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Preface 

 
 It’s the stories that really matter.  When you get together with family and friends 
or meet new people for the first time, it’s the stories that enable us to relate and bond.  
The last year-and-a-half has been extremely exciting for me as I had a chance to explore 
Thailand, Malaysia, Cambodia, Vietnam, Singapore, Laos, Hong Kong, Indonesia, New 
Zealand, China and Spain.  I was able to experience all of these places not because I took 
a year off to travel; I was working full time.  Whether it was drifting on a river in 
Thailand and stopping at bars along the way; eating tapas in Madrid; cave exploring in 
New Zealand; touring Angkor Wat; SCUBA diving in the Andaman Sea; taking a stroll 
on the Great Wall of China; or just stopping to watch the sunset on a white sand beach, I 
can say that my life is always an adventure.   
 Although much of my travel is personal travel I have continually experienced 
some of these adventures with my students, which is incredibly rewarding.  Taking 
students on a field trip to enhance learning in the classroom is one thing, but taking 
students on a 9-day adventure trip to the most tectonically active island in the world 
(Sumatra) or a six-day biodiversity program in southern Thailand is quite another.  
Although the work needed to set up an extended trip is immense, the reward of seeing 
students out of their comfort zone while taking risks and collaborating is worth all of the 
extra effort.   

I am so lucky that my life has brought me to a place where I can share a new story 
on a regular basis.  The decision to become an international school teacher has been the 
best decision that I have ever made.  I do hope you enjoy the story that has led me to 
where I am now and that it may inspire you to join a life of adventure, open-mindedness, 
and endless cultural experiences. 
 

Why am I sharing my story? 
 
About a year and a half ago, I complained to my brother that I was spending so 

much time writing emails and directing potentially interested teachers into the life of 
international teaching.  He said: “Why don’t you write a book about your experiences?”  
“Write a book?!  Who is ever going to read a book written by me?” I asked.  He 
explained: “You have so much to offer; so many stories to tell.  Trust me, people will 
find a way to read your book!”    
 So, I started writing about my experiences.  It has been enjoyable reminiscing 
about the stories that have brought me to where I am now.  I was able to remember the 
people who shaped, guided, and supported me as well as the challenges that pushed me in 



directions I never thought possible.  I also wrote this book as a guide for people 
considering entering a career in international teaching. 
 Before you begin, I would like to be very clear what an international teacher is.  
This book is not for people interested in teaching English abroad (it is common for 
people to ask if I teach English when I tell them that I’m a teacher in Thailand).  The 
teacher that I am referring to is a qualified K-12 teacher with a teaching degree from his 
or her home country.  Typically, international teachers are from the U.S., Canada, Great 
Britain, Australia, South Africa, or New Zealand as the vast majority of international 
schools run on a western curriculum where the core courses are all taught in English.  
There are, however, international schools that are run with other languages such as 
French, but international schools predominantly use English as the main language of 
instruction.  The students who are at the school already speak English as a first or second 
language and you would teach your class very much the same way that you would in your 
home country. 
 If you have never heard of international teaching, or would like to learn more 
about it, I hope this book will be a good guide for you.  Although it includes several 
personal accounts, such as details from my time in Bahrain, Maui, and Thailand, this 
book is about how to become an international school teacher and what to expect from an 
international teaching career.  At the end of the book, I have added an appendix and 
reference section which will allow you to find definitions of particular terms that are 
footnoted within the text and some of the “how-to’s” in a more consolidated manner.    

 
An accident that changed my life 

 
As far back as I can remember, I wanted to be a marine biologist.  If I wasn’t 

watching programs on marine mammals, I was reading books, visiting aquariums, or 
heading out to the shore.  My passion led me to Eckerd College in St. Petersburg, FL 
where I completed my B.S. in marine biology.  However, not all passion-based stories 
have a happy ending, and this story’s happy ending is a far cry from my dreams of world-
fame as a celebrated marine biologist. 
 Between my junior and senior year at Eckerd, I attended a summer course in 
South Caicos, Turks and Caicos Islands (TCI), Bahamas through the School for Field 
Studies.  This program was a month long program that focused on coral reef, sea grass, 
and mangrove ecology along with the benefits and problems of ecotourism1.  I was lucky 
enough to join a group with three other students and we were responsible for starting a 
coral reef monitoring project.  Monitoring reefs was my first real chance to participate as 
a marine biologist in a long-term project and I dove in with high expectations.  I was 
SCUBA diving every day and doing what I had always wanted to do.  Unfortunately, this 
bliss was short lived. 
 About two-and-a-half weeks into my course, I came out of the water after what I 
thought was a routine dive.  Two hours after my dive, I felt light headed and tried to 
remedy this with rest and rehydration salts.  Unfortunately, my condition worsened and I 
eventually passed out during dinner.  Since I had just finished a dive, the instructors 
wanted to take as many precautions as possible.  I stayed in South Caicos that night and 
was brought to Providenciales - the main island in the TCI - the next morning.  I was 



brought to a dive specialist who quickly diagnosed that I was bent2.  As a result, I was put 
into the decompression chamber over a two-day period for many hours each day.   
  The doctor recommended that I go to The Diver’s Alert Network (DAN)3 
headquarters at Duke University to get checked out.  At DAN, the dive specialist did a 
complete physical and neurological screening on me and came to the conclusion that I 
had a very small atrial septal defect, or what is more commonly known as “a hole in the 
heart.”  The doctor said that this condition would leave me predisposed to getting the 
bends again, and recommended that I stopped diving, period.  I couldn’t believe what I 
was hearing.  My entire life, I had dreamt of being a marine biologist and this news all 
but shattered my hopes. 
 The knowledge that I had to stop diving came right at the end of the summer 
before my senior year of college.  That upcoming year was the year in which I should 
have been making my final decisions about where I wanted the rest of my life to go.  But, 
for the past fifteen years, I already knew where I wanted my life to go.  I had less than a 
year to start all over again.   

 
Serendipity 

 
During my senior year, I realized that teaching was the best direction for me.  I 

decided to apply to master’s programs at a few universities, and I eventually chose 
Southern Connecticut State University (SCSU) in New Haven, CT.  I wasn’t super 
excited to head back to my home state of Connecticut, but after just one semester, I knew 
I made the right choice. In the evenings, I attended classes at SCSU, and worked towards 
a high school teaching degree and a master’s degree in environmental education at the 
same time. 
 I got a part time job at the Norwalk Aquarium in Norwalk, CT, in the education 
department teaching marine biology to grade school students.  Predominantly, I worked 
on a boat that collected species from the Long Island Sound and used the animals to teach 
about the ecology of the sound.  Talk about preparing yourself for being a good, hands-on 
teacher!  The students had so much energy and excitement that I quickly learned how to 
manage extremely spirited students  
   My mentor professor was very passionate and compassionate.  I think she saw in 
me a dynamic young man who had a lot to offer, but was still so rough around the edges.  
She did an outstanding job of directing me on what courses would better suit me.  She 
gave me advice with every turn I made.  In addition, SCSU was a great school for me 
since at the time, it was one of the few universities in the country with an environmental 
education program. 

While at SCSU, I was fortunate enough to have weeklong expeditions in a few 
countries around the world as part of some of my courses.  One of the countries that I 
traveled to was Ecuador and when I returned to work, a colleague of mine told me that a 
high school teacher working at my school had taught in Ecuador for several years.  I 
wanted to know more about it, and decided to meet with the teacher and her husband for 
lunch to discuss their work in Ecuador. 
 This lunch meeting of one hour changed my life, and I would most likely not be 
sitting here in Thailand, fourteen years later, writing this book about international 
teaching, if I had not met this couple.  Meeting this couple was such a coincidence that I 



guess you can consider it luck.  But, as Senaca put it: “Luck is when preparation meets 
opportunity.”   
 As I sat there listening to their stories about international teaching, I became so 
excited.  Up to that point, the only international teaching that I had heard about was 
people going to other countries to teach English.  In many cases these English teachers 
made next to no money, were glorified backpackers, and typically had no lasting impact 
on the community as transient observers.  But no, there are literally thousands of private 
international schools throughout the world that only hire qualified teachers from K-12.  
The curriculum, pay, and classes offered vary widely, but the one consistency is that you 
can teach the classes that you enjoy in another part of the world!  “Exciting” hardly sums 
up that last sentence. 
 They told me about one job fair run by The International School Services (ISS).  
They gave me a very thick book that had a brief description of every school that was 
accredited by ISS and told me that there would be a job fair in June, 1999 in Philadelphia, 
PA and that sign up for the fair had to be done in the next week.  I left them and said: 
“I’m doing this!” 
 

How Job Fairs Work 
 

 I ended up signing up for the job fair in Philadelphia having really no idea what I 
was doing.  The couple from the lunch meeting gave me a few pointers, which ended up 
being helpful, but I hope I can give you as many helpful tips as possible. 
 
Job Fair Background Work 
 

• A fair is when administrators from many different international schools and many 
teaching candidates meet up at a hotel that hosts the job fair.  The first day is 
typically a meet-and-greet where the leaders of the fair run through how the fair 
works.  You will have a chance to meet candidates from different schools and talk 
to them about their likes and dislikes of their school or international teaching in 
general.  It’s not typical, but particular schools may contact you and ask that you 
meet them for an interview already on that first day.   

• On the morning of the second day, the school’s interviewers will all be at their 
tables in a huge hall and you can go to any school that you find interesting and 
request an interview.  The school can grant you an interview or not.  After the 
morning interview sign-up period, the interviews will begin and will last from the 
mid to late morning until day three or four.  Typically schools will get the 
candidates they want for the earlier interviews so the school has the best shot of 
getting that candidate.  Just as many candidates will covet some schools, many 
schools will covet some candidates. 

• The main teaching fairs run between early January and March.  There are many 
overseas placement services: International School Services (ISS) 
(https://www.iss.edu/), SEARCH associates (http://www.searchassociates.com/) 
and University of Northern Iowa (UNI) Recruiting Fair 
(http://www.uni.edu/placement/overseas/) are the ones that I know best.  I have 
used both ISS and SEARCH in the past.  It is a matter of personal preference but 



both ISS and SEARCH will provide an excellent fair.  Although UNI only has 
one fair, ISS and SEARCH will have many fairs around the world.  There are 
more targeted conferences that I don’t know as much about.  For example, if you 
are interested in South America, you can look into The Association of American 
Schools in South America and for Europe, The European Council of International 
Schools. 

• There are two factors that can help you decide on the best fair for you to attend:  
Obviously, if you go to the later fairs, many of the jobs will have already been 
taken during earlier fairs.  Each particular school may send their administrators to 
several fairs around the world looking for candidates.  So, going to a later fair 
may not be the best option.  However, if you plan to go to an early fair, make sure 
you check on the schools that are attending.  Sometimes schools may not know all 
of their open positions at the very early fairs.  The city that is hosting will tell you 
a lot as well: for example, if the host city is Hong Kong or Bangkok, you can 
expect many Asian schools, just as you would expect many European schools at a 
conference in London, and so on.  Nevertheless, you will find schools from 
around the world at all of the fairs. Also, consider signing up for more than one 
fair if you have the time and money.  

• Sing up early!  International teaching is becoming more popular now that many 
teachers are having a difficult time finding or keeping jobs in their home country.  
The fairs can only accommodate so many candidates and they fill up extremely 
early.  I would recommend signing up for the fairs up to five to six months before 
the fair.  So, for teachers thinking about teaching abroad starting in August of 
2016, you would already need to start getting organized in September of 2015 for 
the fairs in early 2016. 

• There will also be spring fairs later in the year between April and June.  This is 
actually where I found my first overseas job because I didn’t hear about 
international teaching until April.  The problems with these late fairs are simple: 
most of the schools have filled their positions and will not be attending the late 
fairs, and the numbers of positions still available are limited.  When I went to the 
fair in Philadelphia in 1999, there were only three high school life science 
positions available.  The one positive about these fairs is that the schools that 
attend are quite desperate because this is basically their last chance to find a 
teacher.  Any very young, inexperienced teachers without specialty positions will 
find it much less competitive at these later fairs. 
 

Preparing for the Fair 
 
• When you prepare for the fair, it may be wise to create many folders you can hand 

out with copies of your resume, teaching degree, articles about you, etc…  This 
way, you can hand the folder to the administrator at the interview request time, 
and if they hadn’t noticed you before, it will put you on their radar. (Several 
months before the fair starts, schools are able to look at the website of the school 
services such as ISS or SEARCH and start looking for candidates that fit their 
needs).  Nowadays, things are much more electronic and teachers can send 



schools their website or blog pages.  However, the pamphlet you create is the best 
for interview sign-ups, as the interviewers can look them at at that moment. 

• Prepare yourself for the interview sign-ups!  Read about the schools before the 
conference and ask about the schools during the meet-and-greet sessions.  Find 
people who currently work or used to work at your schools of interest, and talk to 
them about the schools’ strengths and weaknesses.  Please be careful – don’t just 
talk to one person as that person may have had a unique situation (good or bad) 
that doesn’t apply to most of the teachers. When you go to the interview sign-ups, 
have a list of your top schools and go to those schools first so you can have the 
best opportunity to get an interview on the first day.  After you have signed up for 
those, you can walk around and perhaps a school that you hadn’t thought of 
before will catch your eye.   

 
Pulling the Trigger 
 
• Be ready to pull the trigger!  Let’s assume that you are at your first or second 

interview and a school – your third or fourth choice - offers you a job.  
What are you going to do?  Are you going to pull the trigger and miss an 
opportunity to meet with your first or second choice?  Are you going to say no to 
your third or fourth choice so you can talk to your top choices?  What if you don’t 
get a job at your first or second choice and your third or fourth choices give out 
the jobs before you have a chance to reconnect?  These are very real possibilities.  
I’m not going to lie to you: there isn’t one answer to these questions.  Not many 
people go to their first interviews with their top choice and get the job on the first 
day.  So, what do you do?  Well, that’s up to you, but you need to know when you 
would feel comfortable pulling the trigger.  I can only give one piece of advice: be 
honest with the interviewers.  Let them know that you are interested in their 
position but want to talk to another school first.  Ask them how strong a fit you 
are for the school.  Ask them how long they can wait for an answer from you.  
Tell them your concerns with the position, and see what they have to say.  But 
remember, the interviewers are principals or school directors and they didn’t get 
to where they are without being able to sweet talk! 

• You’ve made a choice and are ready to sign the contract.  My advice is quite 
simple: read the contract with the school representative!  Go over every word and 
ask questions when necessary.  Please understand that the interviews and sign-ups 
for many candidates take place over a period of a few days so time is not a luxury 
for the schools.  They will want to get as many candidates interviewed and signed 
as quickly as possible.  You definitely DO NOT want to sign a two-year contract 
(a typical length for your initial contract) and end up disliking it.  You will not be 
in your home country, you will most likely not speak the local language, or be 
able to deal with the government, and the school will hold all of the cards.  That 
contract is the only thing you have to prove that you have been misinformed. 

• If you sign a contract with a school and you have other interviews pending, make 
sure that you contact the school with a nice thank you note.  If the interview is 
scheduled in the very near future, slide the note under their door.  If it is 
scheduled much later, you can easily leave the note in the school’s folder. 



Summary 
 
• In summary, choose the job fair that best fits your needs; do your homework 

before you go to the fair; try to connect with former or current teachers from the 
schools you are interested in; get interview times with your top schools on the 
first day or early the second day; have a plan regarding when you would be 
willing to say yes to an offer; read and understand the contract thoroughly; carry 
thank you notes with you. 

 
 

Bahrain – Wished I Had Stayed Longer 
 
The excitement of my first international teaching experience 
 
 After moving to Florida for college, and enjoying summer weather, I figured I 
would be up for tackling the heat of the Persian Gulf.  Wrong!  When I landed in 
Manama, the capital of Bahrain, there wasn’t an air bridge to get to the terminal, and 
passengers had to walk off and be taken to the terminal by airline buses.  When the plane 
door opened, a wall of boiling air entered and it felt like I had just jumped into a hot tub.  
Whoa! I had planned for heat but this was something entirely different.   
 The school I worked at in Bahrain made the transition process very easy for new 
teachers, and I assumed that all international schools would work the same as this one.  I 
found out later that depending on the school and the host country, this transition works 
very differently.  You will learn that “the package” the school offers is something to be 
very concerned about. 
 The package that the school offered was great for a new teacher.  The school gave 
several hundred dollars for a shipping allowance, which allowed me to take more than the 
typical two suitcases allowed by airlines.  When other teachers and I arrived at the airport, 
the school’s government liaison was actually waiting for us before immigration, and took 
our passports to get our work permits completed.  We didn’t have to do anything!  After 
meeting some of the returning teachers at the airport, I was taken to my fully furnished 
apartment (which was paid for by the school) and given my “settling-in allowance” 
which would help me buy things such as kitchen-wear, towels, and sheets.  The first week 
was a combination of time at school to fill out paperwork, receive an orientation, prepare 
for classes and join evenings coordinated by returning teachers, which included visits to 
their homes, favorite restaurants, and trips to local markets to buy the things we needed.  
Easy. 
 The pay corresponded to about $30,000 a year, which is quite low for a teacher – 
at least for some States!  But, let’s put that $30,000 into perspective.  I was an American 
citizen and I did not pay taxes in Bahrain.  Since I was not working in the U.S., I was also 
exempt from U.S. taxes for wages less than about $80,000 a year.  (There are different 
tax laws depending on what country you work in and what country you come from.  
Please do your research to find out if your home country still expects you to file taxes 
while you are working abroad.)  Along with the housing, the school paid for my return 
flight to the U.S. at the end of each school year, and the cost of living was lower than it 
was in the States.  So, how does that $30,000 sound now to a single person in their early 



twenties?!  In addition, the school offered a bonus at the end of a two-year contract.  The 
bonus was that when you left, you would get a month pay extra for every year you 
worked there.  So, when I left Bahrain, I was given a check for my summer pay of 
June/July/August, an additional two-month pay for my two years working there, and the 
cash for my flight back home.  That was a fantastic amount of money.   
  
 
What was it like teaching internationally for the first time? 
 

First, in order to teach at an international school, the minimum requirement is a 
bachelor’s degree and a teaching certificate.  Some of the top schools will have additional 
requirements, such as several years of teaching experience and/or a master’s degree, but 
these are not necessary for most schools.  The best thing about working at an 
international private school is that you are able to teach any classes that you have a strong 
background in.  This was unlike teaching in Connecticut, where my certificate was in 
biology for grades 7-12.  This certificate meant that I could only teach biology, and if I 
wanted to teach another course, I would need another endorsement.  While teaching at 
international schools, on the other hand, I have taught the following in my 14 year 
experience: biology, chemistry, physical science, earth science, marine biology, 
environmental science, AP environmental science, aquascience, agricultural science, 
physics, and global issues.  Needless to say, I have always been challenged.  
 In Bahrain, I was asked to teach biology, which was no problem, and chemistry – 
yikes!  I had to teach three sections of biology and three sections of chemistry.  The last 
chemistry course I had taken was my sophomore college organic chemistry class at 
Eckerd.  For all of you non-chemistry majors who were required to take organic 
chemistry, I’m sure that you can agree with me that the course might as well have been 
taught in Mandarin as English, for all the sense it made.  
 I did not have the strongest chemistry background but I was ready and willing to 
tackle my first challenge of many in international teaching.  It was actually a bit easier 
than I imagined.  You learn quickly that when teaching a subject, you need only to be 
ahead of the students, so preparing isn’t horribly difficult if you spend enough time on it.  
Students will learn quickly when you don’t know what you’re talking about, and will lose 
respect for you.  Luckily, the lab assistant4 at my school had a background in chemistry 
and I turned to her many times. 
 Besides working hard to keep up with chemistry, things went smoothly during my 
first year, and the students and I actually enjoyed learning chemistry together.  It was a 
pleasure to teach such good-hearted Bahraini students. I had it even better than a typical 
teacher as I was young, male, and have an Arabic name.  This was on top of the fact that 
teachers were looked upon at the highest level; you can imagine how much respect I 
received from students and their parents.  Unfortunately, this is something that has been 
lost at some schools.  In my experience in Bahrain, if the student was not meeting 
expectations or was disrespectful, the parents would immediately look to the child for 
answers and did not blame the teacher.   
  
 
 



Living in Bahrain and eventually leaving 
 

Bahrain is an Islamic country, albeit a fairly liberal one.  Although some Bahraini 
women wear hijabs, they are not required - some of my female students wore them, but 
most didn’t.  As a “westerner”, it is important to learn about local customs and use 
common sense.  Although western women can easily wear short shorts or bikinis at the 
British or American Club, they need to dress more conservatively in public.  Typically, 
long shorts are fine unless going to the mosque, where long pants are required for both 
men an women.  As for shirts, keeping the shoulders covered was the best way to go.  But 
other than that, I behaved as I would have in the States.   
 For me, Bahrain was an easy place to live, and in terms of local customs, it is 
comparable to the UAE, Lebanon, Jordan, and Qatar.  Bahrain is actually a place where 
men from Saudi Arabia frequented on the weekends.5    Other Islamic countries in the 
region - Saudi Arabia, Yemen and Oman – have stricter rules, especially for women.  But, 
I strongly believe that working in the Gulf States would be very beneficial to a young 
couple with young children.6  
 Activities for expats7 can be found at private clubs, malls, parks, and the beach.  I 
joined the British Club, which offered a good range of facilities, including a pool, tennis 
courts, squash courts, and a great restaurant, and which hosted formal and semi-formal 
events for members.  Turning the tennis courts into an indoor soccer pitch or net-ball 
court was done fairly often, and joining a soccer, rugby, football, or equestrian 
league/group was quite easy.  My point is that the country offered a wide variety of sports, 
activities, and events to allow an expat to build a network of friends.    

So, should you consider the Gulf countries?  Well, it all depends on what you 
want.  Each of the countries is different and the freedom each country allows you will 
vary considerably.  Typically, the money is quite good, and you won’t be affected by 
inflation.  When I was there, one Bahraini Dinar equaled $2.65. As the Dinar is pegged to 
the US Dollar, this has not changed through 2014, which means that your salary won’t be 
affected by a change in the local currency.  Consider the location a good place to start if 
you are a beginner international teacher, as the ease of living there and the benefits you 
get will make your transition quite simple.  If you go with an open mind, you may just 
stay longer than two years, which was the length of my stint in Bahrain. 
 After working abroad for so long, I have come to realize that leaving after two 
years is a little quick unless you are completely miserable with the school and/or country. 
In my opinion, it is not until your second year that you feel fully comfortable in your new 
surroundings, and not until your third year that you feel you are actually part of the local 
community.  In addition, since schools start looking for new candidates in January, they 
need to know whether their teachers intend to sign new contracts by October or 
November.  This only gives you 15 months from your starting date to determine if you 
would like to extend your contract.  If possible, keeping your options open to stay for at 
least three years is a good idea. 
 
 

 
 



It Was Time to Teach Internationally Again 
 

 After taking two years off from international teaching to live back in the States, I 
went to the ISS job fair in February of my second year back so that I could get back into 
international teaching.  Although it was rewarding to reconnect with friends and family, I 
missed the amity you can only find as a traveler with other travelers.  As an international 
teacher, you feel connected to other international teachers through your shared love of 
travel, open-mindedness, and the search for the next high.  In two years in Bahrain, I 
managed to travel to Dubai, Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Hong Kong, New Zealand, Thailand, 
the UK, the Netherlands, Belgium, and France and I wanted more.   
 As opposed to my experience in finding a job in Bahrain at the late June fair, I 
went to the recruiting fair in February in New York City.  This was quite a bit different 
than the June fair, as there were many more candidates and many more job opportunities.  
I wasn’t incredibly marketable since I had only been teaching for a total of three-and-a-
half years, and my track record demonstrated that I couldn’t stay put for too long.  Two 
years in Bahrain followed by two years back home with an urge to move on didn’t show 
a huge long-term commitment.  Because schools need ample money to recruit new 
teachers, they like to see candidates who have been working abroad for several years in at 
least one location.  In addition, I only had a background in teaching the lower level high 
school classes of physical science, biology, and chemistry.  I had yet to teach any 
Advanced Placement (AP) classes - the American system for high level classes - or 
International Baccalaureate (IB) classes – the international system used at many schools.  
 If possible, I would highly recommend that young teachers look for IB experience 
at their first or second school.  Once you have that experience, you are much more 
marketable.  These IB schools have The Diploma Program (DP) for the upper secondary 
students and typically the Primary Years Program (PYP) for lower school.  The Middle 
Years Program (MYP) for grades 6-10 is also becoming more popular.   
 So, although I had a teaching degree in HS science, which along with HS math is 
one of the most marketable teaching degrees, I didn’t receive as many offers as I 
expected because I didn’t have any AP or IB experience.  In the end, I had to make a 
choice between two options.  The first was a job in Barcelona, Spain, where I would be 
teaching chemistry and marine biology, and the other was a private school in Maui, 
Hawai’i teaching freshmen biology.  You may be wondering what on earth an American 
school was doing at an international teaching fair, but there are usually a few schools 
from the States that hire at these fairs.  Furthermore, there are schools in the United States 
that see themselves as international schools because most of the student body comes from 
outside the U.S.  A list of these schools can be found at: http://www.english-
schools.org/USA/  This means that you may not even need to leave the States to teach in 
an international setting.  There are also links for these international schools for Canada, 
Mexico, and the UK. 
 After looking at the pros and cons for both schools from a personal and 
professional stand point, I chose to teach in Maui.  Although it wasn’t really an 
international school, it was still far away enough to feel international, and the school 
taught Hawaiian language, dance, and culture which gave it an international flavor.  Maui 
it was.   
 



Maui – Specializing Myself 
 

Moving to paradise 
 

Moving to Maui was surreal.  When a school representative picked me up at the 
airport, the school had a car rental waiting for me and a home rental set up for one month.  
In addition, the school gave me $10,000 as a shipping allowance.  The amount was 
substantial because after the rental period ended, I had to buy my own car and rent my 
own unfurnished apartment.  I remember taking the drive from the airport to my vacation 
rental and being blown away by the natural beauty of the island.  I was, indeed, going to 
be living in paradise.  Coral reefs, humpback whales, volcanoes, rainforests, and beautiful 
native birds were just a few examples of the environment that I was surrounded by in 
Maui.   

The school is up-country and about 2000 feet above sea level.  The campus is 
terraced, with the LS school campus at the highest point, and the HS campus at the 
bottom of the school property, with the MS campus sandwiched in between.  Every day, I 
had the view of the West Maui Mountains, Haleakala Mountain, and the Pacific Ocean.  
It was an incredibly inspiring place to work, and the best part about it was that I wasn’t 
there as a tourist for one or two weeks but for four years.   
  
Starting to establish a program 
 

When I started teaching, the school was only seven years old.  It was so young 
that when I arrived, the oldest class was the tenth grade class.  Starting at a school so 
young has its challenges.  The oldest students were just fifteen or sixteen years old and 
had no idea what a senior student was supposed to be.  In addition, the challenge of 
creating a school vision was also difficult.  However, new schools also allow for many 
opportunities.  The school was developing career academies for the eleventh and twelfth 
grade students.  The career academies consisted of Arts and Communication, Science and 
Natural Resources, Business and Leadership, and Information Technology.  During their 
sophomore year, the students would decide which academy they would like to join.  
Classes were designed to allow students to work hands-on as much as possible to 
experience what it would be like to work in a particular field.  When offered, I jumped at 
the opportunity to teach in the academy program.  Although the academy had a vision, 
the administration wanted me to teach to my strengths.  This was the first time that my 
bachelor’s degree in marine biology and my master’s degree in environmental education 
would be used to its fullest potential within a school setting.  During my final two years 
at the school, I had the pleasure to teach marine biology, aquascience, environmental 
science, and agriscience.  Talk about my ideal schedule!  This goes to the heart of what I 
mentioned at the beginning of this book – teaching at a private school allows you to teach 
classes that are not confined to your teaching certificate.  

The experience I had teaching these career academy classes was invaluable 
because I learned many things to help me become a more passionate teacher.  First, I 
learned how to better connect the classroom with real life experiences.  Secondly, I was 
able to feel much more comfortable setting up field trips, which has been a major part of 



my teaching ever since. And thirdly, and probably most importantly, I learned that 
allowing the students to have a connection with their own history is probably the best 
way to challenge the students to stand up and want to make a difference.  For example, 
students were able to help build kalo lo’i ponds.8  I have not forgotten these three lessons 
and feel that my successes as a teacher are very much because of these experiences.  
  
Deciding to leave after four years 
 

When I decided to leave Maui after four years of teaching there, many of my 
friends thought I was crazy.  I was teaching classes that were directly associated with my 
BS and MS majors and the programs that I had I built at the school were running 
themselves.  The students adored me, as I was running the environmental science club, 
setting up trips, and I was also coaching volleyball.  Financially, staying for a fifth year 
would have made sense as well; every teacher who stayed at the school for at least five 
years received a pension after retirement.  Obviously, the longer you work, the larger 
your pension.  So, why leave?  I think that if you asked another international teacher, they 
would have understood my decision better.  None of the teachers at the school were really 
international school teachers.  Most were either Hawaiian or had lived in Hawai’i for a 
time and already built a life there.  Hawai’i was their home, not a stop-over, so it was 
difficult for them to understand where I was coming from.  The desire to travel and 
experience new cultures and environments drives you, and you are just along for the ride.  
Sometimes, two years is enough in a certain location, sometimes four years, and 
sometimes even longer. 

However, if you become an international school teacher, let go of the planner 
inside of you.  Be very careful about saying to yourself: “I think I will stay here two more 
years and then I will leave.”  This type of talk limits your ability as a teacher, especially if 
you are a someone who enjoys starting programs for your students.  If you have in your 
mind that you will leave the school within a certain time frame, you may ask yourself 
why you would bother putting so much energy into starting a program when you won’t 
be around to see it develop?  I believe this was one of my faults in Maui.  I was too 
preoccupied with where I wanted to go that I didn’t sit back and look at what I had built.  
I was so proud of what I accomplished that I didn’t want to see it fall apart, so I spent 
many hours writing detailed descriptions of my field trips, connections, designs, etc., 
believing that the new teacher would just continue with what had I started.  However, it 
would be difficult to expect a replacement to continue what you started because he/she 
may have their own passions and develop their own program instead of continuing yours.  
It was difficult to leave but after four fantastic years in Maui, it was time for a new 
adventure. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 



Bangkok – A Tough Transition 
 

Looking for a job outside the U.S. again 
 

As I became ready to leave Maui, I started to look at possible jobs around the 
world.  There were three things that I was looking for: first, I didn’t want to be on an 
island again.  Considering that my first two jobs away from the mainland U.S. were 
islands, I knew that I wanted to be on a mainland and particularly in an area where travel 
was easy and cheap.  Second, I wanted to be in a tropical country, because I wanted to 
continue teaching in an area where there was high biodiversity.  And third, I was looking 
for a school that was in need of an environmental science or marine biology teacher, and 
that had either a young curriculum or the opportunity to build a program from scratch. 
 I started looking at the International School Services (ISS) website and tried to 
contact schools before the conference via email or mail.  Unfortunately, none of my 
requests for a position were answered before I headed to the ISS conference in San 
Francisco.  In the chapter How Job Fairs Work, you may recall that I talked about picking 
the right job fair.  Although I am very happy with the choice I made, I wish I was given 
this advice seven years earlier.  I decided to go to the ISS fair in San Francisco in 
February because it was the cheapest option and I had family living in San Francisco.  
Unfortunately, the fair in San Francisco was one of the last ones of the main recruiting 
season and I lost the opportunity to interview with a wider variety of schools that hired 
many of their candidates earlier in the season.  Although the San Francisco fair was still a 
major fair with several hundred schools in attendance, the number of available positions 
turned out to be a major concern for me. 
 Many places in Asia fit the description of what I was looking for after working in 
Hawai’i, and so I targeted this region.  The first fair of the year in January happened to be 
in Bangkok, and I decided against going to it because I thought it would be too expensive.  
In retrospect, I should have realized that this early fair in Bangkok would have had many 
more openings in Asia than the San Francisco fair did. 

At the fair, my first interview was with the school in Bangkok.  I had contacted 
them before the teaching fair and they had checked on my credentials.  We talked for a 
few minutes, and the school offered me the job.  First day, first official interview time!  
Should I pull the trigger?  As I mentioned previously, you need to be ready for this 
scenario.  My wife at the time was with me, and I asked that we leave the room and talk 
things over.  She started crying, because she had no idea that we would have to make 
such a quick decision – possibly a reaction that many of you will have when you sign up 
for your first job.  In the end, I took the job.  I was heading to Bangkok, Thailand! 
 
Starting my job in SE Asia 

 
If the first week in Bahrain was like the comforting shoulder of a best friend, and 

the first week in Hawai’i was like being welcomed at a five-star beach resort, then the 
first week in Bangkok was like getting mugged by a meth addict.   It was arduous and 
tiring on a level that I can’t even begin to describe.  Three other new teachers and I were 
picked up at the airport and were then brought to a hotel where we had to pay for the 



rooms ourselves.  Once we were settled, we were brought to central Bangkok by a 
returning teacher who did a fantastic job of keeping us busy and introducing us to some 
of the other veteran teachers.  Our time being escorted around Bangkok was problem-free 
but it was the forty minutes we spent trying to get back to the hotel that was, without a 
doubt, the worst forty minutes I have ever spent in any city. 

Bangkok has an above ground electric train called the Bangkok Transit System 
(BTS).  At the time, the terminal stop in the eastern end of the city was On Nut station, 
and our hotel was located an additional fifteen minutes away from this stop.  On Nut is 
typically very busy, but there are so many taxis available that you rarely need to wait 
longer than five minutes.  Unless, that is, it is pissing down rain as it was the day I arrived 
in Bangkok.  If you have never experienced a downpour in the tropics during the height 
of the rainy season, let me try to describe it for you: the amount of water that falls from 
the skies in about one hour time is enough to flood the streets so thoroughly that the 
water is above your knees.  Considering that Bangkok is at sea level, the canals and storm 
drains get so inundated that water is actually forced back up to the streets.  Although I 
have yet to see this, I have heard several stories of ten-foot-long pythons being pushed up 
into the streets from the flood drains.  You can just imagine how difficult driving is and 
how many people are looking for a taxi during this type of rain. 

So, there we were standing on the side of Sukhumvit Road (the major street 
through eastern Bangkok) under the BTS station sweating from the humidity, standing in 
knee-deep water, jet-lagged, sucking in the nasty fumes of the several decade old 
Bangkok buses, and trying to hail a taxi.  There is a taxi stand where people typically 
wait in line, but on a day like this, it was absolute mayhem!  We spent more than half an 
hour trying to find a taxi, and I wanted to cry.  The rather weepy voice in my head kept 
saying: “What am I doing here?  I left the beautiful beaches and mountains in Maui for 
this?!”  Luckily, after trying all the tricks she had learned in her one year in Bangkok 
already, the returning teacher finally got us into a cab and on our way to the hotel.  When 
I told the driver where I wanted to go, I said the name of the hotel - Avana Hotel - as an 
American would pronounce it with the emphasis on the second syllable: “aVAna”.  The 
taxi driver said: “Hmmm?” and I again said: “aVAna” and he said: “Hmmm?”  This went 
on for almost a minute until one of the new teachers remembered that she had the hotel 
card in her pocket.  When she gave the card to the driver, he said: “Ahhhh, avaNA!”  For 
some reason, whenever Thais who don’t speak English say an English word, they always, 
and I do mean always, put the emphasis on the last syllable.  Add to this the fact that only 
eight consonant sounds in the Thai language end a word, you get some interesting 
interpretations of English.  The “R” sound can not be a final consonant sound so 
comPUter becomes compuTEH; The “L” sound can also not be a final consonant sound 
so NOOdle becomes nooDEN; and my name Jalal becomes Jalan or Jalau depending on 
who you are talking to.  Luckily, we eventually did make it to the hotel but my stress was 
far from over.  

Although the returning teachers at the school tried to make our transition to 
Bangkok as smooth as possible, the administration had built a program that only created 
stress.  Unlike Bahrain, where the school gave me my settling-in allowance in cash when 
they dropped me off at my fully furnished apartment, my new school had us first open a 
bank account, after which the school deposited the money.  This didn’t happen until a 
few days after we arrived in Bangkok and since many apartments wanted first and last 



month rent along with a security deposit, that settling-in allowance was desperately 
needed.  Although the school had deals with apartments close to the school, they gave 
limited help to the teachers who wanted to live downtown.  Most of the younger teachers, 
myself included, wanted to live where the action was, not in a location twenty to thirty 
minutes outside the city.  

Over the next week-and-a-half, many of us had to find an apartment along with 
going through our orientation at school.    We were walking around the city after school 
and during the weekend looking for some possible places.  We did get some help from 
returning teachers but combining jet lag, the stress of finding an apartment, and poor 
places to lay my weary head, you can imagine just how much sleep I was getting on a 
nightly basis.  What made it also difficult was that I had a trailing spouse9 who was not in 
Bangkok with me yet and I had to choose the apartment without her input.  But after a 
very difficult transition, I was finally able to get settled in.  This experience was a wake 
up call that every international school has their own perks and disadvantages and you 
must be ready for anything when moving to a new location. 

 
 

Building a Niche 
 

 
Hitting the ground running 

 
I had three accomplishments in Hawai’i that I was very proud of and that would 

become a big part of my life in Bangkok.  The first is personal and the other two are 
professional.  In Maui, I got the courage to try SCUBA diving again.  I contacted DAN 
again and a representative and I went over my previous file.  He said that in the twelve 
years since my diving accident, a lot of research had been done on atrial septal defect and 
it was found that many people have this anatomical problem, but it is only noticeable 
when you go diving.  Considering that many people with this defect are still able to dive, 
it is clear that other factors were involved in my case of the “bends.”  In particular, I was 
severely dehydrated during my stay in South Caicos and I lost thirteen pounds in one 
month.10  Although I was scared at first, getting back into SCUBA diving felt natural.  I 
dove quite regularly in Hawai’i, and now in Thailand, it is a major part of my life.  I’m so 
glad to have this experience again – I’ve dived all over Thailand and Asia these past six 
years, and it has been stunning.   

The second accomplishment that I brought with me to Thailand was my 
experience in taking students on field trips outside of school.  Obviously, taking students 
on field trips to accompany your classroom work is always necessary – especially in the 
sciences.  But, I am referring to trips on a much bigger scale.  I am talking about giving 
up weekends and school holidays to take students on long trips for conferences, skill-
building activities, or outdoor adventures.  I am aware that some schools have Week 
Without Walls11 but my school does not, and these trips are done on my own time.   

Having seen the amount of joy my students in Hawai’i had when I took them on 
day or extended trips, I really wanted to provide the same experiences for my new 
students.  During my time in Bangkok, I have been able to take students to many places 
in Thailand such as Khao Sok National Park, Koh Surin National Park, Kaeng Krachan 



National Park, and Krabi province as well as a trip to Sumatra.  During every trip, the 
students have told me that the time they spent on these excursions have been, without a 
doubt, the most eye-opening, incredible, and important trip of their lives.  Evidently, 
exposing students to the natural beauty of their surroundings has had an extremely 
positive effect on them. 

 
The accomplishment that has defined me 

 
The third accomplishment that became a big part of my teaching life in Bangkok 

is my ability to build programs from scratch.  By the time I had arrived in Bangkok, I had 
taught eight different courses and my knowledge base of the sciences and curriculum 
writing was solid.   During my first year, I taught classes that I had a lot of experience 
with: physical science, biology, and environmental science.  The only mildly challenging 
part was teaching environmental science, since I wanted to add as much information 
about Asia to help the students connect with the subject.  My second year held a greater 
challenge as I dropped my biology class and was asked to teach physics.  Physics, huh?  
How was I going to pull this off?  I remembered that my physics teacher from high 
school was feared, respected, and admired, and I wanted to emulate him while teaching 
physics.  With my physical and environmental science classes already well established, I 
spent quite a lot of time preparing for physics.  Luckily, during my first year, only the 
best and brightest students took physics, and we were able to work through the class 
together.  Seven juniors were so interested in physics that they demanded that the school 
open up an AP physics class the next year, and the school hired another teacher to teach it.  
I taught physics during my third through fifth years at the school, and improved my 
teaching every year.  The number of students taking physics grew from fifteen my first 
year teaching the course to around forty during each consecutive year I taught physics.  I 
am proud to have helped grow a program that is not even in my field. 

However, it wasn’t in my physics class that things took off for me, but in 
environmental science – my main field of study.  Although I was a little disheartened that 
my class size for environmental science dropped to six my second year from seventeen 
students the year before, six ended up being the perfect number, and that particular group 
would take my program to a new level and I haven’t looked back since. 

Unbeknownst to me, during my first year in Bangkok, there was a movement 
among international and local schools around the world to tackle global issues.  This 
movement was spear-headed by the book High Noon: 20 Global Issues and 20 Years to 
Solve Them by J.F. Rischard.  This book highlights twenty global issues that include the 
environment, human welfare, and economic global issues.  As a result of his book, 
schools around the United States and Europe started the Global Issues Network 
Conference (GIN).  This conference was quite different than ones I had heard of before.  
One school able to accommodate hundreds of students will host the conference, and the 
conference is entirely student-run, even though there are tireless teachers working in the 
background.  The conference is typically three days long, and highlights include keynote 
speakers, simulations, Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) workshops, and student-
led presentations.  The host school is responsible for organizing the entire three days, 
which is quite an undertaking.  The school must contact possible keynote speakers and 
NGOs, create the simulations and activities, coordinate arrival of all school participants 



and get them to the hotels, create the itinerary, etc…  Students are the focal point and 
they connect with each other through student-led workshops and Global Action Network 
Groups (GANGs). 

These conferences are incredibly inspiring, as the student connections and key-
note speakers give students the ideas and the encouragement to speak up at home, at 
school, or in their community to spear-head change.  One of the best parts of these 
conferences is that they are extremely fun and casual along with being motivating.  My 
students have built connections around Asia, and have established numerous programs at 
their school as a result of this conference, and they continue to want to do more.  The 
power that students have to change the minds of other students is beyond measure.  It is 
now cool at school to be a global participant and to want to affect change.  The movie 21 
Jump Street humorously looked at how school students have changed in this regard 
compared to even ten years ago. 

A school in Beijing hosted the first GIN conference in Asia, but I had not heard of 
GIN yet.  As “luck”12 would have it, the International School of Bangkok (ISB) would 
host the conference the second year.  The coordinator of the GIN conference at ISB set 
up a meeting for many international schools in Bangkok to introduce us to GIN.  A total 
of four schools including mine ended up attending the second Asian GIN conference at 
ISB with many other international schools around Asia.   

The administration was very supportive of our introduction into GIN and those six 
students from my environmental science class were absolute all-stars.  We were told by 
ISB that the maximum number of students that we could have to lead a presentation was 
six.  Perfect!  Along with our normal curriculum, these six students and I worked together 
and developed a program that would address a global issue.  We decided to attack the 
global issue of “Education for All”.  A Thai community surrounds our school, and we 
wanted to start to a build a connection with them.  In the five years since this project was 
started, students have helped with waste management, given their time and donations to 
Children’s Day13, created a fair on campus for local children to join, and most 
importantly provided English classes for free to local children after school on Tuesdays 
and Thursdays.   

During the year, the students from my environmental science course enjoyed the 
class and the conference so much that this global awareness spread like wildfire.  The 
next year, my environmental science enrollment ballooned to two classes with a total of 
almost fifty students.  In addition, students demanded an AP environmental science 
course, which I started three years ago, and a global issues class that I initiated two years 
ago.  On top of this, the GIN conference has been so successful that students and I have 
attended conferences for six years straight.  After ISB, the Chinese International School 
in Hong Kong hosted in 2010, Jakarta International Schools hosted in 2011, the 
International School of Manila hosted in early 2012, the Singapore American School 
hosted in early 2013, and the International School of Beijing hosted in 2014.  Along with 
attending these conferences, we have also expanded our global issues that we are 
addressing.  We have added “biodiversity losses” and “water deficits” to our list of 
achievements.  For “biodiversity losses,” we are working with Khao Yai National Park 
by planting and monitoring the growth of native trees and have great support from many 
teachers and students.  We have also built a plant nursery where saplings can be grown.  
For “water deficits,” high school students have been working mainly with lower school 



students to teach them the importance of sustainable water use using two different 
activities.   

Most of these programs are fully run by students from my environmental club, 
which now has over fifty students.  The students adoringly changed the name from The 
Environmental Club to TEM (Tarazi’s Environmental Movement).  Although the name is 
still used for some of our products, I have recently asked them to change the name of the 
club, as the students have taken over the club with little assistance from me.  They are 
developing programs at the school without my guidance.  On several occasions, I have 
had other teachers come up to me and say: “Wow, thanks for having your club students 
come down and teach my students about plants, water deficits, trash management, etc…” 
and my answer is: “What are you talking about?”  That is my favorite answer, since I 
know I have created a group that is empowered.  So, the students and I decided to change 
our club’s name to ONE, which refers to the fact that it only takes one person to start a 
movement. 

The most exciting and recent development is that after the GIN conference at 
International School of Bangkok in 2009, several schools in Bangkok have wanted to 
start our own local conference.  After years of talk, New International School of Thailand 
in Bangkok took the lead and hosted the first ever Bangkok conference two years ago, 
which they called ServICE.  The ICE stands for Inspiration, Connection, and 
Empowerment.  A Facebook page was started, and students from many schools in 
Bangkok have already built connections and have joined forces in a few projects.   
 
It was my time to really step up 
 

Knowing that I would have the full backing of my administration, and that the 
senior and junior classes in my environmental club were full of leaders, I asked that we 
host the second ServICE conference in April, 2013.  In addition, I also had a meeting 
with my administration and designed my own job description.  I would still teach in the 
high school, but I would only teach three sections instead of the normal five.  So, I taught 
one section of AP Environmental Science, one section of Environmental Science, and one 
section of Global Issues.  For me, this was a dream: three preps to avoid the boredom, 
and only elective classes open to juniors and seniors.  Along with my time in the high 
school, I would also be working with the lower school and middle school teachers. 
 I must say that creating my own job description as the K-12 global issues 
coordinator has been one of the best decisions that I have ever made.  In the high school, 
I’m able to teach exactly what I want to teach and use my passion for the subjects to 
inspire many students to think about what it means to be a global citizen.  But, I was also 
able to use my extra time to work with the middle school and lower school.  In the middle 
school, several teachers used my knowledge in global issues to add to their classes in 
math, science, and social sciences.  In addition, I worked with the middle school team to 
set up several field trips to have the students take part in community service.  In the lower 
school, I was able to experience how passionate these little kids are.  Many times, they 
reminded me how I could be a better global citizen.  It was my pleasure to work with the 
lower school students in every classroom, and I helped some teachers set up tree planting 
field trips and add to their activity periods. 



 Having the luxury to teach what I wanted in the high school and the 
enlightenment I received by teaching the young kids made this past year-and-a-half an 
extraordinary experience.  This, combined with the chance to host the ServICE 
conference, made last school year my most fulfilling year as a teacher.  Having the 
chance to host a conference that involved 180 inspired students and teachers from eight 
different schools was one of my crowning achievements.  Using student presentations; an 
NGO fair; teacher and NGO-led simulations; three student speakers; and three guest 
speakers, the conference was designed to connect and empower international school 
students in Bangkok.  Seeing the excitement of the students and the connections already 
built among the schools tells me that the conference has a chance to have a long-lasting 
positive impact.  A third ServICE conference has been held this school year. I am very 
honored to be part of this great movement in Bangkok once again.   

I know that everything I have learned and experienced in my life has allowed me 
to be a leader in this current movement.  In addition, I would have never been able to 
have my school host the conference without the help of my junior and senior students last 
year.  There is no way we could have hosted the conference my first or even fourth year, 
and I want to reiterate how important it is to spend enough time if you want to create a 
niche, design a program, and keep a legacy at your school. 
 
One final lesson 
 
 In my work with high school students in particular, I have learned that if you 
empower them, they will push what you thought were the limits of their abilities, and 
achieve much more than you expected.  It may take a few years, and many, many hours 
of you leading them but when you can finally step aside and see that the program you 
have built can keep growing without much work, it is like no other feeling you get as a 
teacher.  Try it!  If you are at a school where the administration is not supportive, maybe 
it’s time to look for a new school.  Perhaps it’s time for you to say: “I’m doing this!” and 
head internationally.  There is a quote I love to tell my students whenever they are 
wondering what they should do next: “A ship is safe in a harbor, but that’s not what ships 
are built for.”14  Too many times, I have seen teachers beat the kids to the exit when that 
final bell rings.  Don’t be that teacher.  Coach, volunteer, start a club, take students on 
weekend trips, and the joy you will see in your students will far outweigh the struggles 
you had to go through to get there.  With so many students coming from one parent 
homes or homes where both parents work excessive hours, you may be their best access 
to guidance.  Be the change you want to see in the world.  Mahatma Gandhi 
 
 

So, what’s next? 
 

 After experiencing so much success last year as the K-12 global issues 
coordinator, I have continued the same journey this year.  I am very happy to say that my 
global issues class in HS was so popular that the enrollment went from sixteen last year 
to forty-five combined students in two classes this year.  I have continued to keep the 
students motivated by having them attend the third annual ServICE conference in 
Bangkok and our sixth Global Issues Network Conference in Beijing.  The middle school 



team wanted to expand their work with global issues, and started the year with a mini 
ServICE conference for the middle school students that aimed to inspire some of those 
students to think about global citizenship.  In the lower school, the teachers enjoyed my 
addition to their classrooms and I will be visiting their students more frequently this year.  
We will also look to continue our service projects around school and in the community. 
 Although I am very excited about this year, the thought of what’s on the horizon 
will never stop popping up in my mind as I grow as a professional.  I couldn’t even 
imagine my life without these questions coming up over and over again:  “What will I 
teach next year?”; “Where will I travel to the next long weekend or week-long break?”; 
“What country will I teach in next?”; “What program will I start next?”; “How can I 
motivate more students?” and the list goes on.  As far as I’m concerned, if you are not 
constantly asking yourself, “what’s next?”, then you are not living up to your potential, 
you are not living a life as exciting as it can be, and you are not giving your students the 
opportunities that they should be getting.  This is an ongoing question, and you should 
never feel that you have reached the top level.  In my life, I have traveled to thirty-eight 
countries but there are over one hundred fifty I have yet to travel to.  Although I have 
taught many different courses, the way I teach each course can always improve, 
especially with regards to IT in the classroom.  I have tried to start my own ecotourism 
company, and although I have created a website and brought two groups of students 
down to south Thailand on my own, and have brought my family to Cambodia last 
Christmas break, the company has been mostly a flop.  I know that if this company is 
going to succeed, I will need to create a new vision and ask myself how it can be done 
better. 
 This question of “what’s next?” is extremely powerful.  Obviously, if you are 
already a passionate teacher and the students in your home country are better because of 
your guidance and support, then please continue your journey.  However, if you feel you 
are not living up to your potential for one reason or another in your home country, I do 
hope that my book has given you some direction, inspiration, and advice on how to get 
into international teaching.  Looking back now on all of the events that have transpired, 
all of the possibilities that have presented themselves, and all the choices I have made to 
get me to where I am now, I can honestly say that I have no regrets.  Think about taking a 
chance on starting a new adventure and a new chapter in your life that will be filled with 
interesting people, new cultures, great stories, and unforeseen adventures.   
 Since finishing this book and going through the many editing processes, I am 
happy to say that my “what’s next” has already come and I am a happy teacher at a new 
school in Phuket teaching the MYP and DP sciences.  The stories are already starting to 
pile up and although I could share them with you, I will wait for another time and place.  
Come join me to start your own narrative – the world is waiting for you. 
 
Of all the people I have ever known, those who have pursued their dreams and failed 
have lived a much more fulfilling life than those who have put their dreams on a shelf for 
fear of failure.  ~Author Unknown 
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Final thoughts and lessons 
 
Overview 
 

I hope that you have enjoyed reading this book and that it inspired you to start 
thinking about a life as an international school teacher.  If you decide to start your own 
journey, remember that the schools interviewing you are as interested in filling their 
positions as you will be to find a position.  Relax, be confident, and dress nicely during 
the interview.  Feel free to ask the school as many questions as they are asking you, and 
be attentive to the interviewers. Take the time to talk to current or ex-teachers of the 
school you are interested in joining.  Teaching internationally will be a big jump and will 
change your life.  Don’t forget to talk to family and friends as you prepare to take a 
chance with international school teaching.  If you do decide to take a job, prepare 
yourself by learning about the culture and geography of the country that you will be 
going to.  Be brave and open-minded and you will join a world of international teaching 
that is exciting, rewarding, and enlightening.  Come join other international teachers on a 
captivating journey.  Good luck! 
  
 
What I learned from Maui 
 
 There were two main lessons that I took away from teaching in Maui.  The first is 
that building your own niche is the best way to be the most productive and inspiring 
teacher that you can be.  In addition, when the administration notices that you are trying 
to build something outside of your classroom, they will be much more willing to support 
you in future endeavors.  With green thinking such a big part of education, any type of 
environmental or global niche is easy to start.  However, a teacher can just as easily build 
a niche as a coach or as any club organizer such as robotics, creative writing, technology, 
cooperative games, etc…  As a mentor, the students see very quickly that you are teacher 
who is interested in building the students in ways other than just academics.  As a result, 
they will respect you much more as a teacher in the classroom. 
 The second lesson I learned is directly related to the first.  If you become 
passionate about the niche you form as a teacher, as I have become about global issues, 
you can not trust the school or other teachers to continue your work if you leave the 



school. Unless your program is ingrained in the school’s overall vision, the chances it 
will continue after you leave are very small.  This lesson becomes extremely important 
especially for international school teachers since the turnover rate is so high.  In my 
opinion, the only way to keep your work going once you leave is to empower the students.  
Inspiring students is obviously important and the first step you need to do but if they are 
not empowered, the students not know how to continue your work and inspire other 
students.   
  

 
Learning another language 
 

I would like to stress the importance of learning the language of the host country.  
Besides learning a few Arabic words in Bahrain and a few Hawaiian words in Maui, I 
never took the time to learn the languages.  I have taken the time to learn Thai at 
language schools the summer after my 3rd and 4th years in Thailand.  I am able to 
converse with people at a decent level and the locals are always extremely appreciative 
that you learned their language.  I believe that my experience in Thailand has been 
exponentially better because I am learning the language. 
 
Not all international schools are the same 

 
As I have shown you with three separate schools, there is no governing body that 

makes sure all schools treat their staff and teachers the same.  Each school has its own 
benefits and tribulations and you must go in with a very open mind and as I said earlier, 
ask as many questions about the school during the interview process but always take what 
the administration says with a grain of salt.  Once hired, the best people to contact about 
what to expect and bring are current teachers.  Most schools will open up an e-mail forum 
for new teachers to ask current teachers as many questions as possible.  
  
 
 

Appendix and References 
 

Websites for job fairs 
 

• International School Services: https://www.iss.edu/ 
• SEARCH Associates: http://www.searchassociates.com/ 
• University of Northern Iowa Job Fair: http://www.uni.edu/placement/overseas/ 
• European Council of International Schools: http://www.ecis.org/ 
• Association of American Schools in South America: http://www.aassa.com/ 

  
 
 
 



Signing up for job fairs and reaching out to schools in advance 
 

• Choose the right job fair based on date and location. 
• Sign up for the fairs early.  They are becoming very popular, and have been filling 

up so quickly that candidates who are signing up late are not finding a spot. 
• Keep an eye on the job fair website as schools and positions will be added every 

day. 
• If you see a school that you are very interested in, it may be a good idea to check 

on the school’s website.  Perhaps they have some ways to apply before the 
conference. 

• As you look through the schools, go to the fair with a list of your top schools and 
try to get early interviews with those schools. 

 
Marketability 
 

• You must have at least a bachelor’s degree and teaching degree. 
• A master’s degree is always good to have. 
• For high school teachers, Advanced Placement (AP) and more importantly 

International Baccalaureate (IB) experience is extremely important. 
• For Lower and Middle School teachers, the IB Primary Years Program (PYP) or 

Middle Years Program (MYP) will be important. 
• It will be important to show that you are willing to coach, run a club, take part in 

professional development, etc… 
 
Materials for your portfolio 
 

• Resume 
• Copies of your degrees 
• Letters of recommendation 
• Professional Development Experience 
• Articles you have written or articles about you 
• Any other materials that help you market yourself at the interview process 

 
Questions to ask before you sign your first contract 
 

• Where is the school in relation to downtown or the social area? 
• Where is the housing in relation to the school? 
• How is the housing set up?  Do you need to share a room or are you alone in your 

apartment? 
• What is the tax situation in the country? 
• How many teachers work at the school?  (Small schools means less people to 

build friendships with) 
• What is the student body like?  (Number of students and nationalities) 
• How does the pay scale work? 



• What are the incentives for extending your contracts past the standard two years? 
• Does the school pay for all of your flights at the beginning and end of the school 

year? 
• What is the shipping allowance? 
• What are the chances for professional development? 

 
Definitions and Miscellaneous 
 
1. Ecotourism 
 There is a wide range of bad to good practices in ecotourism.  If you do become 
an international teacher, the chance that you will take part in “ecotourism” is very high.  
Some good questions to ask yourself if you are looking for a company that acts 
sustainably: What kind of hotels and restaurants will you be going to?  Are they local or 
large and mainstream?  Where are the guides from?  Are they local or from the big city?  
What types of organizations support the company?  Do reputable NGO’s support the 
company?  These are just some primary questions you can bring up when deciding on 
whom to travel with. 
 
2. Bent:  

Being bent means you have the bends.  When you are breathing compressed air 
while diving, you are basically breathing the same type of air we breathe normally, just 
compressed.  This means that the air is about two-thirds N2 and one-third O2.  As you are 
diving to depths, the gas in your body is being compressed and turning into bubbles.  As 
you ascend slowly and correctly, and having your safety stop, these bubbles should also 
slowly start to diffuse back into your blood stream.  After diving, all people still have 
some residual bubbles in their body but over a few hours, the bubbles will diffuse and 
you will be back to normal.  

There are times, however, when the N2 bubbles do not diffuse and many bubbles 
are left in your body.  This can be caused by ascending too quickly, diving too deep or 
too long, not taking enough time between dives, dehydration, or particular medical 
conditions.  If the bubbles do not diffuse, they can get lodged in your circulatory system, 
joints, or even your brain and cause many problems and even death.  Most often, the 
bubbles do form in your joints such as your shoulders, elbows or knees and in some cases 
in your back.  When the bubbles get lodged in your back, it gets so painful to even stand 
fully upright and you need to bend over.  This bending over from pain is where the words 
“the bends” or “bent” come from. 
 
3. Diver’s Alert Network: 

For all SCUBA divers:  I would highly recommend DAN insurance.  My mother 
was looking at the School for Field Studies program guide before I left for South Caicos 
and she saw on the last page that there was info on DAN insurance.  My mom said: 
“Maybe we should get you this.”  As a typical late teen/early twenty young man who 
thinks he is invincible, I said that there was no need.  Luckily, like every good mom, she 
did the right thing and purchased the insurance without telling me.  You can go to the 
DAN website and see that it’s an amazing coverage to have:  
http://www.diversalertnetwork.org/  (Living in Thailand now, I have DAN Asia.  Just 



make sure the insurance you have covers where you dive.)  The insurance is about $100 a 
year.  The cost of my time in Providenciales was over $4000 and the insurance covered 
everything: the chamber, the flight to Providenciales and back, the hotel room, and all of 
my food.  If you are a diver and don’t have DAN insurance, get it.   
 
4. Lab assistants 
 A lab assistant is not typical of high schools but I have had a lab assistant in two 
of my three international jobs.  Having an assistant has made my life as a science teacher 
so easy because the assistant has helped me put equipment together, make solutions, 
clean up after the lab is finished, and even order materials for me. 
 
5. Weekends in the Gulf States are Thursday and Friday, which definitely took some 
getting used to.  It was weird dreading Saturdays! 
 
6. Working in some Gulf States 
 If you are a couple with very young children, working in a country like Saudi 
Arabia for two years may be worth a look.  You would most likely live in a compound 
where you would have all the luxuries of the west and make an incredible amount of 
money.  Think how much a couple could save if they were both working and making 
$70,000 each and having no taxes and no housing to pay for.  In some cases, the school 
even provides you with a car.  Your chance to spend money is limited but why care – you 
have a young child to take care of.  The live-in nannies would be unbelievably cheap and 
after two years, you could conceivably have close to $200,000 saved.  Not a bad way to 
start a life together! 
 
7. Expats 
 Expat is a short name for expatriate: a resident of another country although he/she 
is still a citizen of their home country.   
 
8. Kalo and lo’i  
 Kalo is the Hawaiian word for taro and lo’i is the Hawaiian word for pond.  In the 
past, kalo was a huge staple of the Hawaiian diet as it was turned into poi.  Kalo is 
extremely high in fiber, vitamin A and C and very low in cholesterol and fat.  More 
importantly, growing kalo was strongly bound to their culture and beliefs.  These kalo 
lo’i were built by hand using large rocks to create the boundaries of the huge ponds.  The 
young man wanted to rebuild the many lo’i that were on his land and bring back a culture 
of kalo growing to the community.   
 
9. Trailing spouse 
 A trailing spouse is a spouse or girlfriend/boyfriend that comes with you but isn’t 
working.  Obviously, having your significant other for support is fantastic but unless he 
or she has something lined up as work, it can get quite difficult because of boredom.  As 
far as I know, most schools don’t look at a trailing spouse as a problem because he or she 
can always volunteer or substitute at the school.  Obviously, if your significant other is 
not working at the school, it would be best if he or she had a job or other opportunities at 
another local organization, company, or school. 



10. Dehydration and the bends 
 For all you divers, dehydration is a major contributor to the bends so keep 
yourself well hydrated. 
 
11. Week without Walls 
 This week is built into the curriculum for some schools – predominantly for 
middle and high school students.  It is a week where all students learn outside of the 
classroom.  The students can choose from myriad trips that are set up by the school’s 
coordinator.  Some trips are local and some are international and the price obviously 
differs among the trips.  It’s a chance for the students to get out of their comfort zone and 
learn something outside of the traditional classroom experience. 
 
12. Luck 
 I don’t believe in luck.  I see luck as a culmination of three things.  The first is 
that an opportunity must present itself.  The second is that you must be ready to jump on 
that opportunity.  And the third is that, if you are ready, you must be willing to jump on 
that opportunity.  When an opportunity comes your way, will you be ready and willing to 
get lucky?  My brother, Bassam Tarazi, discusses this in his book entitled The 
Accountability Affect: The Book Your Excuses Don’t Want You To Read. 
 
13. Children’s Day in Thailand 
 Children’s Day in Thailand is always the 2nd Saturday in January.  It gives 
communities a chance to celebrate their children.  Each community creates activities and 
games for the children and also buys or donates school supplies, toys, clothes, etc… to all 
of the children as many families are very poor.   
 
14. A quote by Grant Bright 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  


