformation and conversion.
The nature of our narrative has also progressively altered in a manner that reflects a shift in global ideologies. The conflict between the grand narratives of the Cold War, the “isms” that divided us, have largely become history. Collectivism in its many manifestations (communism, socialism and so on) has, for the most, part been overtaken by ideologies of individualism. The idea of a collective good has diminished, replaced by narratives based on individual benefit. William Fulbright’s vision, for example, was at the heart of our agenda when I first came into this field. He stressed benefits such as “the acquisition of empathy -- the ability to see the world as others see it,” The Price of Empire (1989).
Thar narrative has progressively shifted so that we now describe international education in terms of individual advantage: a way of getting a better job, having a personal experience, enhancing résumé etc. While there is nothing intrinsically wrong with those accrued advantages, there are still dinosaurs who cling to the notion that grassroots interaction between young people around the world can enhance international understanding. We tend to believe this in defiance of reality but, behind this apparent delusion is the remnant of a belief in education as a social good rather than as a mechanism to increase the gap between the privileged, who can participate in these opportunities, and the rest. The prevailing rhetoric of international education is based on the assumption that student mobility offers a pathway into an advantaged elite. International education is, thus, constructed less as a way of diminishing distance between us but as a mechanism for increasing it.
This is our reality: collectivism has given way to an ideology of individualism and, of course, our field reflects that shift.
In these broad contextual boundaries, I will offer a swift review of the things we are talking about and, in contrast, what I believe we should be taking about. I will focus around theses notions: aliens, the lunar (lunacy), mysticism, and the yellow brick road. I will conclude with The Wizard of Oz because, along the yellow brick road, Dorothy Gale learnt, and can teach us, some profound things
Aliens
Things we are talking about

Abroad is a constructed space. In international education, we create this as an alien environment in which we must teach students to negotiate difference. We start with a conclusion: that what divides us is more important than what unites us. We do this through the idea that “culture”, whatever we mean by that, is a barrier: in various collocations (e.g. cross-cultural and inter-cultural communication). The assumptions are that differences are of more significance than similarities, and that those differences can be explained through the mechanism of cultural analysis.

That emphasis is based upon a misconception of what we actually do; we take students from one nation-state to another nation-state. Nation-states are not synonymous with cultures but are ways in which we have organized geographical space. They are shaped by some combination of history, politics, myth, poetry, war, colonial intervention, accident, intent, stupidity and so on. The role of culture in the formation of the nation-state is usually incidental and, sometimes, irrelevant – as the colonial processes demonstrate in the histories of Africa or the Middle East; think also of the United Kingdom aka The Disunited Queendom.
In short:  we have built an educational agenda on weak foundations. 
The confusion of inter-national with inter-cultural is also inadvertently reactionary in so far as it prioritizes that which divides us over that which we have in common: a parochial rather than cosmopolitan view of the world.

Things we should be talking out
Instead of rooting our objectives in a discourse that is divisive, vague and misleading, we would do better to focus on what students might observe, analyse and explore in their leaning environments. In CAPA’s case, our identity is shaped by what we believe are essential characteristics of contemporary reality: students can observe and study manifestation of globalisation:  recognise, describe, and interpret examples of the impact that globalisation has on the urban environment. Urban environments are spaces in which we can reconcile the two imperatives of study abroad: to empower students to engage with the local and to direct their attention towards the global: observable, concrete realities.
From these cities, I will now move towards the moon and look at the lunar and associated lunacy.

The Lunar (lunacy)
Things we are talking about
We are burdened by inappropriate metaphors drawn, for example, from industry and business. We have embraced notions such as “return on investment” and “inputs and outputs”: mechanistic filters that devalue and distort complex learning processes. We then try to assess this learning because we desire to prove that we are serious fellows, that our learning outcomes reflect reality. In some contexts, this leads us to seek to assess beyond reason. 
We would do better to recognise that there is a distinction between learning outcomes and outcomes of learning.  As you shall hear, the latter term describes all those insights we gain on the rocky road to the Land of Oz. Dorothy learned little from the wizard (the learning outcome) but much from the messy outcomes on the yellow brick road (outcomes of learning). 
In the contexts of the lunar, however, I want to consider the notion of “re-entry” – a metaphor drawn from NASA. The term carries with it implications of drama and stress. Re -entry is, as NASA reminds us, a potentially dangerous moment followed by the gleeful exclamation “We have splash down”. 

The process is literally fraught which is, in terms of lunar exploration, fully understandable and fully appropriate. The problem arises when we use that metaphor to describe students returning from a period overseas (most students have not been to the moon but to rather desirable spots). The notion of re-entry creates expectations of danger and difficulty so we create support mechanisms to help students overcome the implicit and anticipated trauma. We are also frequently told that students suffer trauma because their peers are not especially interested in hearing about their studies abroad. Learning that most people are mostly indifferent to your narratives is a useful life lesson. It demonstrates that, despite everything we have been told, we are only at the centre of our own universe.
Things we should be talking about
The alternative notion of homecoming would create an anticipated period of celebration and affirmation; we would not create an expectation of trauma. The use of the term “homecoming” is both more appropriate and more likely to lead to positive outcomes.

Affirmative elements of a homecoming ceremonial could also lead to potential educational benefit. If what we say we do is true, students have, to one degree or another, acquired a number of transferable skills; they have spent time as some kind of participant-observer and have engaged in a form of “action research”. The homecoming period could involve exploring, comparing and sharing perceptions and, thus, making concrete the skills students have acquired. 
Homecoming stresses the affirmative benefits rather than the neurotic consequences.
From the concrete let us move towards the mystic.

Mysticism 
Things we are saying
We are addicted to notions of transformation and get teary-eyed when students tell us that “study abroad changed my life.” The statement is problematic not for what it says about an individual but for what it implies:
The first problem relates to the passive voice. It suggests a process of magical transformation in a mythical space called “abroad”.  This obscures the fact that to gain anything from any form of study the participant needs to be an active researcher not a vessel into which experience is poured. It is perfectly possible to learn nothing from being in a foreign environment (this is a glimpse into autobiography).   

In the active voice, “I changed my life by studying abroad”, the meaning is significantly altered: the responsibility belongs to the learner and is not a consequence of location alone.
The biggest problem is that the statement creates a mythical, single, undifferentiated space wherein the participant will gain insight through proximity -- which as we all know does not guarantee intimacy. Is everywhere abroad more likely to be transformative than where I live? 
That is disrespectful of home society which does not, by implication, have the same power to alter life experience. Wherever you go, you take yourself with you. It is too much to expect a location (of itself) to be transformative.  Transformation for any individual is less about location and more about active exploration.  It is clearly possible to change your life in Paris, Timbuktu or even Kelowna. 
The statement also creates unrealistic expectations against which many other international educational experiences are certain to fail. (Compare “changed my life” with “improved my Spanish”); we exaggerate the claims for what we do and burden ourselves with rhetoric that creates inflated expectations. 

The concept of the ‘global citizen’ is another example.  If we are lucky, we are citizens of a country. The “globe” is a very fractured and divided place and has no citizens. If we tell students that what we do is turn them into global citizens, we embed failure. Rather, we should say that the goal is to create better educated citizens, to teach students something about another nation so they can be better citizens of their own. 
A “global citizen” is an absolute condition (you either are or are not). The language of education needs to be subject to the qualification, less or more – it is not an absolute value but something to be acquired and learnt, more or less effectively. Terms like cosmopolitanism or internationally aware are progressive. It is possible to be more or less cosmopolitan or internationally aware and is, thus, a learned process, not some envisaged state of grace. Imagining the blessed condition of global citizenship is a matter of ideological or religious faith, an act of mystic conversion (the business of the “priests” rather than the “professors”).  It does us a significant disservice to speak in the language of the prophets unless the goal is, indeed, to become a prophet. For most of us our goals are, advisably, more limited; we aim to move students from relative ignorance towards relative understanding.

None of this is intended in idealistic concepts of “global citizenship” nor in the statement that “study abroad changed my life”. They are said by well-intentioned people. However, they are examples of things we should not be talking about; quasi-inspirational flourishes that create unrealistic expectations and murky distortions that obscure the serious purposes of our work. 

Things we should be talking about
We need to be much more intentional and specific about concrete objectives. “Objective” is a better term than “outcome”; it recognises that more or less may be learned than we intended. “Outcome” implies predictability; in contrast,  “objective” is aspirational. If we persist with the customary rhetorical excess, we undermine the academic validity of our endeavours. Our objectives should not, for example, be framed in terms of transforming the lives of students (though lives may be transformed). Transformation may be a consequence but it should not be an objective. Baptism is transformational as is transubstantiation but that is the territory of priests, prophets and madmen. In more mundane terms, any experience may have the potential to be transformative: love, backache, wealth, poverty, drugs, and, above all, death. Our objectives, in contrast, need to be described in educational terms that are specific, cumulative (less to more), realistic: formative, high-impact if you like, rather than transformative. 
At this point, the argument leads inexorably towards Oz and what Dorothy did 

The Yellow Brick Road
There are not many people who have read all 14 volumes of Frank Baum’s novels of Oz. There are not many people who would admit it if they had. Nevertheless, what Dorothy did and did not do and who Dorothy is, and is not, is instructive and relevant.

Dorothy Gale is not a traditional study abroad student. She received little in the way of pre-departure orientation and seems deeply unconcerned about transfer credit. But, she was a kid from Kansas (not therefore entirely different from many of CAPA’s students) where “she could see nothing but the great grey prairie on every side.” The Wizard of Oz, 1900.

She possessed nevertheless the gift of curiosity, what Baum calls “wondering eyes” (Ozama of Oz, 1907) that enable her to explore and analyze the challenging environments she encounters. 

Through those lenses Dorothy learns that:

1. Power and politics matter more than culture. She encounters political discord, ethnic division and diversity, conflict and Imperial control.

2. She learns to be a cosmopolitan in that she understands that similarities matter more than differences. She learns that we are not defined or constrained by difference and that empathy can transcend those barriers. She simultaneously learns to discriminate rather than tolerate. Nuanced perspectives require moral choices.

3. She learns independence and courage, and that understanding the world elsewhere is not a simple or easy process.

4. Her journeys also offer us an ideal metaphor for liberal international education: the point of arrival may be less significant than the path towards that arrival. Processes may, in other words, be more important than outcomes. Outcomes of learning are potentially richer than learning outcomes.
5. She learns that there are worthwhile values at home too and her return journeys from Oz are not characterised by anguished re-entry but are, in contrast, moments to be celebrated.

Dorothy is somewhat atypical of our students; Oz (and its environs) is a non-traditional location. However, both protagonist and host environment are somewhat familiar.  Oz is a profoundly diverse environment in which ethnic tension is common and where struggles for political control are, at times, intense and prolonged. The Land of Oz is menaced by the Phanfasms who represent global evil (Baum’s North Koreans) and have one key objective “the chief joy of the race of Phanfasms is to destroy happiness.” (The Emerald City of Oz, 1910) 

I am tempted to offer an extended summary of Baum’s fourteen volumes which would be, of course, entertaining (if only to me) but severely prolonged. As much as I would enjoy this I am aware that there may be a limit to tolerance even here among the good folks of British Columbia.

I will, therefore, select some of the many things that Dorothy learned that speak to the necessary agenda of education abroad. As you have not read the 14 volumes, you will be in no position challenge my conclusions – a happy position to occupy.
Dorothy learns that what she really needs to know is who has power: the political realities. She learns that the world is a complex and difficult place.  Her experience demonstrates to us that educational objectives based around notions of culture distort and constrain. Are learning objectives based on cultural difference the most important thing to understand about, say, South Africa or Ghana, let alone Oz? Where do students learn of the inequitable distribution of global resources? Can we understand the significance of Apartheid or “the multitude of evil” represented by the Phanfasms through cultural analysis? 
The degree to which the language of education abroad is rooted, myopically, in questions of “culture” has not enhanced our academic credibility. Questions of religious difference, inequality, social injustice, nationalism, tribalism, historical conflict are muted in the education abroad discourse because culture is less disturbing and challenging than, for example, the politics of global injustice. 

Similarly, the aspiration to “appreciate cultural difference” suggests that other kinds of difference are less worthy of serious attention.  It is, of course, possible to argue for the broadest definition possible of culture: an inclusive idea that includes more or less everything that humans do, including politics. In that case, the word becomes devoid of useful specificity; in meaning everything, it signifies nothing. It enables, us for example, to avoid areas of investigation, religious differences for example, that are more challenging and, potentially, disruptive of assumptions than “cultural” behaviours. It is reductive and constraining; creates a field that is essentially anodyne; and is frequently shaped around national stereotypes—Italians are …, the English tend to … Australians like … and so on ad nauseam.
It is also important to recognise that somewhere or other in the ethics of cosmopolitanism or internationalism is the idea that certain values are universal and that they are not shaped or modified by relative cultural practices. The fact that something may be described as “cultural” does not put it beyond ethical judgement. That is not to suggest that we should inculcate specific moral standards but rather to acknowledge that students are also entitled to make judgments based, we hope, on thoughtful discrimination. They are participants too in the rights and responsibilities of what it means to be an ethical human.
Education in general should aspire to teach students  something of the knowledge that Dorothy acquires, not to tolerate but better to discriminate between things: the smart and the stupid, the crass and the clever, the moral, amoral and immoral, the real and the unreal. Instead of promoting the notion of tolerance it would be better to consider how students may be empowered to make their own intelligent and informed acts of discrimination.

Assessing the journey

Dorothy’ s path towards enlightenment also demonstrates the problem of assessing the messy business of acquisition.  Her journeys are sometimes dangerous, rarely direct and usually challenging. They lead her towards what Baum calls “wisdom” (The Emerald City of Oz) – not a word we hear often enough in the context of education. They also offer a corrective to the utilitarian focus in education abroad. In The Road to Oz (1907) the Shaggy Man teaches Dorothy that the path is first and foremost the objective:

Each of the roads must lead somewhere, or it wouldn’t be here...if we travel long enough, my dear, we will come to some place or another in the end. What place it will be we can’t even guess at the moment but we’re sure to find out when we get there.

The Shaggy Man offers us a metaphor for liberal learning that conflicts with our current preoccupation with assessment of learning objectives.

That preoccupation derives from a number of sources:

A combination of inflated rhetoric, promotional gush, and alliterative spittle, generated by excesses of marketing zeal, erodes our credibility. The proliferation of outcomes assessment mechanisms is a direct consequence of those self-inflicted wounds: compensatory gestures intended to demonstrate that we are, after all, serious fellows not running holiday camps or indulging in vacuous pleasantries in sunny (or otherwise) climates.

There is nothing intrinsically wrong in assessing what students learn. We have, in any case, long measured the acquisition of skills and knowledge in the courses we teach. The most common form of assessment has been, and remains, essays and examinations. In education abroad, however, the ambition is both greater and less focused. We are charged with measuring what students learn from the totality of their education abroad experience; that is a much more complex proposition. It may include, for example, the collective impact of all the courses taken, the learning that may or may not occur through engagement with the environment, insights gained by exposure to new social and political mores and behaviours and so on. A major complication is, as Dorothy’s experiences demonstrate, that along the yellow brick road or in a Socratic or liberal learning model, outcomes are less predictable in that the end is not so easily discernible. A shift towards a focus on processes rather than outcomes would lead us on the path to wisdom and divert us from the statistical imperatives of a new utilitarian age. 

The demand for measurable outcomes, and the assessment of these, is found threaded through the field of education in general. The argument that we use significant resources, and we should be able to account for what we did with those resources, is compelling. The problem is that we have framed all our justifications in terms that are not defined by real educationalists like the Shaggy Man. We have, thus, focused on that which may be quantified and have ignored the wisdom that may be achieved through diversion along the pathways of Oz. 

Dorothy learns that Kansas is not the world; that compassion, courage and intelligence may be found in many surprising places and expressed in many diverse and complex ways. What Dorothy begins to understand (from the Tin Man for example) is that a capacity for compassion is not expressed in false expressions of devotion (the same lesson learnt more painfully by King Lear); from the Cowardly Lion she learns that bravery is more than bluster or bravado; from the scarecrow that a capacity for reason may be developed and expressed in many ways. 
She also resists the temptation to act as if “abroad” (wherever it is) is somehow or another necessarily richer in potential than home. You can screw up your life in Paris and redeem it in Oz or Kelowna. Changing your life has little to do with place. Wherever you go you take yourself with you (a noisy neighbour) and it is the self that is the primary participant in any drama of transformation, not the scenery.
These are, ultimately and collectively, profound learning experiences.  If Dorothy can learn this on a short-term, travelling study abroad experience (hardly worthy of any credit at all) how much more may we be able to teach our students. Dorothy’s story may be far from commonplace or representative but it contains some useful pointers as we try to create intentional learning experiences that are not dependent on crass distortions. 

Conclusion: lamentation upon the housetops of Moab
For the several reasons I have outlined, I believe that the single biggest issue we confront is that international education does not always achieve parity of esteem with other academic endeavors. To move in that direction, we will need to discard myths of transformation and conversion and embed our learning objectives in local and global reality. That will require a review of our agenda: changing the things we do and changing the things we talk about. 
This is, after all, a kind of Jeremiah approach to international education: howling at the moon and declaring, with the authors of the Old Testament, that “There shall be lamentation generally upon all the housetops of Moab.” To extend this biblical preoccupation there are concepts that, like the boils of Job, have afflicted us.
