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You chose the right time to pick up this book 
At the time of writing, American education is in a state of crazy. Education is the 
cornerstone of any developed nation, yet it is among the first line items considered for 
cuts on federal and state budgets. At the same time, teachers are expected to serve as 
educator, tutor, counselor, social worker, and parent to increasingly larger class 
populations, squeezed into increasingly smaller classrooms, with fewer and fewer 
resources. 

Politicians and parents see us as glorified babysitters — except that mathematically 
speaking, at $10 per hour per child, we should be millionaires by the time we retire. In 
too many schools, it is rare for a child to show up prepared for class, eager to learn. 
More often, children sit passively, watching the clock, taking no ownership of their 
future. They will go on, like their parents before them, to raise children of their own, who 
will continue the grand family traditions of doing nothing, fearing change, denying 
science, mocking progress, and making terrible choices on election day. 

The few successes we enjoy as teachers are not measured, nor are they recorded. Not 
unless that success is a notably improved standardized test score. For the less 
academically inclined students, their outlets for success — art, music, drama, creative 
writing — are sapped away by political and cultural cynicism. 

An alarming percentage of teachers drop out of the profession within their first three 
years. No wonder. We throw ourselves into decades of debt, so as to learn wonderful 
approaches to teaching, only to find that schools don’t actually practice any of those 
approaches, that we’re actually discouraged from practicing them. Instead, here’s a 
textbook. Make sure to prepare them for the barrage of tests they’ll take throughout the 
year, regardless their levels of ability or interest or readiness. All to prepare them for a 
20th century world that was envisioned in the 19th century. 

Though I love to teach, I am no charity worker. Even if that were the case, I’d never 
work for a charity that rewards meaningful work and good deeds with diminishing 
resources, verbal abuse, and perpetual instability. During my time in American Public, I 
felt like I contributed towards a corrupted system. In a country that once heralded quality 
public education as the hallmark of a great society, a country that once allocated 
generous funding to construct cathedrals of learning around the nation, in this same 
country, public education has become a pawn in a wicked political power struggle, 
where the biggest losers are teachers and students. I don’t feel like playing anymore. 

Maybe you work at a terrific school. I am happy for you. Keep fighting the good fight. 
However, if you’re looking for something different, something that will pluck you out of 
your comfort zone but reward you with a vibrant, eclectic workplace, intrinsically 
motivated students, a comparatively more attractive salary package, and endless travel 
opportunities, this book will tell you how to get there. 
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This might not be the right book
Are you looking for the experience of a lifetime? A thrill a minute? A chance to commute 
with nature and culture and lovely things? Great. 

Are you a certified teacher? Yes? Skip this chapter.  

If not, that’s fine. Still plenty of options. 

If you’re young with money to burn, sites like globalroutes.org may be worth checking 
out. This agency recruits young people, high school to college age, for volunteer 
projects in foreign countries. From the website, it looks like zip lines and elephant rides 
might be involved, as well as a several-hundred-dollar deposit. 

“Volun-tourism” opportunities exist elsewhere on the web. I cannot vouch for any of 
them, but I’m sure you’ll get out of the experience whatever you put into it. The only 
thing I can say for sure: they want money. Even if you fly there yourself, even if you pay 
for your own accommodation. Apparently volunteers are tremendously expensive. 

Consider also the Peace Corps. 

You could start teaching English as an additional language; plenty of opportunities 
await, particularly in East Asia. A basic college degree (any major) can be enough in 
some places to make you an “English teacher,” especially if you have masterful 
bullshitting skills. If you are ESOL or TOEFL certified, you can make some real money 
at one of these gigs. I know teachers who, with extra cash earned through private 
tutoring, make enough to live comfortably, travel with every holiday, and set aside 
savings. 

Dave’s ESL (ESLcafe.com) is a starting point. You’ll find plenty of leads and valuable 
tips. I cannot vouch for any source or school however, because this book is not written 
for EAL teachers. 

This book is written for certified teachers with a year or more experience teaching in 
their home country. It is written with a primarily United States of American audience in 
mind, but it is not exclusive in that regard. Any international school worth its salt will hire 
teachers from just about anywhere, so long as candidates demonstrate aptitude and 
enthusiasm for teaching, and some sort of credentials. Some are a little pickier than 
that, but really, if you are no dummy and you speak passable English, you can get on 
the rocky road of international teaching, and leave the vanilla of your current life behind. 

Though this book is not targeted to administrators, fledgling heads of school also may 
find this book helpful. You’ll read about the ways to get established, and the challenges 
of working abroad, personally and professionally. It will provide leads for your admin-
level job search, and hopefully help you to empathize with the woes of international 
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teachers so you don’t become a total jerk the minute you start running a school 
overseas. 

It happens frequently. 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Introductions
Hello, teacher. We don’t know each other yet, but we’re about to get intimate over the 
course of this book. Once you make the leap into overseas teaching, everything will 
change. 

Your professional life will transform. You’ll meet educators who do amazing things. You 
will become a more amazing educator. 

Your financial situation will change. So long as you choose your next employer and host 
country wisely, your salary will go up and your cost of living may go down. 

Your personal life will transform. You’re about to become a foreigner. An expat. Your 
surroundings will be unfamiliar. You’ll likely be immersed in a new language. Your 
spring, summer, fall, and winter breaks will involve travel. You’ll rack up air miles. You 
and your significant other will have cute arguments about holidays — should we do the 
beaches in Vietnam or hang out in Vienna instead? Maybe just bum around the host 
country, seeing the sights?

Here’s how it all started for me. 

“You should become a teacher,” said my father during one of our melancholic Sunday 
phone calls. 

It was the early 2000’s. I was in my late twenties, perpetually drifting from one dead-end 
job to another. My life at the time was more about PBR-fueled late nights at local punk 
venues, and attempts to woo pretty tattooed girls with sophomoric political poetry. 

I had always entertained the idea of teaching. Surely I could trump the hacks who had 
collected salaries in the sad, sorry school districts of the South, teaching me to hate 
novels and world history. The idea grew on me. Especially when I heard about this 
whole overseas teaching scheme. The school flies you out, pays your rent, and... did we 
mention the whole living overseas part of this deal? 

Motivation kicked in that year. Life transitioned quickly from Dollar Beer Tuesdays at the 
local dive to Thirsty Thursdays in the university district to falling asleep at my kitchen 
table, 8 o’clock on a Friday night, glass of wine in hand, grading spelling tests. All those 
naked bicycling anarcho-socialist free love artist friends faded away to Never Never 
Land as teaching became my new life. 

The plan was to put in three or four years in the American Public system and then nail 
down a dream job in someplace exotic. Someplace they speak Spanish. Someplace full 
of beautiful women who have never met — and therefore never been disappointed by 
— an American. Someplace without “hipster irony” and other phrases people invent to 
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sound clever. Someplace that delivers white rum drinks on a chrome platter to your 
beach chair while a teaching assistant grades your spelling tests. 

Then came the push out the nest. Halfway through my second year, one of my 
administrators quietly approached me. 

“So... you’ve been talking about going overseas sometime down the road, yeah?” he 
began. “Here’s the thing. We’re looking at the budget for next year, and while I can’t 
officially say what this means for you and the other new hires, I can unofficially tell you... 
start looking for that overseas job now.” 

I took his advice. Nabbed an international gig and never looked back. Ten host countries 
later, it’s been an amazing ride. Cities from Europe to the Middle East to the Far East 
have all tolerated me, and without a doubt, I’ve grown as a professional and as an 
individual. 

Trust me. If a directionless hippy punk rock kid can do it, so can you.
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Why Eat, Pray, Love is the worst thing to happen, ever

Your emotional baggage, your glum nature, your crazy streak, your addictive 
personality… none of that goes away because you choose to travel someplace 
exotic. If anything, overseas life amplifies your problems.

Books like Eat, Pray, Love are exactly what makes travel miserable for people who 
read them… and people who have to deal with people who read them. 

Just my luck, I took a job working on Bali just as Eat, Pray, Love hit the bestsellers 
lists. The island was suddenly overrun by bitter divorcées, forcing themselves upon 
the Elizabeth Gilbert experience. 

“You’re so lucky to live here.” I was often advised. “The temples. The jungles. The 
beautiful people.” 

Not to mention the inaccessibility to a bacon cheeseburger, the poverty and 
corruption fueled by rampant white tourist privilege, and the fact that an island feels 
very small after it’s been your home for a few months. 

I’d find it hilarious then, when the EatPrayLovers, on their spiritual quest, 
experienced nothing but disappointment. That contemplative hike up Mt. Agung, 
every fifty feet someone tries to sell them a Coke. World class diving, the day an 
offshore typhoon stirs the sediment to zero visibility. That “hidden” beach, covered in 
plastic bags and empty Bintang cans. A couple thousand dollars later, they’re 
grumbling about how the Balinese don’t understand their own culture. 

Could one have a spiritual awakening in a place like Bali, rife with tacky tourism and 
local graft? Yes. I had one myself, walking to work one morning. And again, staring 
into the eyes of an orangutan in East Malaysia, and once on a bamboo boat in 
southern China, and one other time gazing out a train window in northern Europe. 
Drinking beer with old friends. Waiting for a bowl of soup in an empty cafe. Strolling 
through a park in suburban America. Practicing yoga in my living room.

You don’t need a certain location or budget for spiritual encounters. You need 
uninterrupted quiet time. Quell your mind, and appreciate your surroundings. You 
can’t force a spiritual moment; it’s something that happens when it happens. 

Whatever haunts you, whatever it is that makes you feel this need to connect with 
the ether, that shit isn’t going away when you get on a plane. Despite what that 
recruitment website promises, overseas work is not an “easy way” to get over your 
problems. You get a fresh start, some new perspectives, but if you’re neurotic at 
home, you’ll still be neurotic overseas. Wherever you are, please, see a therapist. It’s 
worked wonders for me. If nothing else, turn off your devices, light some candles, 
and take a long bath. 



“No, I couldn’t do that.” 
Reasons people give me for not going overseas

I hear it all the time. I explain, to awestruck admiration (or resigned envy) of teachers 
back home, how I’m essentially paid money to travel the world and effect positivity on 
tomorrow’s adults, many of whom, given their family backgrounds in international 
politics, business, and charity, will actually be in a powerful position to effect positive 
change themselves. 

The responses have become utterly predictable. 

“But I can’t. I only speak English.”

Ha! Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha! Ha! Sorry, don’t mean to laugh, but this is the most common 
misconception about what’s required to teach internationally. You speak English. You’ll 
be fine. Learn a few “survival snippets” in every new host country (e.g. Where is the 
bathroom? What does this cost?) but seriously, you’ll be fine. Even in situations where 
you don’t understand the other person, there will usually be someone on hand to help. 
Worst case scenario, you play charades. 

“But I can’t. I’m not an ESOL teacher.”

Here’s a situation I deal with every time I go home and people ask what I do. I tell them I 
teach overseas at an international school.  

“Ah. So you teach English,” they conclude, their last two syllables descending haughtily, 
rife with the presumption that I’m a gap year student on his tenth year. 

“Yes, I teach English. And science and math and history. I teach it all.” 

What follows is a long pause, as the other person digests the information. 

“It’s a regular school,” I try to explain further, “like any school you see in America…”

Their eyes light up with familiarity.

“..except it’s overseas, and most of the kids aren’t Americans. Also, the students are 
respectful and eager to learn. Plus I have better job security and a higher salary.” 
 
The light from their eyes fades as their grey matter short circuits. 

Listen, I get it. We all have a cousin or an old college buddy who did the Teach English 
in Exotic Lands program at some point. Probably for a year, no more than two years. 
They returned home, and got on with “real life.” 
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Working abroad with your children

Too often, my friends back home say, “Gee. I’d love to work overseas one day. But 
I’ve got these damned kids.” 

I say back, “You can still work overseas, man. I know plenty of families that do.” 

Then my friend develops a subtle scowl across his face and changes the subject 
because he thinks there’s simply no way it could ever work out with his family. 

Yes, I’ve known overseas families with kids. Three, four, five kids sometimes. 
Newborn babies, teenagers. Kids with medical problems. Kids in wheelchairs. Kids 
with specific learning needs. Kids who are little assholes. Kids who are freaking 
saints. Trust me on this: it is possible to teach overseas with kids in tow. 

But you’ll never hear me say it’s easy. I asked a few of my kid-carrying colleagues 
what advice they had for prospective international teachers with children. Here’s what 
I heard: 

Make the children stakeholders. As appropriate, talk about the prospective countries 
and schools. Will they be kid-friendly? Solicit and acknowledge their opinions.  

What will be required when your family arrives at customs? What papers are needed 
for the country’s healthcare and social security system, if applicable? 

Balance the expat life with reality. In many countries, foreigners live better than locals. 
Ensure the good times (e.g. nice meals out, household help, weekend holiday jaunts) 
are measured against humility, hard work, and service to the community. 

Foreigners encounter unique hardships. Do not reward children for “surviving” those 
hardships. They’re part of the family; they should enjoy and suffer what the family 
enjoys and suffers. 

Encourage friendships. The most wonderful thing about overseas work is the lifelong 
friendships we build. Play groups, sports, and other extracurriculars help transition 
children into their new community. Such activities are also a help to the parents, who 
are learning their way around too. 

Make regular visits home so they don’t lose touch of who they are. 

Think university. If you start working overseas permanently (as many do), how will 
that affect your children’s tertiary education? Of benefit: academic paths like the AP, 
IB, and (for Brit schools) IGCSE strengthen a college application. Of detriment: fees 
are higher without state residency. But then, if your child doesn’t attend high school in 
the US, why go there for college? Europe may be a good alternative. 



This is not that. International teaching is for actual, credentialed teachers who are 
certified to teach in their home country. You do not need any sort of ESOL or TOEFL 
papers to do it. I mean, it won’t hurt, but international schools will be mainly concerned 
with your state-issued teaching license. 

Will you work with English language learners? Absolutely, yes. However, a decent 
school will have a strong language support program, perhaps one better than the 
program at your current school. Further, many of the students may speak their mother 
tongue at home, but they often speak English at home too. You’re unlikely to meet so 
many bilingual and trilingual students in one classroom. 

“But I can’t. What would my partner do for work?”

Explore opportunities, you may be surprised. Can your partner reinvent their job 
description a bit? Maybe transfer to an international office? Sometimes the host 
country’s work visa situation is restrictive, but I know plenty of “digital nomads” who 
moved their office to a laptop and now work anywhere with an internet connection. 

On a more cynical note, are you happy in your current relationship? Just a question. 

“But I can’t. I have children.” 

Oh please. I lost count of how many friends and family members live and work overseas 
with their children, from toddlers to teenagers. Good schools will pay for your children’s 
travel, shipping, and tuition. Cities with sizable expat communities will have social 
groups that facilitate play dates, fun clubs, and family events. You’ll find in many foreign 
countries that a housekeeper or even a nanny is affordable. You’ve got this. 

Moreover, living overseas may be the best thing you could do for your children. Expose 
them to different cultures and languages. Learn with them as your family discovers 
different foods, visits historic sights, speaks new languages, and overcomes challenges 
of life abroad. They’ll make friends from all over the world who will be in their lives 
forever. Their classmates will challenge them to shoot higher academically, not settle for 
the lowest common denominator. Think of how much an international diploma 
strengthens a university application letter. 

“But I can’t. I have debts.” 

Debt can be a limiting factor, as far as jobs in expensive countries is concerned. You 
probably shouldn’t rush to Paris or Stockholm. However, cities throughout Asia, from 
Dubai to Beijing, are cash cows if you find the right school. Land a job at a school with a 
generous salary in a city with low cost of living, then subtract the cost of rent (many 
schools will provide housing or reimbursement). While you’re at it, take away other 
expenses like your car (you’re unlikely to need one) and health insurance premiums 
(100% covered by the employer). 
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Now send that windfall back to the States. You could be free of Citi, Wells, and Sallie 
Mae in the space of a year or two.  

“But I can’t. I have a house here.” 

Your house seems like a big deal… because it is. I bought one just months before 
taking a recent overseas job (going back overseas wasn’t part of the original plan, but 
life happens). It’s a little stressful, thinking about my house while living a hemisphere 
away. I do feel better knowing that it’s under the watchful eye of a property manager and 
occupied by a nice retired couple. All I need to do is watch the monthly rent checks 
arrive. Bonus: no longer need to mow the lawn. 

Of course, you could also sell it. 

“But I can’t. My home is here.” 

This one I hear the most often. People think of their friends and family, their 
neighborhood with all its quaint quirkiness, their postman who they know by name. 
Can’t leave that behind, right? 

I would argue that if you’ve read this far, you are at least considering a life less ordinary. 
I would ask you to also consider that your family, friends, neighborhood, and postman 
aren’t going anywhere. You’ll see them all in the summertime. Furthermore: imagine 
yourself decades from now, in your autumn years. Would you rather think back fondly 
on all the years you spent in your comfortable neighborhood, or the years you spent 
adventuring around the world? I’m not saying one is better than the other. However I do 
know which choice I prefer. 

“But I can’t. I’m too old.” 

International schools value skills and experience. I’ve yet to work for an international 
school that doesn’t employ teachers in their 50’s and 60’s. Yes, there are some who will 
not hire older teachers, but that’s true in the US as well. Your chances are good. Get 
overseas, and you may discover you’re not as old as you thought. 

“But I can’t. I’m physically handicapped.” 
 
Say what you will about America, the facilities and accommodations we have for people 
with vision, hearing, or mobility impairment are some of the best in the world. You may 
find the quality matched in similarly developed countries, but few other places. 

That said, your scope for international schools could be limited, but not drastically. 
Practice due diligence when researching potential host countries, especially in the 
developing world. 
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“But I can’t. I’m scared.” 

That’s good. That’s what this is supposed to feel like. At least you’re being honest. As 
this book will reveal, there are some parts of overseas teaching that are inconvenient, 
unhealthy, and at times even terrifying. But so worth it. 

I believe the best person to respond would be the late comedian-philosopher, Bill Hicks. 

The world is like a ride in an amusement park, and when you choose to go on it you 
think it's real because that's how powerful our minds are. The ride goes up and down, 
around and around, it has thrills and chills, and it's very brightly colored, and it's very 
loud, and it's fun for a while. 

Many people have been on the ride a long time, and they begin to wonder, "Hey, is this 
real, or is this just a ride?" And other people have remembered, and they come back to 
us and say, "Hey, don't worry; don't be afraid, ever, because this is just a ride." 
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Timeline for taking your show on the road

Right now...

Sept-Oct •Update your CV.
•Gather letters of reference.
•Research the agencies and fairs to see which one fits you best.
•Research the travel and accommodation costs for the fair, if you plan to attend one.
•Start saving money; regardless of whether you plan to attend a fair, relocation always 
costs more than you expect.
•Dream about different countries.

Oct-Nov •Submit applications to agencies of choice.
•Research job vacancies online.
•Send to schools your letters of interest and CV.
•Subscribe to International Schools Review

Nov-Dec •Follow up on previous inquiries with a second email or a phone call.
•Continue to research vacancies.
•Send out a fresh barrage of correspondence.

Dec-Feb •Lose sleep and hair as you storm through the prime months of recruitment season.
•Attend fairs.
•If you’re lucky enough to get a reply from any of those emails, interview with a school 
recruiter, at a fair or not at at fair.
•Continue to research vacancies.
•Send out another fresh barrage of correspondence.

 Feb-June •Stay strong; this is the time when recruiters 
are less picky and previously unadvertised 
vacancies start to pop up.
•Don’t let desperation compel you to sign on 
with a school that’s anything less than what 
you deserve. 
•Keep researching, emailing, and calling.
•Attend late-season job fairs.

Got a job? Awesome. Now…

•Tell your principal, but don’t burn 
bridges — you need that reference for 
the future.
•Tell your mom; she worries. 
•Start figuring out what to do with all 
your stuff.
•Book flights if the school’s not doing 
this for you already.
•Get in touch with your new team.June-Aug •Know that hires do happen this late in the 

year. 
•If you get an offer, scrutinize. Yes, 
sometimes there’s an unexpected vacancy 
for perfectly legit reasons (e.g. maternity 
leave), but often, a school hiring this late 
does not have its act together. 
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My shameful life as a backpacker teacher

My name is Sam Rickshaw, and I am a backpacker teacher. My favorite interview 
question:

Gee. Looks like you’ve moved around a lot. We’re really looking for someone who 
will be with us in the long term. How do we know you’re that person?

I promise you, I did not choose to move around so much. I’d very much like to stay 
put. Relocation is expensive and exhausting. 

I was a young, barely experienced teacher when I signed on for a job in Lebanon. It’s 
peaceful now, they said. It’s safer than ever before, they told me. That was before 
the bombings. Americans were evacuated by January. 

Next, Bali. It was tropical and lovely. In March, the director announced the school 
would make changes, starting with the replacement of all teachers with staff from his 
previous schools. 

I had two good years at a school in China, but after my second bout with pneumonia, 
I realized the air was taking years off my life. 

Moved to New Zealand, found no solid work. 

A year in Europe. School budget ran aground and nobody’s contracts were 
guaranteed for the next year. Needed to keep working somewhere, so back to the 
Middle East. 

There, I was diagnosed with tuberculosis. Yeah, as in the 19th century plague 
tuberculosis. The health ministry put me on a plane in December. Back in the US, I 
learned that I’d been misdiagnosed. 

Year and a half back in the US. Signed a contract for an additional year, but the 
contract was rescinded when leadership changed. 

Finally, I make my way to a well-established, high-achieving school at a hardship 
post in South Asia. I could’ve left at any time, given the disease vectors and ongoing 
political crises. Instead, I stayed three years. Earned accolades, took on 
management trainings, left with high praise from my director and supervisors. 

Now you’re still asking if I’m “that person” who will be with you for years to come? I 
don’t know. Are you “that school” teachers want to stay with? 



Changes and risks
I hope you read this page before you paid for the book. I’m about to back-step on a few 
things. 

The wide world of travel media, from Condé Nast to Trip Advisor, would have us believe 
that life abroad is one of ceaseless, carefree wonder and adventure. That’s partly true; 
there are few dull moments, living overseas. However, as a teacher considering a life 
outside your present zip code, you need to know the risks, which include but are not 
limited to a sudden intimate acquaintance with personal poverty, deportation, 
imprisonment, and life-threatening disease. 

This chapter is not here to scare you, but prepare you. I’ll outline the changes to expect 
in the workplace, and dramatic differences to anticipate in your new country. The good 
points do outweigh the bad. Those good points, they inject the overseas lifestyle into 
your blood; the bad points make life interesting. On more than one occasion I’ve tried to 
return home, live a “normal” teacher lifestyle, only to relapse months later and board a 
plane. 
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One sunny day on Beirut’s corniche, I had an after-work beer with one of my school’s 
principals. I was still wearing my teacher clothes, he was already in his swim trunks, 
laid out on a lanai chair. As Beirut was my first overseas job, he took pity on me, 
decided I needed a mentor. 

Taking a long, thoughtful pull of his Al Maza lager, he began: “Sam, you’re a young kid 
yet. I’m 55 years old, and twice divorced. I’ve got nothing back home. Out here, I’ve 
got everything. I’ve got a girlfriend in Guatemala, another in Brazil, and another in 
China. I’ve got savings in the bank and travel on every holiday.” 

Just then, a bikini-clad young lady in her 20’s, who could’ve been his niece, sat next 
to us and began to apply sunscreen to his back. 

He continued: “My friends back home, people my age, they ask when I’m coming 
back. When I’m going to ‘settle,’ get a mortgage, wake up to ‘reality.’ They’re the ones 
who’re crazy.” 

Looking back over his shoulder he added, “Get us another beer, sweetheart.” 

Did overseas living make him a better person? No. He’d still be a curmudgeonly old 
creeper in the US, except he’d be more sexually frustrated and marginally employed, 
and that’s an arguably worse scenario for the rest of us. 



Employer

Checks and balances: it’s a constitutional value beaten into us since middle school 
social studies. American public school teachers know the value of checks and balances. 
Depending on policy, grievances can be taken to the principal, superintendent, or board. 
Some states have teacher unions. As I said earlier about laws: no system is perfect, but 
at least there is a system. 

Overseas, most schools have a framework in place for administration, human 
resources, and so on. As in the US, the systems aren’t perfect, but they keep the lights 
on. I’ve worked for talented principals who maintain a balance between delegating 
tasks, garnering teacher input, and making executive decisions. Some admin teams 
even exceed expectations. For example, one of my HR managers negotiated Silver 
class membership on all teachers’ flights, so we’d enjoy airport lounges and occasional 
business class upgrades while traveling. 

However, a frightening number of schools, though they claim to have appropriate 
frameworks, in practice do not know ass from elbow on any given day. They operate 
from the top down, they micromanage, they make rash decisions. They run schools like 
businesses with practices that would drive an actual business into bankruptcy. Too 
often, they see their teachers as disposable, replaceable commodities. Or worse, 
they’re so worried about losing faculty (see: “Christmas runners”) they will keep even 
the worst employees on board, turning a blind eye to unprofessional behavior. 

Then there’s labor law. Got fired because you sneezed the wrong way in front of the 
boss? Too bad. You have no way to fight it, unless you're in a country that prides itself 
on labor rights, or supports teacher unions (e.g. Europe). In many corners of the world, 
that signed “contract” is worth less than the paper in your bathroom. He (he’s usually a 
He) might also dock your pay, revoke your work visa, or even deport you on a lark. 
Nothing you can do but curse his name and post a rant on International School 
Reviews.

How do shoddy schools recruit teachers in the first place? Firstly, a highly desired host 
country or unbeatable salary package goes a long way to assuage criticism. Secondly, 
some teachers don’t research the school as much as they should. This book will cover 
in great detail how to avoid that trap. 

Considering that nowhere on earth does a perfect school exist (trust me, I’ve looked), a 
shift into international education could be a move up, even if the school turns out to be 
lower-tier. I’m willing to bet that a healthy percentage of my living-in-America readers did 
not pick their current school. They were hungry, looking for any and all job vacancies. 
Maybe they lucked out and landed in a good place, maybe not. Maybe their school has 
expected frameworks in place, but ineptitude, egos, and crummy morale drives the 
school into the ground. Maybe you live in a “right to work” state, which is code for “we 
reserve the right to fire you at any time, without notice, for any or no reason.” If that 
describes your situation, then you are definitely hardened enough for international work. 
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May as well make more money doing it, and you’ll have plenty more interesting days at 
the office. 

Caliber of instruction

Compared to the typical American public school, a top tier international school expects a 
great deal from its teachers in terms of instructional skill, accountability, and continuing 
education. Their teachers are well compensated with stellar salary, accommodation, and 
other benefits. These schools are scarce, so they can afford to be choosy. Schools like 
this employ the crème de la crème, and you will feel like the cheap margarine until you 
realize most everyone started where you did. 

Less-than-high-caliber schools — we’ll say they’re in the majority — hire a mixed bag. 
Some schools, it’s a wonder they manage to attract the quality of teachers they do. In 
saying that, I mean that they hire some golden teachers. At other schools, you may find 
yourself surrounded by ineptitude. You’ll be the smartest person in the room, with your 
measly half-year of long-term substitute classroom experience… seriously. 

I’m all about advocating for teachers, but there are some faculties out there with zero 
skill, and leaders who not only tolerate, but encourage it. You may be shocked at the 
meritless promotions that place talentless, unqualified hacks into positions of power. 

No matter how great a school you join, be aware that your concept of best instructional 
practices may differ from your school’s concept. You will be sorely tempted at times to 
rage against the gods. Pick your battles. Get through that first year with your head low, 
then dig your heels in for the second year. Who knows? You might learn something. 

Finally, be conscious of your students’ families. Expect that at times your practice will be 
brought into question by parents. Know you’ll need to defend yourself with data, 
research, whatever it takes. Just don’t bullshit anyone. If keeping parents on side was 
important in America, it is vital when working abroad. Much more is at stake. These 
parents live on the same “expat island” as you. They can be an asset at best, a 
pitchfork-wielding posse at worst. 
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Finances

What do you spend money on right now? Double it. Then take a few of your 
expenditures and cut their cost in half. Take a handful of mixed currency and throw it 
into a river. Do it randomly, because there is no truly realistic way to predict what you’ll 
spend compared to what you earn, but here are some guidelines. 
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Meet the Parents

I learned too late the importance of parent relations. I had very few problems in my 
first two years, working in the US. Any time parents raised an issue, the principal 
rushed to my defense. You might say he was protective of his teachers, to a fault. We 
were always right. Maybe not the best practice for a school leader? After all, I was 
wrong about so many things those first two years. All teachers are. As if my ego 
wasn’t big enough already. 

That nonsense ended during my first overseas gig, in the Middle East. I walked into 
that school all a-swagger, ready to show people how teaching gets done. I thought 
myself a Jonathan Kozol, when in reality I was a John Snow: I knew nothing. 

The school leadership expected a great deal from its teachers. Continuing ed, in-
house development, after-school teacher book clubs, community service events… it 
never seemed to end. There was a set of instructional practices for every subject area 
and by god, teachers were expected to stick to it. Teachers who did not adhere to the 
program were noticed, especially by parents. 

“Why is my child in Sam’s classroom bringing home different work than my friend’s 
child in the other classroom?” they’d ask each other, sipping cups of bitter coffee at 
PTO socials. Before long, a clandestine witch hunt began. Meanwhile, I thought 
everything was hunky-dory, at least until it clearly wasn’t. It was a hellish year. 

From then on, I pledged to stay on top of the parent side. Newsletters, website, email, 
phone calls… everything we did in class was explained in detail. I covered my ass 
with a paper trail so extensive, my every classroom decision was documented and 
justified. Eventually, I became the teacher parents requested for their children. 

Parent apathy is a major issue in American public schools, as we all know. In 
international schools, it’s often the opposite. Be prepared for “helicopter parents” to 
scrutinize your every lesson. As most international schools are private, expect that the 
principal will side with the parents before the teachers. After all, without their tuition 
payments, none of you have a job. 



In the Middle East, it’s cheap to eat out but expensive to drink. In East Asia, it’s cheap to 
eat out and drink but certain home comforts (favorite breakfast cereals, say) are 
expensive. In Southeast Asia, it’s cheap to eat out, drink, get (counterfeit) Western stuff, 
and fly everywhere. In Western Europe, it’s cheap to fly everywhere and buy Western 
stuff, but expensive to eat and drink. In most of Africa, everything is crazy expensive. 

Your yogurt may cost little but the granola costs a fortune. Trains are accessible but 
short flights cost a month’s salary. Taxis charge next to nothing but bicycles are 
unaffordable. So many variables to consider. Yet they won’t even be on your radar until 
you’ve arrived and started to settle. 

What about budget items back home? Mortgage, student loans, and credit card debt is 
manageable, but don’t discount them, thinking forward. With sensible planning, debts 
won’t necessarily break you. They do remain a royal pain though. 

A recruiter once interviewed me for a school in Costa Rica. Sounded great. Then he 
showed me the “Big Mac Index.” Apparently there exists a school of economics that 
treats local Big Mac prices as the mine canary of a host country’s daily expenses. At 
that time I was still young in my career, with a mountain of student loans. With all the 
money I’d need to send home, I’d have nothing left to spend on merrymaking in Costa 
Rica. Sadly, I had to turn down the offer. 

Research the Big Mac Index of your prospective host country. Weigh that against what 
you owe. Be mindful, there are plenty of places you earn enough to pay debts, save 
money, and travel like a millionaire. 

Or.

You can do like a few people I’ve met overseas. Leave the US forever, and stop paying 
your debt at home. Is it honest? Ethical? Without obvious consequences? Hell no. I’m 
just saying, it’s an option. 

With most overseas gigs, you’ll likely be pleased with the salary offered. Even after 
sometimes unforeseen expenses, you’ll probably do better abroad than teaching in the 
USA, even if it’s only the fringe benefits like world travel and adventure. But do your 
research and manage your expectations, knowing the bottom line can’t be accurately 
calculated until you’re on the ground.
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Taxes

Good news: if you live in Europe, the taxes are not nearly as brutal as you’ve been told, 
once you take into account universal healthcare and other public benefits. Better news: 
if you live in East Asia, chances are your tax will be little to none. Crazy nice news: if 
you live in certain parts of the Middle East (think the Emirati states), you legally owe 
nothing. 

As for your tax obligation in the United States, regardless of what your libertarian 
colleagues may tell you overseas (I promise you’ll meet at least one), you still need to 
complete a 1040. It’s kind of a pain, dealing with W2’s and 1099’s over Skype and 
email. Hope you’ve got family to pick up your mail. 

Fortunately, unless you’re on a six-figure administrator salary, and assuming you don’t 
owe property taxes or anything else to the government, you’re more likely to receive a 
refund than pay tax. 

That, by the way, is not official tax advice. I’m just a schmuck who spills coffee across 
his e-file forms every year. 

Law 

Rule of law is a strongly reinforced concept for us in America. Yes, we see cases of 
injustice on the news, but those cases make the news because justice is more the norm 
than the exception. You run a red light, you get a ticket. Someone breaking into your 
house? You call the police. It’s not a perfect system, but it is a system, and it generally 
works. Probably never in your life have you considered bribing a cop. Very unlikely 
you’ve ever been sincerely concerned the government was going to strip your 
fundamental liberties. 

Most countries out there have rule of law, but some countries interpret the laws 
selectively, and should you get caught up in their justice system, you may not get a fair 
shake as a foreigner.  

Probably the most everyday example of this paradigm will be the advice you get on 
driving in certain developing countries: don’t drive. If you must drive, carry a bit of cash 
so you can “pay the ticket out of court” when you inevitably get pulled over.

Then you have the truly horrific situations. Did you hear the news story about the Asian-
American couple whose adopted daughter died in Qatar? The daughter was of African 
descent. The child died of dietary complications, but the parents were charged with 
murdering the girl. Authorities noted the daughter did not share the “hereditary traits” of 
her parents, which led them a sensible conclusion: the parents had “bought” the child, 
intent on selling her organs. Not making this up. The parents were jailed for months, 
finally released, then border security refused their passage at the airport. 
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Should also mention here that 
countries like Qatar require you 
to obtain permission from the 
government to leave the 
country. It helps to prevent the 
flight of their slave labor force 
— Nepalese laborers, Filipino 
maids, and Western school 
teachers. Embassies can do 
very little to help. In the end, 
the couple finally got out of 
Qatar, but Qatar made sure it 
was as slow and painful a 
process as possible. 

How about the situation in 
Indonesia? Teachers and staff 
from a highly reputed 
international school in Jakarta 
are charged with sexually assaulting numerous students. A parade of eyewitnesses 
contest that not only did nothing happen, but it would have been impossible for anything 
to happen. The alleged acts occurred when teachers were busy teaching classes full of 
students, and the principal was in the office, which is surrounded by wall-sized glass 
windows. Months passed, and while the foreign hire teachers were eventually released, 
some of the local staff remains in prison. 

These are extreme cases. The odds are favorable that none of these things will happen 
to you, so long as you stay off the roads, don’t do illegal drugs (the definition varies from 
place to place), and avoid public demonstrations. But never forget: you are a foreigner 
in a country where there is no ACLU, no Miranda Rights, and possibly no legal 
recourse. Stay on good behavior, and be one of the Good Americans. 

Level of service

Americans are funny about customer service. Foreign visitors to the US are sometimes 
surprised when the grocery clerk asks how their day is going, or the waitress makes 
small talk. We Americans take all this for granted: we dwell on the McDonald’s cashier 
who for some reason wasn’t smiling when we paid for those chicken nuggets with couch 
change. 

Consider also the immediacy of our consumer culture. America’s infrastructure allows 
next-day post, two-day Amazon, high-speed internet, and 24-hour electricity. 

Should you choose to move your life overseas, expect this to change. Probably quite a 
lot. 
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As reported by the LA Times: 

The girl died after her father rushed her to an 
emergency room. Hours later, the couple were 
arrested, charged in their daughter's death and 
accused of planning to sell her organs on the black 
market, the suit said. 
The Huang's two sons were put in an orphanage, 
though they were later permitted to return to the 
United States and live with the couple's family.

Police reports said the Huangs had no legitimate 
reason to adopt children who were not "good 
looking" and who did not share their "hereditary 
traits."



Truth of the matter, most of the world gives not one single damn about your day. The 
exchange of money for goods and services exists is a means of survival, not an 
opportunity to talk about the weather. You don’t matter. If you’re unsatisfied with the 
product, then you should not have bought it. No, you may not talk to a manager. 

Maybe you’ve never thought yourself entitled. You feel ready to accept this cultural shift 
in stride. Fair warning: you’re wrong. 

When I talk about a shift in the level of service, I’m not talking about the time you get 
only one olive in the martini. Surely, you’ll handle that like a grown-up. I’m talking about 
the meltdown. 

At some point, you will experience The Meltdown. I promise. It may be in the restaurant 
where you’re the only customer but despite the twelve waitstaff on the floor (busily 
checking their text messages), you can’t summon one single person to bring more tea 
to the table. 

It may be the brand new Playstation you bought at the night market, the one that 
doesn’t work. Open the console to find it stuffed with the circuit board of a Sega 
Genesis. Good luck with that refund. 

Very likely, it’s when the ramshackle budget airline invites passengers to board an 
overbooked flight by opening a fire door that literally opens up to the tarmac. You only 
fly if you can beat the other passengers to a seat. 

Or, maybe it’s the slow, steady act of mental erosion. It could be the millionth time you 
hear a smiling salesperson say, “Okay, okay,” when in fact nothing is okay. 

The Meltdown strikes. You’re suddenly that crazy foreigner swearing at a guy selling 
iPhone cases in a mall kiosk. Didn’t you come all this way to open your mind to new 
cultures? 

The good news is, the level of service you experience in foreign countries may in some 
ways surpass what you’re used to in America. Here are a few examples that should 
compel us to look at our society and ask why we aren’t doing it better. 

1. Bubbly brunch… oh, bubbly brunch. Living in the US, you probably don’t spend 
much time in luxury hotels. In some parts of the world, your local Westin or Hyatt 
may be the only refuge of western normalcy. Sit in the opulent lobby, read a copy of 
the New York Times, International Edition. While you’re at it, enjoy the Sunday 
brunch with bottomless champagne and a buffet of imported delights that will shake 
your sense of reality. Beats the hell of out a continental breakfast. 

2. In Spain, the next time you’re waiting for the bank to open (the hours of operation 
are anyone’s guess), pop into a tavern. For every beer, the bartender will give you a 
small plate (tapas) of food. Way better than peanuts. 
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3. China also keeps wacky bank hours. Better to just use smartphone. Imagine an 
instant messenger service that allows you to send money, split the restaurant bill, bid 
on concert tickets… all from an app that’s tied to your bank account. You can even 
use the app to tip buskers and spare change to panhandlers. US banking 
regulations are so strangulating, it could be another decade before we see this level 
of currency convenience at home. 

4. Fly everywhere, and enjoy the flight. It’s shocking, the quality of service and comfort 
offered on carriers outside the US. Don’t be surprised if newspapers, meals, alcohol, 
and even hot towels are freely available to economy class passengers. Remember 
when checked baggage was free? So does most of Asia. 

5. You may find many services to suddenly be affordable. Taxis (and yes, Über is most 
everywhere now too) are a few dollars, not tens of dollars. Michelin-rated restaurants 
don’t cost a month’s salary. Spas are so inexpensive I’ll sometimes go for a 90-
minute massage out of boredom. There is nothing uncommon about teachers hiring 
a housekeeper several days a week. I even pay someone to walk my dog everyday. 
All this, and still enough money left over for daily living expenses and rad holidays. 

Medical care

The HMO/PPO alphabet soup of America’s privatized medical care is complicated. 
Overseas care can be a bloodstained minefield by comparison. But then, it can also be 
a walk in the park. It all depends on where you live and who you work for. 

In Europe, you’re likely to be covered under a socialized system, not private insurance. 
Care is typically low-cost or no-cost, and in most situations, every bit as comprehensive 
as care back home, if not more so. Learning how to navigate the local system can be 
just as complicated though, especially if English is not a preferred language. Still, it’s 
nice to visit a hospital thinking not of the expense, but how soon you will be well again. 
Plus, you’ll have some smug talk ready for that libertarian uncle of yours at 
Christmastime (spoiler alert: most of Europe pays way less taxes out of their monthly 
salary than we do for taxes and insurance premiums). 
 
In Asia and the Middle East, expect a mixed bag. It stands to reason that the more 
developed the country, the better the care. A decent school in less developed nations 
will provide emergency airlift if need be (look for it in the contract). However, nothing 
short of a ruptured organ or cracked spine will get you that complimentary flight to 
Singapore. Got amoebic dysentery? Multiple bone fractures? Worried about that lump 
that won’t go away? Here’s some ibuprofen. Suck it up until you visit your family doctor 
back home.

Plus side? Even if you’re paying cash and totally uninsured, your hospital bill in most of 
Asia and the Middle East will be laughable compared to what you contribute towards 
your mile-high premium and copays. On holiday in Vietnam one year, an injury landed 
me in the hospital. This was an ER visit, and I required eight stitches, as well as 
antibiotics and painkillers, and had not bothered with traveler’s insurance. Yet in the 
same time I’d have expected to spend just in the waiting room of a US hospital (mind, 
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this was on New Year’s Eve), I was sewn up and sent out. Maybe 45 minutes all told? 
Total cost, drugs included, was just $14. 

Hygiene 

If you’re working in a Western country, you probably don’t need to worry about this too 
much. As you do in America, expect that the cooks correctly wash their hands 90% of 
the time (the other 10% can be a real doozy). The water is probably drinkable, though 
the quality is debatable. You doctor will know what he’s doing, and the hospital in which 
you meet him will be held to quality standards. 

The rest of the world, you need to manage your expectations. 

Here are a few things that caught me unaware, in terms of food safety. At first, I was 
appalled. Then I got over it. I mean, we all die one day, right? 

• You may notice there’s no hot water, soap, or towels in the café bathroom. Don’t 
expect the situation to be any different in the kitchen. 

• Meat hangs in open air markets, attracting flies. Buy it there. It will be fresher than 
when you eat the same meat at a restaurant. 

• Produce is bruised, scratched, maybe a little rotten in places. That’s how you know it’s 
real. 

• Eggs are left out, unrefrigerated, all day and night long. So long as they are fresh, this 
is perfectly fine. Research that; I promise you it’s perfectly fine. 

One last item. This has less to do with your hosts, more to do with your fellow expats. 
People from Commonwealth countries (that is, Britain and its former domains) have an 
unsettling routine for dishwashing: they don’t rinse. To be clear, they run the hot water, 
add the suds, scrub the dish and then… let it drip dry. No rinsing. Those suds, infused 
with e-coli and salmonella and all kinds of other lovely microbes, dry and harden on the 
dish until sometime later, when you plop food on it and eat it and shit your brains out for 
the next three days. 

In short, don’t eat at the homes of British people until you know their dishwashing 
routines. 
 
Water is a funny thing. They say it will be our next resource war, after we finish quibbling 
about oil. Overseas, especially in the developing world, you will come to believe it. 
Water is no joke. You’ve heard the traveller maxim “don’t drink the water” and that shit is 
real. I mean, literally. There may be actual fecal matter in the water, depending on how 
developed your host country is. Here’s a handy spectrum for worldwide drinking water:

1. My parents’ house water: Drink from the tap. You live in a developed country, and 
some people may be appalled and rant about fluoride or chlorine or whatever, but 
they’re idiots. Trillions of dollars are spent to make that water drinkable. I grew up on 
this stuff. Enjoy it. 
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2. Flint, Michigan water: Oops. Did you actually drink that? Yeah, you probably 
shouldn’t have. I mean, you’ll probably be fine. Don’t drink anymore though, 
seriously. 

3. Other places: You really should not drink this. Not a lot of it, anyway. I had a friend 
who woke up with a wicked hangover and before we could warn her, she guzzled a 
whole glass. She didn’t leave the bathroom for days. You can shower in it. You can 
brush your teeth with it. But don’t drink it. 

4. Worse places: Don’t drink it. It will kill you. You’re drinking ebola. Add iodine before 
using to it rinse produce. Don’t get it in your mouth. Don’t get it in your eyes. You 
have to shower some time, but make it quick, because it will wreck your skin too. 

In countries where the water supply ranks from #2 to #4, most foreigners invest in a 
filtered water delivery service, if available. In time, you adjust to sourcing most of your 
day’s water from a five gallon jug. You try not to think about where the jug came from. 
It’s probably fine. Probably. 

One last thing on water that really surprised me. I noticed every time I visited my home 
dentist, she found cavities, way more often than when I lived in the US. Could not figure 
it out. No matter where I lived, I brushed, flossed, all the stuff you’re supposed to do. 
One year, she finally figured it out. 

“You live overseas, so you probably drink bottled water, yeah?” 

“Of course.” 

“They probably don’t add fluoride to that. So your teeth are defenseless.” 

She recommended a fluoride mouthwash, which I now use daily. Sure enough, no more 
cavities. 

Now, let’s go to the hospital. Say you get ill or do something dumb that breaks a part of 
you. Time to explore the insanity that is healthcare in developing countries. Sometimes 
it will be subtle, like that time the nurse doesn’t use latex gloves when you kind of feel 
like she ought to. Or it might be appallingly obvious, like the mildew growing up the 
walls of the emergency room. Intervene when you can (e.g. insist on latex gloves) but 
otherwise, suck it up (that mildew’s going nowhere). 

Even if you manage to avoid unhygienic conditions, there will still be the habits of others 
to contend with. For example, you probably learned at a young age that spitting is 
impolite. In other parts of the world, people are taught “better out than in,” and boy, do 
they know how to announce it. You will be forever haunted by the first time you witness 
an 87-year-old grandmother launch a phlegm-enriched loogie from a bus window. Or 
the time you see that grandmother guide her grandchild to the middle of a pedestrian 
crossing so he can urinate in the street. Some say you get used to it. I haven’t yet. 
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Even with the barrage of inoculations you take before leaving, you can pretty much 
count on at least a few bouts with food poisoning. Drink lots of water mixed with 
rehydration salts. Usually it passes within 48 hours. Any longer than that, see a doctor. 
You might have giardia, and that one can stay with you for life. On the bright side, 
everyone you work with will go through the same shit(s) so you’ll be like poop pals. 

Vice

To me, alcohol is the world’s most interesting drug. How a country makes it says much 
about its society and culture, from the way people toast to the way people brew or distill 
to the funny little customs that surround social drinking. Outside of Muslim society, it’s 
the most universally accepted intoxicant. 

If you’re a drinker, you have plenty of surprises in store. It is unlikely you’ll have access 
to your favorite craft beer, niche wine, or hipster liquor, but it’s highly likely you’ll 
discover some new stuff that changes your world. Nepal for example has a reasonable 
selection of wine and liquor (albeit overpriced), but the beer is complete garbage. Some 
days, I’d have killed for an IPA in that purgatory land of bland, headache-inducing 
lagers. However, Nepal does produce something called chyang, which is little more than 
fermented rice water. It’s amazing, it’s refreshing, and it will make you forget your middle 
name if you overdo it. It was my new favorite thing. 

Europe of course has an seemingly endless variety of alcohol. It ranges from weird to 
wonderful. The aperitifs and digestifs are fun to explore. Watch out for Scandinavia 
though. Alcohol is taxed like crazy there. Be prepared to pay twice as much as you 
would back home. Certain Central and Eastern Europe countries by contrast are dead 
cheap for hooch — a dangerous thing! 

Muslim countries from the Middle East to Southeast Asia to North Africa each have their 
own ways of restricting consumption. As in Scandinavia, countries like Malaysia and 
Indonesia saddle alcohol with a crippling sin tax. The government of Qatar has exactly 
one bottle shop to serve the entire country, and foreigners must obtain an alcohol 
license to shop there (it’s also the only place in country to buy pork products). Countries 
like Saudi Arabia and Sudan outlaw alcohol completely, but as one moonshining 
colleague of mine puts it, “There’s a reason they sell 20 pound bags of sugar in all the 
markets.” Then you have countries like Lebanon that just don’t care, as far as Beirut 
and its other destination cities are concerned. Conversely, there is one vice that all 
Middle Eastern countries have in common, a vice in which seemingly everyone imbibes 
to a staggering degree: smoking. 

It’s different in the Arab world, smoking. It’s different pretty much everywhere outside of 
North America, in fact. If you smoke, like I used to, you’ll think you’ve landed in the 
1990’s. Cigarettes (outside of Northern Europe and Pacifica) are much cheaper than 
home, you can light up pretty much anywhere, and if you happen to be out of smokes 
on occasion, someone will surely offer you a stick before you even need to ask. In 
South Asia, I particularly enjoyed the finesse with which a “loosie” could be had. I’d ask 
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the waiter for a smoke, and he’d return moments later with a silver tray. Upon it, a pack 
of matches, and two single cigarettes, wrapped ornamentally in a napkin. 

Not smoking? The good news for you nonsmokers is, everything mentioned above is 
changing. People are becoming aware of words like “cancer” and “stroke,” and 
restaurants are slowly, slowly shutting smoking out of their dining rooms. Some places 
are more adamantly nonsmoking than California. Take Hong Kong. There, smoking is 
forbidden in restaurants, bars, city parks, and even on the street it’s generally frowned 
upon. Even still, expect the occasional rude moment when someone lights up on your 
elevator. That still kills me. 

How about other drugs? Like, you know… weed man. Whoa, slow down, Colorado. 
Here’s the dope on dope: just say no. Unless you’re in the Netherlands or someplace 
with well-documented, universally broadcast lax marijuana laws, know that you’re taking 
an enormous risk. If a cop catches you with pot in the US, what? You get a ticket? Worst 
case, say like Texas, you spend a night in jail? At least you have your Miranda rights, 
you have the option for legal counsel, and everyone around you speaks English. 
Meanwhile, overseas, it’s anyone’s guess. There’s an entire “locked up abroad” genre of 
literature at your local Barnes and Noble. If you’ve strong ambitions of working 
overseas, but can’t imagine ever giving up your nightly bong rip, then you should check 
out one of those books. 

Having said all that, one might think it unnecessary to mention how imprudent a choice 
harder drug use would be in a foreign country. However, I’ve met a surprising number of 
talented, professional educators who live double lives. Some of them started working 
abroad to get away from their old lifestyles. Some of them were successful, some not. I 
will forever be haunted by one particular night in a certain Asian capital, escorting a 
colleague to the hospital after she overdosed on a mix of MDMA and cocaine. No laws 
ever kept a user away from a party, even overseas. 

How about the vices that don’t involve hospital visits? Like gambling? If that’s really your 
thing, sure. It’s out here. Most sizable non-Muslim cities have casinos, but definitely not 
Vegas quality. Some places have all the ambiance of your neighbor’s smoky garage on 
cards night. Of course there’s always cards night. You’re bound to find a fellow gambler 
on any teaching staff, or at least in the wider community. I recall a principal of mine who 
had a vicious mah jong habit. I think he lost his shirt to Chinese grandmothers on more 
than one occasion. 

Now, let’s talk about sex. I’m not talking about a romance that blossoms over time in an 
exotic land (that’s a later chapter). I’m talking about prostitution. The world’s oldest 
profession is alive and well, and despite it being illegal in most every country (though 
openly legal and regulated in a select few), sexual services are widely available 
overseas. Reading this right now in your cozy suburban home, you may wonder why a 
book about teaching dares to broach the subject of prostitution. I’m assuming most of 
the readers are not considering a move abroad for better access to prostitutes (I hope 
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I’m right) but believe it important to know that what many Americans consider to be 
nasty, dirty, and awful is viewed very differently in other cultures. 

In some corners of the world, it’s expected that a married man have some side love on 
hire, and if you don’t, what’s wrong with you? You may treat yourself to a spa session 
and find the masseuse to be far more “personal” than you expect. You may find yourself 
in certain urban districts rife with so-called “sexpats,” foreigners who travel explicitly to, 
in the words of Tom Waits, “get a little something that you can’t get at home.” The 
experience can be especially rattling when you see a man of 50-plus years walking 
hand-in-hand with his teenage girlfriend or boyfriend, especially if you’re coming from a 
town where “things like that just don’t happen” and you thought this whole experience 
was going to be about sightseeing, learning Spanish, and tiny umbrellas in fancy 
cocktails. 

Now, if you are the kind of person who intends to get some pay-for-play action in your 
new host country, all I can say is good luck, and don’t get caught. I’m in no position to 
moralize anything, but please, stay away from teenagers. 

In the cases of all vice, remember that the choices you make overseas may come with 
far greater consequences than you would expect back home. 

Worldview 

If you come from a liberal urban enclave like my home city, you probably have a position 
on every question of social justice out there. “Non-binary,” cisgender,” and 
“intergenerational” may be part of your daily vocabulary. If you hold firm to these beliefs, 
you will find your first couple of years overseas a real challenge. 

As will be discussed later, your race, sexual identity, 
and age can absolutely bar you from a job for which 
you’re perfectly qualified. Fortunately, most schools are 
better than that. However, you may find the host 
country to be comparatively backwards. Old school 
gender roles are still the norm, LGBT and people of 
color are actively disliked, and the elderly do 
backbreaking work well into their final years. In 
America, maybe you’re the sort who fights for social 
justice at every turn, yet to do that in a foreign country 
would be culturally insensitive. It can create a real 
crisis of conscience. 

There is one upside to intolerance in foreign countries: 
experience. If you won the genetic lottery, and that’s 
kept you sheltered from abject discrimination, here’s 
your chance to see it up close and personal; you are 
now a minority. As a white American male, I’d never 
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known what it was like to be followed around a store with suspicion. I’d never had my 
sexuality brought into question, followed by loosely veiled threats of job termination. I’d 
never been the recipient of abjectly hateful language based solely on my birthplace (the 
Iraq war was in full swing, Bush was in office, and I lived in an Islamic country). Damn, 
this is what discrimination feels like? This sucks.

Not to suggest for a moment that I could even begin to grasp the full experience of other 
groups. All I have is anecdotes. 

One night, I met an Indian friend in a trendy Beijing club. She was sitting at the bar 
when I arrived. I joined her, and ordered drinks for both of us, noticing she’d not yet 
been served. It was still early, we were just about the only people there, and the 
bartender set to work on my order straight away. My friend glowered. She said, “You 
know, Sam, I’ve sat here for the last ten minutes trying to get that man’s attention, and 
he’s completely ignored me. Looked right through me like I was invisible.” 

Ah, but that’s China. What about the sophisticated Europeans? Take Sweden, for 
example. Sweden is known globally for its egalitarianism. They admitted more refugees 
from around the world, and that was before the humanitarian crisis in Syria even began. 
Yet on the ground, talking to Swedes, one hears attitudes completely the opposite of 
their government’s sentiments. I’ve yet to meet a (non-Arabic) Swede who did not 
loathe the influx of brown-skinned people to their cities and towns. One particular 
conversation stands out. I was discussing US border politics with a local friend. She was 
quick to decry the injustices of our immigration policy, and defend our immigrants from 
south of the border. “They’re hard working, they contribute to the economy,” she 
remarked, “and people in your government wish to send them home?” 

When the topic shifted to her own country’s policies, so did her tone. “We’re bringing in 
unskilled people from Arab countries who don’t understand Swedish culture. They make 
no effort to learn our language, and crime has skyrocketed.” 

I started in on the fact that many of the immigrants I knew in her city were business 
owners, worked for tech firms, or found other means of gainful employment. Also, most 
of our students came from those immigrant families, and possessed a stronger work 
ethic than their Swedish peers. Also, most of them were trilingual, able to speak 
Swedish and English in addition to their home language. But after awhile, you think, 
“What’s the point?” 

A great segue for the Arab world. Before moving overseas, I always lamented the 
intolerance and ignorance of Americans towards all things Islamic and Semitic. I’d get 
on my soapbox about the achievements of the Ottomans, how the Middle East figured 
out a little something called al-jabara (you may pronounce it as “algebra”) while 
European peasants toiled away in the Dark Ages. I attended barbecues with Lebanese 
families in my neighborhood. I marched in support of Palestinian statehood. I was an 
angry American in America, shaking his fist in the name of solidarity and justice. 
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Then I moved to the Middle East. I was determined to learn “the other side of the story,” 
sans the filters of CNN, Fox, and other entertainment outlets. The thing is, there is no 
“other side.” There are in fact a million different sides. Even if you are fairly cynical 
about how American media portrays the world, you will be shocked at how much better 
(and how much worse) the world actually is.

The people I met wanted nothing but peace in the Arab world. Yet they hate each other 
across ethnic, political, national, and religious lines, and are ready to kill and die for this 
hatred. 

The Arab world mourns for its Palestinian brothers and sisters. Yet no one, outside of 
Lebanon, is willing to take in Palestinian refugees. They are however willing to throw 
money at the situation and hope it improves. 

I could go on for pages (we haven’t even begun on Israel), but what a digression that 
would be. My learnings of the Middle East are best summed up as: “Everything you 
know to be true about the Middle East is also false.” I would extend that further to say, 
“Everything you know to be true of bigotry in the wide world is also false.” 

Case in point: despite my obvious American-ness, I encounter unexpected generosity in 
the unlikeliest of circumstances, almost daily. Sometimes it’s superficial (“I love America! 
I’ve seen every episode of Friends.”), other times it is truly surprising. 

Once, traveling in Vietnam, I visited Can Tho, where the Air Force stationed my 
grandfather during the war. By chance, I met a man who used to translate for US forces. 
We spent the day together; he showed me villages that had seen action during the bad 
times. He introduced me to the locals. We had lunch with a parish priest in a chapel that 
used to operate as a covert landing pad for munitions drops. He refused to take any 
payment, he just wanted me to share my experience with others. 

I was getting my haircut one day in Sweden. The barber and I made small talk, and 
eventually he asked where I came from. I said America. He looked at me from the 
mirror, and after a short pause, said, “I am from Iraq.” At the time, we still had a heavy 
military presence in his home country. This man was likely a first generation immigrant, 
judging by his thick accent. I could feel the American-ness seeping from my pores. 

Suddenly, his face brightened. “You know Scarlett Johansen?” he asked. 

“No, not personally, but I love her work.” 

He slapped me on the shoulder and let loose with the deepest roar of a laugh I’ve ever 
heard. We proceeded to talk about Hollywood at great length. He became my regular 
barber. 

Now, let’s talk about you. Think you know how “all Chinese” or “all Arab” or “all those 
Spanish-speaking” people are? Yes? 
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Nope. You don’t. 

Think you don’t see race? That we’re all the same, one big human family? 

Get ready. Your brain is about to get super racist. 

You will begin to draw sweeping conclusions about the cultures of your host society, 
only to have those conclusions dashed to bits by exceptions. Repeat. Because in times 
of stress, we adapt by consciously and subconsciously creating rules for survival. In the 
film “Up in the Air,” George Clooney’s character, Ryan Bingham, says it best: “I 
stereotype. It’s faster.” 

In summary, you will be shocked at the level of abject discrimination that exists in the 
world… and in your own mind. 

Then you get over it, and wonder what all the fuss was about. 
 
At the same time, you will be amazed at the lengths people will go to help a complete 
stranger. It’s all part of the adventure. 

Trust 

We are trained not to trust. Mass media makes us wary of fellow humans. We buy 
stronger bolts and bigger guns. We build up psychological walls that shield us from 
society. Once upon a time, a perfect world for me was home delivery, endless TV 
channels, and my laptop. That mindset doesn’t work in a foreign country. You have to 
leave your fortress, if you wish to survive. Amazon doesn’t deliver to most of the world. 

Further, you will miss so many chances to be amazed, surprised, or educated. I can 
think of a handful of other times when local people offered to show me around or give 
me a lift to the store, and the encounter developed into a full day and night of awesome 
memories. Sometimes yes, they were out to make a buck, but life with risk and 
adventure is far more fulfilling than life without, even if I need to shell out a few dollars 
from time to time. 

Predictability

Oh ho. This is going away. Say goodbye. 

This is hard to talk about, because what is normal to one society is abnormal to another. 
It takes time, getting used to this. It could be the first time you get stuck in standstill 
traffic because up ahead, there’s a herd of sheep or a military checkpoint or a massive 
Hindu funeral procession. It could be the first time somebody gets on your elevator with 
a lit cigarette (really, people!), or the first time you see a five-year-old panhandler, or the 
first time you witness abject animal abuse, or the first person who, having just met you, 
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wants to know your religion. It could be the steep learning curve of how people queue 
— or don’t — in your new host country. You’ll be shocked, but you’ll get used to it. Or 
you won’t. More on that later. 

One thing I always try to keep in mind: as abnormal as things may seem in my host 
country, I know that in my home country, mass shootings, homeless veterans, and the 
current president are all part of our “normal.” People outside of America cannot 
comprehend how we tolerate it.   

The list varies from country to country. Each place has its own surprises. Though 
Michael Jackson impersonators do seem to be everywhere. 

Family and friends

People you’ve known your whole life will stop talking to you. Unless they too have lived 
overseas, they will not be able to relate to your wild tales of chasing waves in Indonesia, 
haggling for topaz stones in Brazil, or daily battles with thieving Burmese macaques. 
You in turn will find it hard to relate to people who spent the last couple years merely 
working eight hours a day to pay down a mortgage. 

At some point, they will say something condescending like, “Oh well, one day you’ll 
settle down,” or passive-aggressive like, “Must be nice, to travel the globe, no 
responsibilities whatsoever.” 

Or you will say something cocky like, “Living abroad has its challenges; it took forever 
for me to find a decent maid,” or, “I can’t imagine how limited my life would’ve been if I’d 
had kids so early, like you.” 

Normal Abnormal

• Chicken runs through math class
• Blood splattered traffic accidents where no one 

wore seat belts
• Simple monetary transaction goes horribly, 

embarrassingly wrong
• Protest, car bomb, coup d’etat, and the stores 

stay open anyway 
• Daily evidence of neocolonial imperialism
• Michael Jackson impersonators
• People ask, in all seriousness, if you know 

Michael Jackson
• Street food straight out of an H. P. Lovecraft 

novel
• A local wants you to explain American television, 

foreign policy, or California
• Nagging sensations of helplessness

• Power stays on all day
• Monthly data allowance is sufficient on home 

internet
• Something happens according to schedule
• An entire night in the bar district without hearing 

a Top 40 pop song
• Something is priced exactly as high or low as 

you expected
• Someone says hello to you on the street, and 

doesn’t try to sell something
• You pronounced that word perfectly
• Your school conducts its business unfettered by 

local government policies
• You find an un-pirated DVD with a description on 

the back cover written in clear English
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And the phone calls will stop. 

Don’t sweat it. You’ll make new friends. Sometimes, better friends. Friends who share 
your worldview. Friends who support you in ways you only realize when you’re stuck in 
a foreign jail cell wondering what happened last night. Friends who live around the 
world, who will spontaneously invite you to their weddings or divorces or whatever in all 
different corners of the globe, and you’ll think, “Sure. I don’t have anything happening 
this weekend.” 

The day-to-day

One morning in America, I wake up to the news, in English. Our country is winning at 
everything. I scarf a breakfast of fresh fruit, organic granola, and strawberry-flavored 
yogurt. Jump in my Prius, with gas under $3 per gallon, and drive a short 1.5 miles to 
work, no traffic. 

Throughout the day, I enjoy reliable internet, locally roasted coffee, and a mild fair-
weather day. The students communicate in perfect English (or at least, our version of it 
in the South), and with my coworkers, I joke and gossip and speak of American things. 

I stop by the gym on the way home to my wife and our two dogs. There’s some decent 
stuff on TV, and better stuff on Netflix, but the evening is cool enough to build a fire in 
the pit out back, and still warm enough for a barbecue. We make plans to go camping 
for the weekend, or maybe go brew some beer with my buddies down the road. 

That was before. 

One morning in my South Asian host country, the local news reports abject political 
corruption, ongoing food shortages, and violent political demonstrations… and that’s 
just what they are permitted to report. I eat corn flakes with UHT milk — the embargo 
keeps non-essential items such as granola and fresh milk from getting to the stores, and 
very little fruit is in season. The only available “coffee” is godawful Nescafé — the 
Soylent Green of coffee. I ride my bike to work in part because I need the exercise but 
also out of necessity; recent fuel shortages have choked the country’s transportation 
network. 

At home and work, a backup generator keeps the wifi router pumping out a whopping 5 
to 10 mbps about 70% of the day. 

I work mostly with British people; how to relate to their exotic mannerisms? They 
understand my American humor (and for that matter, my spelling of “humour”) about as 
well as I understood their television programs (or, “programmes”). I relate much better to 
the local staff, though I’m hardly hip to local pop culture, so our chats never go much 
deeper than their plans for the holidays (spoiler alert: they’re either visiting or hosting 
extended family members). 
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As for the students, they are lovely, but much is lost in translation. On this particular day, 
I had to explain sarcasm. 

At least once a week, I learn a new cultural faux pas, usually in the most embarrassing 
way imaginable. 

I come home to one dog and an otherwise empty house. The wife got one of the two 
dogs after the divorce. My dog doesn’t have the free range of a big back yard like the 
old days. I had to hire a dog walker, since work has me out of the house ten or more 
hours a day. 

It’s cold. Down to the bone cold. I have a gas heater, carbon monoxide emissions be 
damned, but have I enough gas to survive the winter? I consider an electric heater 
instead, but blackouts last at least nine hours in a day, and rumor has it, the number will 
rise to more than twelve hours per day in the weeks to come. 

My weekends involve errands I haven’t the time for on weekdays. What used to be a 
30-minute run to Publix is now a daylong fiasco involving multiple shopkeepers. The 
government made it legal to brew beer, but with a blockade, there is zero chance of 
finding hops and grains, so there goes my hobby. Camping would require a car, but no 
one wants to drive because petrol is sky high. 

At least I still have barbecue. 

Now, let’s look at a different couple of days. 

Another damn morning in America. Wake up with familiar old anxieties: lawn needs a 
mow, house needs a clean, wife’s mad at me from something last night, car needs a few 
hundred bucks of work, credit cards are due but payday’s still three weeks out, got the 
mortgage payment coming up, out of milk…

Dash out the house, late again. My social and news media feeds are blowing up with 
political idiocy. Arrive at work to hear the same views regurgitated over coffee room 
chitchat, interspersed with gossip about other people at school. 

The boss, a clueless bureaucrat who ascended into principalship through meritless 
promotion, wants to see me about something idiotic. He forgot his email password 
again. 

My classes are a mixed bag. A couple of intrinsically motivated students, but many more 
who are indifferent, obstinate, challenged by specific learning needs, struggling through 
an IEP, thinking about the abusive household they’ll return to in a few hours, just plain 
don’t care… you know… public school. I do my best to educate and inspire, even when 
I’m met with groans, rolled eyes, and mumbled swear words. 
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Stop at the store for a few things; everywhere I look, some advertisement attempts to 
sell me on processed food, processed drinks, processed lifestyles. From there, I 
continue on to my boring home life. Reheat dinner. Watch something on Netflix (no 
chill). Sit on my porch with a dram of whiskey and have myself a little existential crisis, 
reflecting on the meaninglessness of a life left unlived. 

That was before. 

Awake to the sound of my neighborhood pigeon flock taking flight, and the chants of 
fruit cart merchants announcing their wares. Which brings me to my only problem of the 
morning: should I take some of that fresh fruit with my oatmeal, or go with bakery-fresh 
bread and eggs from the back yard? I opt for the eggs. 
 
My news and social media fix is met during my morning dog walk, where I hear the 
shopkeepers talking about what’s new in the neighborhood. I pass a few colleagues on 
the stroll to work, but no time to rant. Like me, they’re too busy enjoying their morning 
exercise on this fair-weather morning. 

Entering the school building, I pass the principal’s office. He wants to ask me 
something. He wants me to take lead on a project in the coming months, and offers a 
few ideas on how to get things going. I trust his ideas, because he’s earned my respect 
with all he’s done to transform the school in just five years of service. 

The students, many of them coming from families of embassy or NGO staff, arrive ready 
to learn. Behavior management is not so much about maintaining civility. It’s more about 
the challenge of moving students out the door for recess, because they are so 
dedicated to finishing their tasks. Pretty unreal, compared to American public. 

A sundries run at the end of the day isn’t as simple as it used to be. No more one-stop 
shop at the Publix or 7-11. But there’s something oddly enjoyable, that I need to hit one 
shop for eggs and another for bread and another place for milk. It somehow makes 
everything feel more… real. 

My housekeeper has prepared a delicious vegetarian curry. It rests on the stove, warm. 
I sit down with a bowl, read some Hemingway, and yes, of course, enjoy a dram of 
whiskey afterwards. Except now, I savor the dram, and reflect on how much more 
substantial my life seems today. 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Meeting your other, overseas 

My wife hailed from New Zealand, but we met in China, working for the same school. 
Our romance started explosively and ended much the same way about five years 
later. Romance in foreign lands can be a grand thing, but there are cautions unique to 
expat life that must be considered.   

Something about life in other countries makes everything a little sexier. Overseas life 
can feel like a long-term holiday, and with that comes “holiday brain,” which can 
suspend rational judgement (“I’m totally buying a motorcycle!”) and lull us into a false 
sense of security (“This is fine, I’m floating along in this gentle current, no waterfalls in 
sight.”). Moreover, we’re far away from the “social barometer” of our longstanding 
friends and trusted family members, leaving us to our own imperfect judgement. 

Flings are fun, but as things get more serious, you need to answer some pretty real 
questions, questions that are unique to overseas romances. Otherwise, people get 
hurt. 

1. Very cynically, do I love this person, or just their cultural background? Am I in love 
with the person, or the bragging rights? Are they into me for love, or as means of a 
passport upgrade? Beyond surface stuff (e.g. sexy accent, exotic good looks, mad 
bedroom skills), are we compatible on a deeper level? 

2. Coming from significantly different backgrounds, are our values in synch? Are 
religion or politics (or lack thereof) going to be an issue? Do I still see myself with 
this person in three years? Ten years? Decades from now? 

3. What are our long term goals? Are we on the same page, so far as traveling 
forever or settling down one day? Do we travel well together? How about career 
paths? What about kids? 

4. Are those plans compatible with our nationalities? Can we freely visit or work in 
one another’s home countries? Other countries? How easily could we settle? 
What would be our limitations, and how significant are those limitations?  

5. How important is family? Am I proud to introduce this person to my family, or do I 
care? How would we spend time with our families a world apart, in a way that’s fair 
to us both? How would children (if applicable) fit into the picture? 

6. How does it work if our plans go awry? Could we support ourselves on one 
income? Am I okay earning significantly more or less money than this person? 
What if one of us had to 100% financially support the other? If we suddenly had to 
relocate, are we ready for that? 

7. What would a breakup look like? If the situation becomes unsustainable or unsafe, 
do I have an escape route? 

Any serious couple, looking to the future, needs to consider fundamental questions, 
like how to share household chores or manage finances, but for overseas romances, 
whether you meet at work or through other circles, whether you’re from similar or 
every different places, you have additional vital points to address. 
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Divorcing your other, overseas 

First off, I am so sorry to hear things didn’t work out. You have a hard road ahead; 
that you live overseas makes it tougher. Here’s what happened with my divorce. 
Maybe it will help with yours. 

We had problems from the start, having to do with our core values, our respective 
work ethic and resilience, and overall world view. Looking back, those are pretty big 
deals, but I dismissed them, figured I was making mountains of molehills. After all, I’d 
met someone who wanted the same basic things as me: to travel the world as an 
international teacher. Eventually, the molehills did indeed become mountains and I 
realized there was no way our marriage could last. We tried therapy and couples 
counseling but it was too little too late. 

When I made the decision to divorce, we were already living in two different countries. 
We were also of two different nationalities. We had been married in her home country 
but owned a house in mine. Thankfully, no kids in the picture. I cannot even conceive 
of how that would’ve worked. 

Thankfully, in most states, a family court judge is less concerned with where you 
married and more concerned with where and how you’ll split marital property. So it 
went with the house, as well as other property we’d come to collectively own in our 
five years together. 

At first, it was a relatively amicable, “uncontested” divorce, where both parties agreed 
to terms. We’d split proceeds from sale of the house 50/50. We each had our own list 
of belongings we wanted to keep, and the rest would be sold, again split 50/50. I’d 
pay up to a certain amount for shipping her belongings, and eat the costs of my own 
shipping. But further details would muddy the waters. What about her roller blades? 
Would I pay to ship some things to one country and some things to another? There 
were crucial timings where I needed her signature for different proceedings, but heard 
back no response. It turned into an ugly, “contested” divorce. 

In order to finalize things, I had to serve summons on her. In the US, you make a 
request through the court, an official finds the person in question, and just like the 
movies, says, “You’ve been served.” Far more complicated when one party lives in 
one part of the world and the other party lives in another part of the world, and neither 
person is in the US. My attorney had to find a company specializing in overseas legal 
services, and that company had to route the summons through the Hague, who over 
the course of more than six months finally managed to serve summons on her in a 
country different from the one where she’d lived when we first split up. All told, this 
divorce has taken nearly four years to finalize. 

My best advice: make sure they’re The One. If you have any doubts, don’t marry. 
Divorce sucks. Divorce overseas sucks worse. 



Professional Self-Assessment
Über, Average, or Hopeless?

When thinking for the first time about work overseas, most educators sit down, pour 
some wine, and open an atlas. Others look first to schools with the best benefits 
packages, regardless of location. Personally, I advise you to look within. Are you an 
Über, Average, or Hopeless teacher? Or maybe your modus operandi is less about 
teaching, more about backpacking the world, 

The Über teacher splits her free time between researching best practices on academic 
websites and scalping class project ideas from Pinterest. She commands a classroom 
that for all intentions is student-led, but the whole damn thing would collapse were she 
ever to take a sick day. On the job, she works tirelessly, arriving before the principal and 
leaving after the custodian. Every year is a new pedagogical approach, every month is a 
new theme on the cork boards, every week is an inventory of her students’ strengths 
and challenges, every day ends with a reflection on her teacher blog. Summers are for 
continuing education and re-reading Understanding by Design. Trips to the grocery 
store, she actually hopes to run into students. She might watch TV sometimes, but it’s 
usually to screen a movie for class, and naturally, she’ll be marking papers the entire 
time. 

The year is planned out by August, each day’s lesson is planned down to the minute. 

The Average teacher knows what he’s going to do every day in the classroom, and 
what’s in store for the rest of the week. He knows enough about class management, 
state standards, and educational technology to look competent during an evaluation. It 
helps too that his classroom walls are used mainly to showcase student achievements. 
Through humor and assertive management, he enjoys a solid repertoire with his 
students, most of whom will meet targets on the annual assessment. For those who 
don’t, he finds ways for them to feel valued. Worksheets are cast aside in favor of “butts 
out of seats” activities. In the event of a sick day, the students help to navigate the sub 
through class routines. He is a teacher who leaves work behind at work. He loves a 
good after-school “safety meeting” with peers at the pub on Fridays (maybe even the 
odd Tuesday), and if he does any summer PD, it’s from a beach house. 

Planning happens, but wiggle room is allowed for the unexpected. Sometimes math 
bleeds into English, or vice versa. 

Now, I’m all about solidarity amongst educators, but let’s face it: some people should 
not be in this profession. Some teachers are Hopeless. You know the type. She hardly 
needs a written description. Every school has at least one. Her teaching practices are 
outmoded and inconsistent, her classroom walls are barren. Maybe it’s because she 
took very little from her teacher college experience. Maybe she never attended teacher 
college in the first place, but wound up in the job through dumb luck and circumstance. 
Maybe she’s an EAL / TOEFL teacher who fell into a classroom position. In any case, 
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she’s too lazy to pick up better practices from colleagues, always griping that “these 
little bastards” wear her out. Worksheets are the norm, and if a child doesn’t understand 
what to do, he must be stupid. Misbehavior? Time to yell at a kid. No homework? Yell at 
a kid. Tears? Yell at a kid. She takes sick days like it’s a hobby. That one bottle of wine 
she had last night might have accidentally turned into four. Oops. As the old joke goes, 
her favorite things about teaching are June, July, and August. 

Planning? What’s that? English class means the students are ordered to read silently 
for 90 minutes while the teacher puts her head down. Math is whatever page we didn’t 
finish yesterday. 

You might also know a Ceaselessly Angry teacher, Stuck In 1980s Pedagogy teacher, or 
Walks With Clipboard So As To Appear Competent teacher. I think we all know a 
Despite Deeply Seeded Neurotic Tendencies teacher, or a Somehow Manages to Land 
on her Feet at a New Job Every Year teacher. For the sake of simplicity, we will rope 
them into the same corral of Hopeless teacher. 

Then you’ve got the Backpacker teacher. Some are Backpacker teachers by choice. 
They want to see the world, and spend no more than a year or two at any school. 
Others are Backpacker teachers by cruel hand of fate: schools close due to 
mismanagement or civil strife, medical calamities or family emergencies arise… life isn’t 
fair. Unfortunately, no matter the story, a would-be employer sees those short stops 
around the world and brands them a Backpacker teacher. Into the bin goes that 
carefully crafted CV, because that principal hasn’t the time nor desire to learn your life 
story. 

I will add one final category, which is the Money Teacher. Any of the aforementioned 
teachers might fall into this category. Money Teachers consider the salary package first. 
Ideally, they have keen negotiation skills and know how to work their way into the 
highest possible salary tier before signing a contract. Sometimes they’re well worth what 
the school’s willing to pay. Other times, not. 

My intent here is not to pass judgement. There is a school for each one of these 
teachers. I should know. I’ve befriended teachers of all calibers over the years. Without 
Über teachers, new and struggling teachers would have no mentors. Without Hopeless 
teachers, who would organize after-work pub crawls? Backpacker teachers have all the 
best advice on what to see when you holiday out of country. And Average teachers? 
They’re the reality anchor that keeps everyone else from floating out into space. 

If you can honestly assess where you are as a professional right now, and where you 
want to go next, you’ll be better prepared to figure out the kind of school that best fits 
you.  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My shameful life as a backpacker teacher

My name is Sam Rickshaw, and I am a backpacker teacher. My favorite interview 
question:

Gee. Looks like you’ve moved around a lot. We’re really looking for someone who 
will be with us in the long term. How do we know you’re that person?

I promise you, I did not choose to move around so much. I’d very much like to stay 
put. Relocation is expensive and exhausting. 

I was a young, barely experienced teacher when I signed on for a job in Lebanon. It’s 
peaceful now, they said. It’s safer than ever before, they told me. That was before 
the bombings. Americans were evacuated by January. 

Next, Bali. It was tropical and lovely. In March, the director announced the school 
would make changes, starting with the replacement of all teachers with staff from his 
previous schools. 

I had two good years at a school in China, but after my second bout with pneumonia, 
I realized the air was taking years off my life. 

Moved to New Zealand, found no solid work. 

A year in Europe. School budget ran aground and nobody’s contracts were 
guaranteed for the next year. Needed to keep working somewhere, so back to the 
Middle East. 

There, I was diagnosed with tuberculosis. Yeah, as in the 19th century plague 
tuberculosis. The health ministry put me on a plane in December. Back in the US, I 
learned that I’d been misdiagnosed. 

Year and a half back in the US. Signed a contract for an additional year, but the 
contract was rescinded when leadership changed. 

Finally, I made my way to a well-established, high-achieving school at a hardship 
post in South Asia. I could’ve left at any time; given the disease vectors and ongoing 
political crises, no one would’ve blamed me. Instead, I stayed three years. Earned 
accolades, took on management trainings, left with high praise from my director and 
supervisors. 

Now you’re still asking if I’m “that person” who will be with you for years to come? I 
don’t know. Are you “that school” teachers want to stay with? 



Schools Out There
Tier-1 schools, Tier-2 schools, and Tier-3 schools

The international teaching world is at least as nebulous as teaching stateside. The 
moment I publish, what’s trending in education today will change, as will the definition of 
a “world class school.” 

Just as US schools swing between Common Core and state standards, high-stakes and 
even higher stakes testing, the same is true overseas. I cannot tell you what next year, 
much less the next five years will bring for international teachers. When I first started 
doing this ten years ago, teaching jobs were plentiful throughout Europe, “backwards 
design” was still considered the best of best practices, the International Baccalaureate 
(IB) framework had not yet taken over the world, and no one had heard of Nord Anglia. 

No one has a crystal ball. Case in point: the financial crisis hit in 2008 and doomsayers 
predicted a meltdown of the market for teachers abroad. Yet nothing slowed down. New 
international schools continued to open, especially in emerging Asian markets. 

The Arab Spring hit in 2010, everyone thought that spelled the end for teachers making 
crazy money in the Middle East. While foreign teachers in Syria, Libya, and some parts 
of Egypt were sent packing, many of them had the option to transition easily into any 
one of the many schools that had newly opened in the Gulf States. 

Most recently relevant: since the draft of my original manuscript only two years ago, the 
world’s very top-tier schools have now started to abandon the IB in favor of a more 
homegrown framework. 

If I could pinpoint one constant in the market, it’s that every year, this game feels bigger. 
More and more schools, everywhere. More and more investment, flashier curriculum, 
and space age technology. 

The “biggening” of overseas education means that the top rated schools are more 
competitive than decades past, with an ever-growing abundance of highly qualified 
teachers. Whereas before, teachers went overseas to experience culture and 
adventure, many now leave because the market for educators at home is so dire, given 
budget cuts and random school shootings. 

Fortunately, the international market is wide as the world. Your task then, at the risk of 
sounding Victorian, is to know your place. 

The recruitment season comes hard and fast. Unless you’re an Über teacher with stellar 
references and IB training, don’t burn too much energy chasing a favorite top tier 
school. They’re just not that into you… yet. Submit your cover letter and CV, yes. Then 
move down to the next top tier school on your list. 
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If you’re a delightfully Average teacher, you probably have the widest selection. 
Delightfully average schools are in abundance worldwide, and await your CV. 

If your main ambition is to see the world one year at a time, or you just want an easy gig 
where no administrator will hassle you about your infamous 90-minute silent reading 
sessions, you have plenty of options too. The market has no shortage of mediocrity. 

The international teaching community ropes schools into three broad categories, Tier-1 
being the best, Tier-3 the worst. Some would argue there’s room for Tier-4, maybe even 
5, but we’ll keep it simple for the purposes of this book. 

There is no agreed-upon matrix for these tiers, but I’ll do my best to unpack their criteria 
in this chapter, but the relevance of those criteria will be different for everyone. They  
can range from “Do I get paid on time every month?” to “Will they pay for my car?” 
Some teachers examine the academic side of the equation. What universities do their 
graduates attend? How is student progress assessed? Still others look at the pupils. 
How diverse is the student body? How many struggle with English? How much time and 
energy will I burn on behavior management? 
 
In a later chapter on interviewing, I will outline some strategies and specific questions 
that will help you recognize a principal’s “tells” in this grand poker game we call 
international recruitment. Know the caliber of school, know if you will be a good fit.

Even if you’ve figured a school’s true tier, finding your best-fit school remains a highly 
subjective process, especially as it pertains to your professional ambitions. If you are an 
Über teacher, a Tier-1 school is an obvious choice… unless of course, you’re tired of 
working so damn hard all the time. Maybe you’re an Average or Hopeless teacher who 
wants to step up your game. I know Backpacker teachers who stick to the Tier-3 circuit 
because they know hard work won’t get in the way of their travels. In my case, I moved 
from a solid Tier-2 school down to a Tier-3 because it was means of getting out of Asia 
and into Europe. 

The matrix is muddled further by relative geography. For example, teachers can easily 
pocket more savings at many a Tier-3 Asian school than a Tier-1 European school. 
What’s considered mastery level for a student in Singapore will be somewhat different 
for a student in Cairo. 

Finally, coming back to a point, the only constant in international education is change. A 
few months’ worth of bad decisions will work wonders on a school’s standing. Hire the 
wrong administrator, vote in a board with skewed vision, implement an ill-fitted 
curriculum, or mismanage staff, and today’s Tier-1 school moves down a peg. It’s hard 
to stay on top forever. 
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Tier-2: Same-same but different

Let’s start here, so you have an idea of what minimum standards should be in place for 
a decent school. If anything from this list is missing, know that school is skirting the 
Tier-3 threshold. 

Contract spells out in detail, down to the decimal point, the salary, benefits, and 
taxes. 
Salary provides a comfortable standard of living, with some (better yet, lots) left over 
for travel and savings. 
Annual return flights to home country. European schools may be the exception. 
A relocation allowance to cover incoming shipping, and/or settling-in allowance to 
buy necessities your first week in country. 
A furnished residence, or a housing allowance adequate enough to cover most or all 
the rent on a relatively clean, safe, modern house or apartment. 
Medical coverage for you and family, available worldwide, US included. 
Documentation of job descriptions, salary scale, class size, and management 
structure, as well as policies for personal and medical leave, professional 
development, student discipline, grievances, and if appropriate, emergency 
evacuation. 
A calendar that lists holidays and special events such as Christmas musicals, 
examinations, and anything else for which a teacher should plan. 
Administration conducts regular teacher evaluations, providing constructive 
feedback in a timely manner. Bonus points if peer observations are part of the 
process. 
A curriculum, or at least a curriculum roadmap and timeline. (Some schools may be 
in the process of implementation.) 
Curriculum is pieced together from reasonably reputable sources. 
Resources to support the curriculum, such as science kits, math manipulatives, 
maybe textbooks (many international schools have abandoned textbooks). 
A library with enough books for each student to have a wide variety of age-
appropriate choices all year long, and enough book sets for every teacher to use in 
reading groups. Decent selection of fiction and nonfiction. 
Teaching assistants for lower elementary classrooms. Bonus points if they’re 
provided for other classrooms as well. 
Full-time certified SEN and EAL support staff. 
Full-time certified teachers for art, music, PE, drama, and other specialist subjects. 
Healthy ratio of longtime teachers and teachers who stay only the length of contract. 
Healthy student-teacher ratio in each classroom. 
A faculty lounge. Doesn’t have to be fancy. A microwave, fridge, and coffeemaker will 
do. 
Supply lines run all year long, so teachers never need to buy or beg for staples, 
pencils, or photocopies. 
Projectors, teacher computers, and whiteboards. Seems like a no-brainer, but you’d 
be surprised. 

�46



Enough student devices so that technology time is never a hassle, even spur of the 
moment. One-to-one is ideal. 
Solid internet connections and stable wifi network. Today, even in the developing 
world, there is no excuse for bad internet. 
On-call, onsite IT support by a dedicated professional (or team), trained to 
troubleshoot and maintain the hardware, software, and tech infrastructure.  
A staff and student email server that ends with @schoolname.edu, or something 
similarly appropriate. 

A Tier-2 school is not the worst place to be. They won’t have everything in place; you’ll 
see room for improvement everywhere. You may find, even as an Average teacher, you 
are sometimes the smartest person in the room. There will be growing pains for the 
Average teacher as she adjusts to an imperfect environment, bonds with supportive 
colleagues, and carves out her professional niche.

If you’re an Über teacher, a Tier-2 can be a frustrating place to work. On the other hand, 
it could be a stepping stone for something better. Schools like this, especially those in a 
state of flux, may need support and expertise that only a supremely organized educator 
can provide. Learning support specialist? Curriculum coordinator? Head of department? 
Vice-principal? That could be you. If you know you’re qualified for a high-level position 
that doesn’t exist, but should, then invent that position. Negotiate it into a new contract. 
Tier-2 schools with decent (but maybe struggling) leadership will be receptive to your 
proposal. Unlike your home school district, Tier-2’s don’t always require you to complete 
academic specializations prior to taking the position, which allows you to learn on the 
job, and do the coursework over the summer. 

Hopeless teachers will find a Tier-2 challenging. Every Tier-2 seems to employ at least 
one of these poor bastards. One of two things will happen: 

1. The teacher realizes she is outclassed, and strives to learn from colleagues. With a 
positive attitude and resilient work ethic, she transcends to the level of Average. 

2. The teacher cascades into a deep sulk. He rarely emerges from his uninspiring 
classroom. He’s not likely to make it to a second year. 

I will happily report I’ve seen Situation 1 occur more often than Situation 2. In the 
interests of the mental health and well-being of its staff, a solidly Tier-2 will usually find a 
way to send a Situation 2 Hopeless teacher out to pasture. People like that can kill 
morale, and that’s the start of a school’s decline into Tier-3.  

�47



 Tier-1, possibly a myth 

Tier-1 schools are unicorns. Rare and magical. Legendary in their salary packages, 
sane leadership, and world-class facilities. If it is your desire to work for one, you need 
some serious A-game.  

A Tier-1 school can be expected to have 
most or all of the following standards:

Faculty plays a prominent role in 
leadership decisions.
Student council involves more than just 
requests for longer recess.
Curriculum map is established, with 
clear frameworks for all subject areas. 
Training enables new hires to implement 
the curriculum.
Professional development (even out-of-
country workshops) is well funded.
Curriculum includes a service learning 
component for every grade level.
Well-stocked libraries, with leveled book 
selections and full-time accredited staff. 
One library for lower school, one for 
upper school, and a professional library 
for teachers. 
Beyond mere access to technology, 
students and staff also have 
opportunities to innovate, though use of 
a maker space, robotics lab, or design 
studio. 
Transparent budget and supply line 
process for every teacher. 
A full-fledged performing arts 
department, complete with rehearsal 
and performance spaces. 
Ridiculously good salary.

This list is fairly subjective, but in conversations with Tier-1 veterans, and combing 
through many, many threads on ISR, these are the most commonly praised attributes. 
Keep in mind, today’s Tier-1 could become next year’s Tier-3. All it takes is one 
intolerable principal, poorly-planned policy change, or media scandal. 
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A hardly scientific survey of reviews 
and forums on International Schools 
Review reveals these schools as the 
international Tier-1, as of 2016. 

• American International School 
Budapest

• American School Bombay
• American School in Japan 
• American School Warsaw 
• Cairo American College
• Concordia Shanghai
• Frankfurt International School
• Graded School (São Paulo)
• Hong Kong International School
• International School Bangkok 
• International School Beijing 
• International School Kuala Lumpur 
• International School Manila 
• International School Prague
• Jakarta International School
• New International School Thailand 
• Shanghai American School 
• Singapore American School 
• Taipei American School 
• United World College
• Western Academy of Beijing 
• Yokohama International School



An Über teacher will find himself right at home in a Tier-1, in a highly professional 
league, and more than adequately challenged. Tier-1’s tend to consider only teachers 
who have five or more years experience, especially if some of those years were spent 
overseas. However, it’s not uncommon for a Tier-1 to hire an Über teacher straight out 
of his second or third year of stateside teaching, especially if he holds a qualification 
that’s scarce and highly desired by the school. Year after year, this qualification tends to 
be middle and high school science and math teachers, but some years it’s been library, 
performing arts, PE, or even general elementary. 

An Average teacher, motivated by potential professional growth and/or amazing salary 
package, can thrive in a Tier-1 as well, but needs to anticipate some uncomfortable 
changes. If she’s never brought home work before, she will now. The first year will be all 
blood, sweat, and tears, trying to keep up with the hardened Übers and all the 
educational initiatives they roll out. Then the second year will roll out another set of 
initiatives. 

Plenty of teachers I knew as Average would eventually become Übers who thrived in 
that high-stakes, high-rewards environment, but I’ve known many Average teachers 
who dabbled in Tier-1 school for a year or two, then slipped back to teaching in a more 
easygoing Tier-2. Some transfer back to a Tier-2 but use their newfound skills to 
leverage a management level or coordinator position. Still others burn out, and retire 
from the profession in search of something less demanding, like hedge fund 
management. 

Hopeless teachers, you’re welcome to apply, but unless you offer a very specific skill 
they literally cannot find anywhere else in the world (13th century Asian business 
studies, for example), your cause is pretty, well… hopeless. I’ve known exactly one 
Hopeless teacher who managed it. He was a physics teacher, and physics teachers are 
the white truffles of the international teaching circuit. Unfortunately, he had an almost 
sociopathic demeanor towards people. His credentials were enough to get him into one 
of the Tier-1’s from my earlier list, but he was out by the end of that same year.   

Tier-3, the nether-regions of the education world

Surely, you know of Tier-3 schools in the US. If you’re experienced, maybe you’ve had 
the misfortune to work for a Tier-3 already. Even newly qualified teachers have some 
idea of the schools they’d never work for. 

How many of these red flags do you identify already, as a stateside teacher? 

Abysmal reputation in the community.
Draconian or indifferent leadership. 
Low staff morale.
Mismanaged funds.
Low or no standards for behavior and academics.
Abnormally high staff turnover.
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Failing state test scores. 
Broken windows.
Broken contracts.

…the list goes on. 

You’re unlikely to worry about low state test scores while overseas, but all those other 
problems, you will find at a Tier-3 school. The Crazy Meter cranks up to 11 when you 
land at a school where: 

Your salary is late or shorted on more than one occasion. 
You learn that your employer’s medical plan is “don’t get sick.” 
The teacher must pay for things normally covered by a school, such as flights or 
basic supplies, despite promises made in the interview. 
Things the interviewer promised were already in place, like internet, projectors, or 
curriculum, are nowhere to be seen. 
All the textbooks and teacher resources are photocopied (shockingly common).
Terms of contract are changed without notice.
Salary scale is deliberately kept opaque. 
Management hands out meritless promotions and bonuses to “favorites.” 
The influence of parents and/or students on management decisions is wildly 
inappropriate (think: buying grades). 
Your coworkers commonly engage in behavior that is, even by Party Wolf standards, 
highly irresponsible, amoral, or criminal. 

A Hopeless teacher just finished that list and thinks, “Where do I sign up?” Indeed, I see 
Hopeless teachers thrive in this environment. They’re held to no standards because on 
any given day, no one in the building knows what the hell is happening. They’re like 
goldfish in a sceptic pond: plenty of room to swim around, no predators, but make no 
mistake, they are swimming in a world of feces. 

Schools like this are also good for Backpacker teachers, who are prepared to tough it 
out at a crap school for one year so they can traipse on to another crap school in 
another country the next year. 
 
Added bonus: schools like this will keep you on board as long as you’re willing to stay. 
Given a couple years, even a slack teacher will likely get a promotion, solely based on 
“loyalty” to the school. If you’ve always wanted to be a school principal, but don’t feel 
like earning the academic credentials, a Tier-3 school could be your path to success. 

Obviously, Average and Über teachers should steer clear of the Tier-3 school. Ambitious 
Average teachers who seek to improve on their craft will find no joy in a Tier-3; they 
never make good on their pledges to support professional development. An Über 
teacher would absolutely lose her mind. Sadly, Tier-3 recruiters are not the most ethical 
bunch, and will say absolutely anything necessary to meet their recruitment needs for 
August. 
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Later in the book, I’ll talk about how to identify Tier-1, 2, and 3 schools through ample 
research and asking the right questions come interview time. A good start, as you start 
shopping, will be International Schools Review (ISR). It costs about $30 a year, well 
worth the money for all the grief it can save you. I’ll refer to ISR quite a lot in coming 
chapters.  

For right now, know that too many teachers shoot for the stars. They see the bright 
lights and big money of a Tier-1, but don’t consider what they will need to give up: life, 
basically. To cite some shamelessly anecdotal evidence, every time I visit a popular 
holiday destination — say the tiny islands around Thailand or Indonesia — I run into 
teachers. We share all the same breaks, after all. I can always spot the Tier-1 teachers: 
they’re too exhausted to join the fun. Half their mind will be stuck on how much work 
they should be doing at that moment. On the upside, they’re usually buying all the 
drinks. 

I once worked for a school that had been in shambles for more than 15 years, under a 
head who just wouldn’t retire. There was no centralized curriculum, no expectations for 
students or teachers, and seemingly every member of staff, right up to the head herself, 
was a raging day-and-night alcoholic. A classic Tier-3 school. 

Eventually, the board of directors wised up and hired a new head. I mentioned this guy 
in my “Backpacker teacher” inset. He had a track record as a taskmaster and ass kicker, 
a full-time savior of broken schools. The changes were almost immediate. Cohesive 
curriculum, transparent budgets, significant technology upgrades. Many teachers were 
thrilled to see the changes, until they realized the changes weren’t slowing down. One 
initiative after another. Endless committees, collaborations, and extracurricular events. 
Many wheels invented and reinvented. Teachers grew exhausted. Weak links were 
pressured out by administration. Others left on their own accord, replaced by teachers 
who only knew the New Normal as simply… Normal. That’s about the time I got on 
board, and personally, I count them as some of my favorite years in education. 

The school had been for many years a mediocre “backup school” for parents who 
couldn’t afford the more desirable schools. In a few short years, it transformed into the 
top pick for area families. At the time of writing, it’s maybe not yet a Tier-1, but give it a 
few years. Many would consider this a success story. But talk to the few teachers who 
survived the purges. Their stories are all the same. “Sure, it’s great the school has it’s 
shit together… but I remember a time when I enjoyed working here.” 

Perhaps we should not be so quick to judge the merits of a Tier-3. One teacher’s 
cesspool is another teacher’s holiday resort. 
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Curricula Out There
From the brilliant to the blasé

A few common frameworks and curricula you’ll encounter are the acronym party of IBO, 
IPC, IGCSE, and variations on good old American-style education. All have their pluses 
and minuses; no single framework is a silver bullet. Love the curriculum or hate it, 
appreciate any school that dedicates itself to a plan (which may be a combination of the 
aforementioned models) and ensures it is actually delivered in the classrooms. At the 
same time, when considering a school, be sure the administration allows teachers some 
flexibility in how they lead instruction. Rigidity is not a best practice. 

International Baccalaureate Organization (IBO)

To many teachers and administrators, an IBO World School accreditation is the gold 
standard in international education. Remember all those lovely pedagogical concepts 
from graduate school? The concepts you’d love to put into practice, but high-stakes 
testing crowds them out? Inquiry-based eduction. Character education. Vertical and 
horizontal planning. It’s all here. 

The IBO is broken into three divisions: the Primary Years, Middle Years, and Diploma 
Programs, better known as the PYP, MYP, and IBDP. Some schools choose to 
implement just one or two divisions, and the IBO is fine with that. 

IBO’s origin story, one you’ll hear oft-repeated at any training seminar, begins with Big 
Oil. Its employees commonly travelled with their families. While those oilers found 
innovative ways to pull fossil fuels out of the ground in faraway lands, their children 
didn’t always have options in terms of quality local education, so Big Oil invested in 
educational research, spending the kind of money only Big Oil can (sorry, Big 
Government). Knowledgeable pedagogues were recruited from far and wide, and 
together, they devised the greatest curricular framework the world… (dramatic pause)… 
has ever seen.

Definitely look into any institution with an IBO World School badge on its website (the 
majority of Tier-1 schools do), but also consider upcoming chapter on the accreditation 
process. In the interview, be sure to ask questions about how administrators ensure 
teachers deliver curriculum in classrooms. How does the school manage training for 
new staff and continue to develop its existing staff? Who is the curriculum coordinator? 
Is that her role full-time, or is she spread thinly through several departments? 

Know that teachers at an IBO World School put in significant hours planning and 
reflecting, but when a school runs its program well, the results are worthwhile. Kids take 
on deep understandings, teachers enjoy their work, and a school-wide feel-good culture 
develops. No surprise the IB Diploma is a strong entrance qualification for universities 
the world over.  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The catch-22 of IB schools

Plenty of top-tier schools would be at the Bangkok Search Fair, eager to interview a 
teacher like me. So said my agent. 

He was partly right. The Bangkok Search Fair is like the Oscars. Everyone dresses 
to the nines, and the all-star schools come out. As do all the star teachers. 

At that time, I was a decent teacher, but with only a vague understanding of the IB 
framework, I was decidedly not a star teacher. To my chagrin, every teacher and 
recruiter incessantly uttered the acronymic mantra of IB, MYP, and PYP.

Recruiters almost always led with questions about my IB experience. I honestly 
reported that I had none, but was eager to learn. 

From every recruiter, the same sympathetic, borderline condescending grimace. 

“We’re only considering candidates with IB experience. Good luck.” 

Talking to other teachers, I soon realized that out of the hundreds of teachers there, I 
was one of only a few without an IB background. Outclassed. The ugliest kid at the 
dance. 

All costs considered, the Bangkok Search Fair ran me close to $1,000, but no job at 
the end of the day. My agent was undoubtedly happy to get paid anyway. 

Not a complete waste of time though. I will share with you for free what it cost me 
$1,000 to learn about IB schools: 
 
Rule 1: You cannot work for an IB school unless you have IB experience. 
Rule 2: You cannot get IB experience unless you work for an IB school.

It took me years to break through this paradox. It can be done. 

1. Research the hell out of your division (IB Diploma, MYP, or PYP). Talk to 
teachers with experience in your division. Observe what they do. Copy it. 

2. Know the lingo (Transdisciplinary Themes, Key Concepts, Learner Profile, Theory 
of Knowledge) and apply it to your current practice. Prepare a portfolio that 
demonstrates how you do this in your classroom. 

3. Be prepared to put in a couple years with a lower-tier school that’s willing to put 
you through the required training, or at least give you some experience working 
within the IB framework. You may even have IB schools in your home state. 

With determination and lots of luck, you’ll get there. Maybe. 



International Primary Curriculum (IPC)

Plenty of administrators are going to hate me for this, but the IPC is essentially a 
second-rate, lower-cost alternative to the IBO. Plenty of parallels we can draw: It has a 
middle school division — IMYC. It was created with Shell oil money for the benefit of its 
international employees’ families. It dabbles in inquiry-based learning and character 
education. 

The similarities stop there. In my opinion, IPC is nowhere near as comprehensive as IB, 
and the organization requires very little of a client school, once the check clears. I’ve not 
yet seen an IPC school with a dedicated curriculum coordinator, and administrators at 
IPC schools tend to be hands-off. There might be an orientation workshop the first week 
of school, but after that, the attitude tends to be “let the teachers figure it out.” 

Oh, and the things we have to figure out. A laughable number of units read like this: 
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Snails, Tails, and Braille: A Study of Random, Unrelated Shit Through Time and 
Space

For the “entry point” activity, teachers will provide students with a bowl of escargots 
(should be no problem to find a can of these, in any country), several photos of 
animal tails, and pages of Braille (you do have a Braille typewriter, yes?). Students 
will stare at the materials, confused, while the teacher encourages them to find 
connections and draw conclusions. 

For the “knowledge harvest,” students will create Venn diagrams that compare snails, 
tails, and Braille. They will write lines of inquiry. Suggested responses: 

• What the hell?
• Why are we doing this? 
• Has the teacher lost her damn mind? 

After a painful hour or so, you’re ready for the “big picture,” a list of facts loosely 
associated with a list of objectives we pulled from the British National Curriculum. 

There will be six weeks of lessons, all related to snails, tails, and Braille. Students will 
“research” using the internet (check out the list of broken links we provide) and text-
based resources to which we assume your school has ready access. There will be 
hands-on projects, where students build things from materials we’ll also assume your 
school has on hand. All of these activities apparently work towards an “exit point,” 
where students showcase their confusion in a series of unrelated work samples. 

We invite your feedback. Contact us at an email address that doesn’t actually exist, or 
visit our marginally functional website. 



..at least, that is how it feels some months. 

The IPC documentation gives a nod to integrated learning, but in reality, most heads of 
school use it to fill in the science, social studies, and technology gaps that lie between 
their existing math and literacy programs. It is only integrated so far as teachers decide 
it should be. Indeed, I hesitate to call it a curriculum at all. 

Probably the greatest shortfall of IPC is the limited scope for differentiated learning. 
Teachers at schools with a significant population of English language learners will be 
challenged to make the inquiry units happen. Very few suggestions are provided in 
terms of supporting reading material, as the authors assume you have a fully resourced 
library and media center. IPC does provide an assessment (of sorts) for the end of each 
unit, but it assumes that all children have learned the same material at the same pace 
with the same level of readiness. The lesson plans throw out an occasional 
accommodation or modification, but its suggestions for differentiation are token at best. 

IPC culls learning objectives from various world curricula — mostly British — then 
regurgitates it into the unit plans. However, every teacher worth his salt looks at those 
lesson plans and says, “Wait a second. This lesson in no way corresponds to the stated 
objectives.” 

Think of IPC as the Ford Fiesta of the curriculum world. Compared to Mercedes, the 
Ford Fiesta sells many more units worldwide, largely because of the relatively lower 
price point. The Ford Fiesta doesn’t look like much, but at a glance, you figure it’s 
enough to get you going in the right direction. That’s until you break down on the side of 
the highway, pop open the hood, and discover the engine is actually a refrigerator. 

Not to say IPC is completely terrible. It beats having nothing at all. And where IB 
schools routinely construct their own units of inquiry, from the ground up, IPC gives 
teachers unit plans right out of the box. Just know that at an IPC school, you must be 
prepared to modify — and sometimes completely rewrite — the IPC units to fit the 
needs of your classroom. It can be frustrating, but I’ve pulled off some pretty darn good 
units in this way. 

During the interview, ask about how literally the school expects teachers to carry out 
IPC lessons. Ask for examples of how teachers at the school have modified lessons to 
fit the needs of their classrooms. Proceed with caution if the interviewer replies with a 
blank stare, or nonchalantly states, “No need to modify the lessons. Everything’s 
scripted and ready to go.” Sadly, many a school administrator eagerly adopts IPC as an 
out-of-the box fix-all, never bothering to “check under the hood” himself. 

The IBO and IPC are vital acronyms to know for the international teaching field. The 
vast majority of international schools I’ve researched use one or the other. Now, these 
models just provide a sort of curricular “spine” to a school. In theory, everything else 
that’s taught in classrooms (literacy, math, specialist subjects) vines it’s way around the 
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guiding philosophies of the IBO or IPC. So how does a school know what those 
teaching points should be? That depends on what accompanying curriculum they adopt. 

The British Way 

It’s a real cluster, the British international schools, but to their credit, the Ministry of 
Education is pushing through significant changes, mostly for the better. It’s worthwhile to 
understand the form and function of this cluster, because the British National Curriculum 
(BNC) is, according to World Education News and Reviews, the most widely used in the 
world. You’ll find a range of approaches from school to school, country to country. 
Further, the BNC mutates constantly as it weathers the ebb and flow of political tides in 
the UK, so what you read here today could be different tomorrow. 

What does all this look like in practice? Some schools apply the BNC quite well. On the 
Primary level (that’s elementary school to us Yanks), the UK has phased out 
overarching, one-size-fits-all targets, so teachers now focus on individual student 
achievement and progress. Best practices in literacy encourage dialogic talk and 
eschew textbooks in preference to leveled book sets. Singapore maths, a multiple 
intelligences approach, is exploding in popularity. Not surprisingly, the IPC is a top pick 
for the humanities and science framework, given its inquiry-ish approach and copious 
copy-pasting of BNC standards. 

For the Secondary (middle and high school) teachers, the British framework can be a 
decent starting point for a creative, skilled practitioner, especially if you’re used to the 
test-centric approach we see in so many American schools. Myriad textbooks and 
workbooks are available from aligned publishers like Cambridge University Press and 
Pearson Publishing, but teachers are largely left on their own to deliver instruction, so 
long as the lessons are differentiated and engaging. 

A major complaint about the BNC is the Primary-Secondary divide. The Primary literacy 
standards take up a little more than two pages, landscape view, three columns each. In 
Secondary, they fill less than half a sheet. Yet Secondary teachers often lament that the 
Primary students they receive are enthused about reading and writing, but can’t form a 
sentence to save their life. At least that seems the case in British overseas schools. 
Years of vigorous remediation are required then to prepare Secondary students for their 
exit examinations. 

Cambridge International Examinations (CIE) is the most popular curricular baseline 
among overseas British schools. It covers students from age 5 to 19, administering 
periodic assessments along the way, though thankfully not as frequent as what we see 
in most US public schools. CIE awards the widely-known International General 
Certificate of Education (IGCSE) which like the IB Diploma, is recognized by most every 
university worldwide. The IGCSE exams are a little like the exit exams that American 
high school students sit in certain states. The A Levels are similar to Advanced 
Placement exams taken by the brighter American students. 
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A number of British overseas schools are IB-accredited, and use the BNC for the 
content of their IB units. Some also offer students a choice of exit exams: IGCSE or the 
IB Diploma. 

Sadly, some international schools are British in name only. With little regard for 
contemporary changes in the curriculum, they resemble less a school and more a 
Dickensian orphanage — teach to the test, behavior management through threats and 
abuse… you know, fun stuff. Just like IPC is the backup framework for schools that 
won’t commit to IBO, the BNC is a top pick for downright lazy school administrators who 
only vaguely understand how learning works. To avoid a disastrous Tier-3 experience, 
be sure to confirm their accreditation with OFSTED or a similar inspection authority. 

A final word about British international schools: they are run by British people. If you’re 
the only American there, the first few months can feel pretty isolating. Everyone talks 
about football, but it’s not football. It’s soccer. Their politics are different; they have MP’s 
and PM’s and way more relevant parties than we do. Expect for colleagues to ask you 
to explain how our electoral college works, and what the hell is going on with military 
actions in such-and-such a country. You will need to learn and then teach the British 
spellings. Neighbour, not neighbor. Organise, not organize. Toilet, not bathroom. 
Fortunately, you will not be expected to speak with a British accent. In fact, don’t even 
attempt that, please. 

America! 

The funny thing about the US, we don’t have a national curriculum, and relatively few 
education pundits argue we should have one. How then can certain international 
schools claim to follow the “American curriculum?”

Some schools cherry pick from different states — Massachusetts and Oregon are 
popular for some reason. Some schools use Common Core. The State Department 
supports American Education Reaching Out (AERO), which labels itself as “Common 
Core Plus.” Because these are curricular guidelines and not written units, they allow 
schools a degree of freedom in how to deliver instruction. This aligns with the IBO’s 
philosophy, so Common Core and AERO are a good fit for a school working towards IB 
accreditation. 

Other schools buy a textbook series from publishers like Houghton-Mifflin or Harcourt, 
and declare those books to be the “curriculum.” This would not easily fly with the IB 
accreditation team. 

Some schools, in order to vaguely justify their self-reported “American curriculum” label, 
primarily hire American teachers, and figure those teachers will do whatever American 
teachers do. It’s actually not the worst idea, so long as they employ qualified, talented 
teachers. Educators from any US state are going to teach pretty much the same skills 
and content, just maybe not to the standard of the IB. With sensible oversight from 
administration (which hopefully includes a curriculum coordinator), the system works 
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well. A laissez-faire approach however, can result in unaccountable (read: lazy) 
teachers working with unbalanced curriculum, where Johnny spends a month on mitosis 
five years in a row. 

�58

“Montessori” and “Waldorf” 

I really wish schools would stop with this. Sure, there are some schools that do it 
right, but especially in the international field, too many schools use the terms 
“Montessori” and “Waldorf” for groundless self-promotion. 

Montessori education comes from a nice dead Italian lady named Maria Montessori. 
Waldorf education comes from a nice dead Austrian man named Rudolf Steiner. Both 
models emphasize creativity, hands-on learning, imagination, constructivism… in 
short, all the things we educators know to be beneficial for kids. Unfortunately, 
sometimes those things slip between the cracks when we’re trying to teach fractions 
and Shakespeare and mitosis in more traditional schools. 

I won’t say one bad thing for either model (I know what I say next will enrage some of 
my friends in the Montessori and Waldorf schools), so long as parents get their kids 
over to a more traditional school by age seven, because playtime is over. 

There. I said it. 

My rant is based entirely on experience with kids who’ve been Montessori’d or 
Waldorf’d to death. I think in particular of one boy who joined my sixth grade class. He 
could not add, subtract, or write a sentence. He knew nothing of ancient or modern 
history, and had no clear understanding of any scientific principle whatsoever. 
However, he was an extremely skilled calligrapher. I suppose he’ll make a fine living 
filling out other kids’ diplomas. 

That’s not my main beef though. I do believe there is value in what Maria and Rudolf 
professed. A recent school of mine used a Montessori approach in its Early Years 
program. My own toddler nieces attend Montessori in Europe. What really bothers me 
is the number of schools, overseas especially, that shamelessly brand themselves 
with those descriptors, while in no way practicing those professed disciplines. What’s 
worse, they gladly enroll students well into upper elementary school who 
consequently learn nothing relevant to what they need in middle and high school.  

It needs to stop. 

Here’s how you can help: unless you are classically trained in one of the 
aforementioned approaches, and you can verify the school in question is a bona fide 
model of a Montessori or Waldorf school, don’t work there. Chances are, the school in 
question is, as Maria might’ve phrased it, un’imitazione. 



When considering a prospective American international school, investigate what their 
curriculum looks like delivered in the classroom. 

• Is the curriculum aligned so it’s developmentally appropriate, and students don’t 
repeat content from year to year? 

• Is there an instructional framework for literacy? What does it look like? For example, 
is there a phonics program in lower elementary and readers/writers workshop model 
in upper elementary? What happens in middle and high?  

• Do the mathematics follow a roadmap, and are there interventions in place for 
students who don’t get it the first time? 

Honestly, these are questions that should be asked at any school, no matter their 
chosen curriculum. More questions like this in coming chapters.

Other Countries

It’s worth mentioning, you might find yourself teaching to a curriculum you never 
realized you are qualified to teach. International schools hailing from Canada, Australia, 
New Zealand, South America, and other English-speaking countries prefer to hire their 
own, but quite often they will consider American teachers, especially those with rare or 
otherwise exceptional qualifications. 

Who knows? You may even find yourself at a non-English speaking school working with 
a non-English curriculum. A colleague of mine has spent the last several years teaching 
social studies at a small private school in France. Of course, it helped that he speaks 
the local language, but it helped more that he is highly qualified in his subject area. 

Schools like this usually recruit locally or in their respective home countries rather than 
headhunting through expensive agencies or online job postings. Therefore, an 
interested American must conduct a fair bit of research to find vacancies, and be ready 
to apply agressively. 

The WTF curriculum

Occasionally, a school leader will decide all the world’s existing curricula is garbage and 
elects to design his own. I’ve yet to see where this works out well for anybody. That 
said, WTF curricula are fun to observe and criticize… from a safe distance. 

Take for example the so-called “bilingual” schools, especially popular in China. Students 
spend part of their day with local teachers, lessons led in local language, covering local 
subject areas like history and language. The rest of the day is spent with foreign-hire 
teachers, with English as the primary language of instruction. It sounds reasonable,  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Bilingual Education: Because it sounds better than “we have no clue.”

Bilingual schools are the Schrödinger’s Cat of international education, existing 
simultaneously on two planes, and totally theoretical. 

In practice, the roles and expectations of students, teachers, and administrators can 
be murky. An interview with the school may sound something like this:

We believe in incorporating Western methods into the curriculum of our host country. 

By hiring Western teachers?

We have local teachers as well. 

Local teachers that are trained in Western teaching practices? 

No, our school brings the two worlds together. 

Uh huh. And what exactly does that look like in the classroom? 

Synthesis. Synergy. 

I… see. So students receive instruction in English and the host language? 

Yes. 

Since it’s an international school, how do you support students who don’t speak the 
host language? Or English? What if they speak neither one? 

Immersion. 

Let’s be real for a second. Is this an actual international school, with international 
curriculum and an international student body, or is it a private school for local rich 
parents who like to brag about all the white teachers their kids have? 

Yes. 

Yes to which one? It can’t be all. 

Yes. 

In short, a bilingual school is whatever the principal calls it on any given week. They 
tend to be more popular with local nationals than expats, so be ready to employ those 
EAL teaching skills. Consider “bilingual” to mean “Tier-3” in your job search. 



even cutting-edge, but approach with caution! While some such schools do their job 
well, many bilingual schools use their branding only to circumvent local regulations that 
would require them to register as either a national or international private school. In 
terms of taxes and regulatory fees, both are costly options for an enterprising school 
owner. Better for them to leave things vague. Unfortunately, this leaves things vague for 
all stakeholders, from school leaders to teachers to families. 

I once worked for a strange little eco-themed school. The curriculum was all about 
nature, chocolate making, and feeding river oxen. In my short time there, no one was 
able to make heads or tails of that curriculum, not even the directors who wrote the 
damn thing. In recent years, their teenage students reached college age only to learn 
that universities do not consider a “green diploma” worthy of consideration. I wish them 
all the best. 

In one of my goofier interviews, I spoke with a recruiter who represented an education 
conglomerate with locations in remote corners of the world. Their client families came 
from micro-communities of foreign professionals who worked in mineral extraction, 
NGO’s, or other specialized fields. 

Upon hire, teachers were provided a spiral bound scheme of work that covered every 
lesson, down to the day. Whether you were a fourth grade teacher in the windswept 
steppes of Kazakhstan or a fourth grade teacher the craggy hills of Albania, you worked 
from the exact same scheme of work. I browsed the catalog, and while the content was 
reasonable, there seemed to be no forethought in its delivery. I said to the recruiter, “On 
Monday you start with fractions, following the step-by-step plans. On Tuesday you’re 
comparing and ordering. What if a student doesn’t ‘get’ fractions on that first day?” 

“You keep on moving,” he replied, somewhat incredulously, oblivious to how 
differentiated instruction works. 

I had to give that school a pass. 

The main thing to know is this: if the recruiter cannot explain his curricular framework in 
plain language, and speak with some knowledgeable authority on what it looks like in 
the classroom, consider that a red flag. 

Other bits and pieces 

I’ve talked about some of the broad frameworks and curricula out there, but they don’t 
cover everything a teacher needs to plan the year. IB and IPC are more of a guiding 
philosophy, British and American frameworks just talk about what content students 
should learn, the WTF curricula are, well… whatever they are. 

So what about the instructional practices? What about the teaching resources? Some 
schools leave it pretty unstructured, letting each teacher or teaching team decide, year 
after year. That can be a little chaotic (Johnny learns about mitosis six years in a row 
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but never gets to meiosis) and some schools prefer not to reinvent the wheel every 
year, so they provide their teachers with a specific scheme of work, or set of classroom 
resources, prescribed instructional practices that meet the curricular standards. Some 
can be awful and quietly make their way to the storage room. Others are very good. 
Here are a few of my favorites. 

The Columbia Literacy Model

I weep at the beauty of this structure, a product of Columbia University. Based on 
research led in part by names like Lucy Caulkins and Regie Routman, it’s everything I 
learned to be best practices in grad school. It requires schools to have leveled libraries. 
The scheme of work walks students (and their teachers) through the process of setting 
up Reader and Writer Workshops from the first week of school, explaining the 
methodological philosophy all along the way. I have yet to find any system that does a 
better job of teaching children (and teachers) to love reading and writing. 

Scholastic

If you’ve used Scholastic in the US, you’re already familiar with their shortcomings: 
comprehension questions are too basic, not enough room for higher-level thinking, and 
they corner the market a bit by publishing both the books and the resources. However, 
in countries that provide few or no outlets for English-language texts, Scholastic is a 
nice option, assuming the school has a library budget that can afford the shipping. They 
also have their own leveling system, which makes it easier to find just-right books to 
meet the different abilities of readers. 

Maths No Problem

This relatively new scheme was created in Singapore, which currently leads the world in 
standardized math scores. Not long ago, they were well behind. The government took a 
radical approach: rather than fire teachers and cut off school funding like we do in 
America, they invested a shit ton of money into their national education system. They 
hired top researchers to figure out how children best learn math (“maths” to the 
Commonwealth nations). What resulted is a brilliant textbook and workbook series that 
focuses on tactile approaches to new concepts before moving on to conceptual, 
numbers-based practice. MNP is still working out some of the bugs, but it’s top-notch 
instruction and relatively easy for a new teacher to put into practice. 

Everyday Math

This old workhorse from the University of Chicago (published by McGraw-Hill) has 
become an industry standard in American overseas schools since its inception in the 
mid-1980’s. Some say it’s lost its luster, but so far as I see, it’s based on theory and 
technique that stands the test of time. Like MNP, EDM uses concrete examples and 
hands-on approaches to introduce concepts. Students are encouraged to try multiple 
approaches to solve a problem. There is a great deal of repetition (which may be the 
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source of some teachers’ frustrations), meant to hone students’ calculation skills. 
Overall, it’s not my first choice, but it works, and it gives teachers something to do in 
math every, uh… day. 

FOSS Science

What’s not to love? Schools that subscribe to the Full Option Science System receive 
crates of resources that supply a year’s worth of lab projects. The projects are 
interactive, multi-sensory (with sensory-impaired students in mind), and tied to several 
American science curricula. Every summer, schools receive refills of the powders, 
liquids, and other consumables. FOSS puts a bit of prep work on the teacher, but 
achieves better results than reading from a textbook. 

If it’s not clear from a school’s website how they deliver the curriculum, find out. Make 
sure it suits your needs, or at least make sure you’re ready to adapt. It may be helpful to 
also educate yourself on some of the popular Learning Management Systems that 
international schools use, like Atlas Rubicon and Managebac. Teachers use an LMS to 
map out unit plans for the year, including content standards, resources, procedures and 
differentiation. This provides teachers a roadmap for the years to come, one that can be 
modified as needed. 

Bottom line

So long as you paid attention in teacher college, and your time spent in the American 
public school system hasn’t tarnished what you know to be best practices, you will do 
fine in most any system. 

Expect to sometimes feel overwhelmed by new material. Expect also to have moments 
when you believe your pedagogical practice to be superior to what’s practiced at the 
school. Maybe you’re right. Part of this game requires you to be open-minded. Work 
quietly for the first year, try to learn some new things, and if in the second year you still 
feel strongly about changing things, then start to make some quiet waves. Or else leave 
at the end of contract. You always have options. 
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Accreditation: a pretty bow on top 

CIS, IBO, WASC, CITA, MSA… an international school’s website can sometimes feel 
like a long swim through cold alphabet soup. Accreditation is big business. Schools 
pay some real money to get through the process, and agencies often demand a 
years-long commitment from their clients to earn and maintain accreditation. 
Administrators benefit because they get to slap that agency’s seal on the school’s 
home page. Parents and prospective teachers feel assured the school is worth its salt 
(and worth the waiting list, tuition, etc). 

Yet a large part of the process is simply ticking boxes. An administrator is asked if her 
school does X, Y, an Z, and she makes sure to serve up a convincing argument for 
each one, then checks those items off the list. 

I’ve seen some agencies that dig deep into the paper morass of a school, looking for 
“evidence of learning,” “horizontal and vertical integration,” and so on. Yet I rarely see 
much in the way of follow-up. 

Does the school have a mission statement? Yes, but no one bothers to ask if it’s 
followed. 

Does the school have a curriculum? Yes, but we aren’t sure if the teachers are 
teaching it. 

Are the teachers happy? Sure! We’ll pick out a few of our favorites for the interview. 

I’ve encountered few accreditation agencies that spend time interviewing or 
conducting meaningful observations of teachers. And what is a school without its 
teachers? 

Cynical as I am about accreditation, it does say something for a school that boasts 
accreditation badges on its website. Like an ugly teenager in a bespoken suit, they 
care enough about their image to go through the process. Accreditation is not cheap, 
nor is the process easy, so those badges are at minimum, a symbol of determination 
and perseverance. 

At best, a school cares about more than the badge. They heed the advice the 
accreditors provide, making it part of their roadmap for continuing improvement. As 
you research prospective schools, take note of accredited schools. Some will publish 
the accreditor’s findings, which can provide you with some talking points at the 
interview. 

“I saw that WASC praised your ____ and I can help strengthen that further by ____. 
They recommended further improvements to your ____, a field in which I happen to 
be a freaking expert.” 



The Countries
Kazakhstan? If you Kazakh-can.

Regarding your first overseas destination, veteran overseas teachers love to preach: 
“Don’t shop by countries. Shop by schools.” 

Even if you’re an Über teacher, that maxim absolutely applies, should you wish to start 
at a Tier-1 school. There are outstanding schools in attractive destination cities: Paris, 
Bangkok, London, and Sao Paulo are home to some of the world’s best. But expect 
turnover to be low. You might — might — possess skills and experience that rank you 
higher than applicants with more international experience. Therefore, you might — 
might — get hired by Tier-1 school in a highly desired host country. Most candidates 
won’t, regardless of their skill set. Top schools in top countries can afford to be choosy, 
and they generally prefer candidates who’ve already lived abroad. 

You might have to settle for a Tier-1 school in a corner of the world you can’t find on the 
map right now, and over those next few years, pad your CV with a portfolio of 
impressive international experience. To accomplish this, be ready to leave your comfort 
zone. Tier-1 schools are also found in Manila, Khartoum, Jakarta, and Cairo. 

For Average and Hopeless teachers shopping Tier-2 and 3 schools, you may also have 
limited choices, geographically speaking. The trick, especially in nailing down that first 
overseas contract, is finding a job, period. And who knows? You may be pleasantly 
surprised with your new locale. 

You may’ve already been through this stateside, in pursuit of a first or more favorable 
employer. I for one had never heard of “Rainier, Oregon” until they day they hired me. It 
turned out to be a good place to start my career, and though it lacked the vibrancy of 
urban life, I could afford to live in a house by the Columbia River on a first-year 
teacher’s salary. 

I cannot stress enough: don’t target schools based solely on the allure of the host city. 
Cities like Rio, Chang Mai, and Madrid overflow with culture, but oh, the excess of Tier-3 
schools! Here’s why: foreigners flock to a place because they find they’re able to 
establish livelihoods in a fun, exotic land. They want all the conveniences of home, 
including a familiar education system for their children. For-profit schools smell money. 
Foreign entrepreneurs and professionals typically are not educators, so they don’t 
necessarily know a good school from a bad one. Therefore, a Tier-3 school with a 
halfway decent PR department can deceptively build a student body on convincing lies 
and exaggerations. Too many schools hold themselves only to the standard of other 
international schools in the area. If they’re all Tier-1, then no one is terribly motivated to 
do much better. 

Teachers who wish to see the sights, party it up, or maybe learn some language will find 
schools like this to be a convenient salary cow. Just keep your head down. Expect to  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contend with egos and dramas. And don’t expect much in the way of professional 
development, except that which you seek out on your own dime and time. 

Having said all that, everyone who looks overseas for their next job will pay at least 
some mind to the locale. 

A few charts to help guide your decision-making:

To frame the data another way, let’s say you’re an art teacher. In the coming recruitment 
season, you find art teacher vacancies in a few dozen countries. Altogether, let’s say it 
totals 50 vacancies. That might be close to 50 opportunities you have to move yourself 
to an enjoyable job with stellar benefits, even if it’s in a part of the world you’d never 
considered living. 

Here’s the problem: you want to teach in Lima, Peru and nowhere else. There’s one 
vacancy at a single school in Lima. It’s not an especially nice school. Lima is the 
school’s only positive attribute. Even still, you dedicate tons of time and energy into 
getting that job. So do a thousand other art teachers who love Lima. 
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I’m no gambling man, but I know the odds in this situation. 

I’m not saying don’t chase your dreams, but don’t lock your dreams in a tiny, barely 
accessible box either. Remember, once you’re making killer money with a great 
employer, you can visit Lima during any one of your long breaks from school. I hear the 
food is better in Argentina anyway. 

Do your homework 

Remember Bloom’s Taxonomy from your days in teacher college? Get ready to analyze 
and evaluate. 

Google is an obvious start. Take a look at the tourism sites; you’ll hopefully do a bit 
more than watch Netflix in your apartment every weekend, right? Check out Wikitravel 
for crowdsourced descriptions of leisure activities. What facilities and services are 
important to you? Try searching the name of your host city, followed by search terms 
that match your interests, like “aqua zumba,” “hash harriers,” or “moroccan food.” 

Use Google Street View to get an idea of how people dress. In some parts of the world, 
flip-flops and a t-shirt are acceptable at any fine dining establishment. In other parts, 
such garb would be unacceptable for even a trip to the post office. 

You a foodie? Is Yelp or Zomato active where you’re heading? If not, reviewers on Trip 
Advisor can give you some idea of what’s in store.

How do people get around? Is it a bike city? Does Google Maps offer mass transit 
planning? Check your Über and Lyft apps. Will they work there? Are the taxis metered 
or do you need to haggle a price every time? Maybe it’s the kind of place where you’re 
best to lease or even buy a car. When in doubt, ask a local.

I’ve found helpful expat blogs in almost every host country. Some are written by fellow 
educators. They offer on-the-ground experience that you won’t find on the tourism 
websites, and provide more depth than a school recruiter. Failing that, try Facebook or 
other social networks — they’re useful for so much more than funny animal videos. 
Garner advice from both locals and expats. Better still, if you accept a contract, set a 
date to meet some of those folks for coffee or a beer when you arrive. 

Got family? In many countries you can find social media forums dedicated to moms and 
dads. Learn about expat playgroups, day care, family fun days, children’s museums, 
teenage hangouts, and so on. 

Single? Want to change that when you go overseas? Check out who’s on Match, Tinder, 
or whatever your favorite dating app. Some destinations have their own country-specific 
matchmaking services. 
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Wondering about personal safety? Search crime rates. That should give you some idea 
of what to watch out for. School reviews on ISR usually rate the relative safety of the 
host country. Traveler resources like Lonely Planet describe scams that foreigners 
should be wary of. 

Violent crime, compared to what we see in America, is practically nonexistent in many 
corners of the world. Horror stories you hear about on CNN are often sensationalized. In 
my experience, much of the world is a safe place. However, there are some countries 
where “safety” is relative to one’s perspective. For example, most of my friends who’ve 
lived and worked in Central and South America report that robbery is guaranteed to 
happen at some point. Thankfully, none of them were ever physically harmed, but their 
homes were burgled, or they got robbed at knifepoint. Despite that, they all spoke highly 
of their time there, and regarded crime as a minor inconvenience. It all depends on your 
threshold for such “inconveniences.” 

Sites like ExpatWoman.com can be helpful if you’re curious about how local culture 
regards female foreigners. As a woman, what are you willing to put up with? Here are a 
few things I’ve witnessed, not necessarily everywhere I’ve lived, but certainly more 
predominantly in some countries than others:

• Good old-fashioned workplace discrimination. It’s not just America, folks. Too 
many times, I’ve seen men get promoted more easily than female coworkers with 
the same skills and experience. I’ve seen men’s ideas celebrated, whereas women 
with the same idea will be ignored. When women raise issue with certain policies, 
they’re called “emotional” but men who speak out are considered “passionate in their 
beliefs.” None of this is new, and sadly, I see it everywhere. 

• Invisible women. I go into a shop or bar with a woman, and the woman will start off 
with “I’m looking for a new laptop” or “I’d like to see a drinks menu.” The employee 
will respond to me, as if she does not exist. 

• Medieval laws. In certain countries, women are not just treated like second-class 
citizens — their second-class status is codified into law. In Saudi Arabia for example, 
women were only recently granted the right to drive. 

• Gawkers galore. Women go for a jog or swim, men ogle. We’re not talking about 
subtle side-eye. I mean straight-up leering. 

• Dangerous creeps. A woman declines a man’s advances, he tries to shame her 
publicly. Or she shows initial interest, maybe goes on a date, decides she’s not into 
him, and he stalks her for weeks. Women walking home from work or a night out, 
they get followed, sometimes for blocks. 

• Attackers. I have yet to live any place that is completely free of violent crime against 
women. Too many of my friends and colleagues have experienced this in some way. 
It’s true in America, it’s true all over the world. 

That’s hardly an exhaustive list, but the last few examples have led many a female 
teacher to resign early. Don’t take at face value what recruiters tell you, even if they 
themselves are women (remember, their job is to recruit, not inform). Then decide for 
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yourself, whether you’re into it for the location or the money or something else, is it 
worth the daily grief you might have to contend with, on account of your gender? 

Most countries will have online information for LGBT foreigners, but some countries, 
you’ll need to dig deep. More and more countries are coming to accept the LGBT 
community, but there’s still much work to be done. For instance, you may’ve heard that 
Uganda, for all its progress in the last few decades, still treats gay people as criminals. 
Then again, you may find your host community accepts your sexual identity more 
readily than your home town. 

Remember, don’t let one negative internet review red flag a country for you. Look 
instead for patterns. There are some trolls who exist only to badmouth people and 
places. I don’t need to tell you that. You’ve seen the internet before. 

That said, if even the positive reviews seem to have a general “we’re barely surviving 
out here” vibe, then that place likely sucks. 

As one example, a school in the Marshall Islands once offered me a position. Look it up. 
It’s a collection of tiny dots in the Pacific Ocean. It is close to exactly nothing. 

My first volley of searches, I found gorgeous dive sites, turquoise waters… you know, 
tropical paradise kind of stuff. Round two, I narrowed my search to expat discussion 
boards. Turns out, the school supports a US ballistic missile base, so you need to get 
used to explosions. The population on that particular atoll is in the low thousands. 
Everyone knows everyone. For the first few months, everyone is family. After that, 
they’re like a family on reality TV. Privacy goes away. Rumors circulate. The island 
paradise starts to feel like an island prison camp from which there is no escape. The 
testimonials of one poster after another all read about the same. In the end, I had to say 
no thanks. 

You read a series of testimonials about violent crime, rampant discrimination, sanitation 
problems, corruption, or limited access to basic necessities, you have to ask yourself: is 
this worth the salary? 

Locations to think about long and hard

Time to name names. In previous incarnations of this book, I’ve been lambasted for 
stamping entire regions of the world with a gigantic red NOPE. People tell me things 
like, “It’s not all like that,” and “I knew someone who had a very good experience…” 

Listen: some parts of the world just plain suck. There’s no salary package or PR team 
that will convince me otherwise (although I have removed a couple locales over the 
years, as the situation improved). So without further ado, here’s my list of countries to 
avoid at all costs, based on patterns of behavior I’ve noted from many, many firsthand 
accounts or personal experience. 
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An American in Paris: Mission “Sort of, but not Totally” Impossible

In the glory days of international education (1980’s to early 00’s), Europe was a prime 
destination for US overseas educators. Despite the Cold War thaw, and the optimistic 
years to follow, America still held heavy diplomatic and military presence in Europe. 
This meant plenty of jobs through the Departments of State and Defense (DoS/DoD). 
Further opportunities on the continent could be secured through private international 
schools serving families employed by transatlantic firms. 

Time passed. Diplomatic efforts moved further east. Bases closed. US government 
schools steadily dropped off the European map. The European Union developed into 
an economic powerhouse. Governments and labor unions began to ask why schools 
should hire an American teacher when a local teacher could just as good of a job.

Flash forward to the present, labor laws throughout most of the EU and Scandinavia 
bar American teachers from securing contracts unless they meet specific criteria — 
namely, an EU work permit. For that reason, many schools in Europe won’t even 
bother to interview an American teacher. 

Still, if your are smitten with Europe, there are a few ways to break in. 

1. Be awesome. Some countries allow “highly specialized” foreigners. For example, 
say an IB school has made every effort to locally recruit an IB teacher but without 
success. You happen to be trained and experienced in the IB curriculum. Maybe 
you also speak a bit of the local language, or have a few years of international 
teaching under your belt. Congratulations. You just landed a contract. 

2. Work in Eastern Europe. Many countries in the region are not EU members, so 
their labor laws are not as prohibitive. Lower cost of living, plus plenty of history, 
architecture, and culture. What’s not to love? If that’s not good enough, you’re one 
cheap Ryan Air flight away from any number of Western European weekend 
destinations. 

3. Work for a DoS or DoD school. Know there is no such thing as a “DoS school,” 
but the DoS does endorse and sometimes directly supports select schools in 
Europe and elsewhere. Your recruitment agency may have some leads on that. 
As for the DoD, they still operate schools on US bases. For those jobs, it helps to 
know someone who knows someone. Have an relative who ranks high in the 
military services? Time to reach out. 

4. Marry a European. Not as crazy as it sounds. 

5. Become an “English teacher.” There are a few EU countries that seek TOEFL-
certified English teachers or teaching assistants. However, if you’re a fully certified 
professional educator, I’d leave this option for the gap-year university students.



Former Soviet states

Hey, we’ve all had those nights we’re not proud of. The Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics had over half a century worth. 

We want to root for the underdog, especially when he’s picking himself up from the 
pavement. The Baltic states are bouncing back; Lithuania is second only to the US in 
per capita diehard basketball fans. The Balkans survived a brutal civil war in the late 
1990’s; today they’re a destination for tourism and film shoots. Poland is considered the 
most successful of all the former soviets, in terms of GDP and overall development. 

Yet at the time of this writing (which I have to update every year) there’s uncertainty 
about Ukraine and Crimea, rampant drug addiction in Kazakhstan, and how could we 
forget the mysterious intentions of President Vladimir Putin? What about those Central 
Asia states? How many Uzbeks, Tajiks, or Kyrgyz do you know personally? Not to get 
all Donald Trump on you, but that’s quite a few uncertainties. 

I’m not saying old soviets are bad news as a rule. Just do your homework. Check the 
corruption index on transparency.org. Try to interview a few folks out there through the 
school or better yet, through social networking. Get on Google Earth and check out the 
street view — if there’s no street view, that place probably has some issues. 

Here’s a fun anecdote. My agent connected me with a principal in Azerbaijan. Look it 
up, it’s on the Caspian Sea. As a soviet republic, Azerbaijan was plenty repressed under 
the thumb of Moscow, and everything I read online suggested that elements of Cold 
War style governance endured in the modern century. Yet Azerbaijan’s oil fields make it 
a wealthy country, and the principal offered me, a guy with no other job prospects, a 
generous salary. I checked with a couple friends who had worked there for some years. 
They said it was a bit dreary, but for the salary, survivable. Whatever. I happen to like 
beet soup. 

A week later, my bags were packed, my details in order, and the principal calls me. 
Apparently, the school had been nationalized and he no longer has a job. However, he 
says, I probably still have a gig there. Hop a plane and see what happens. I respectfully 
declined. 

Having said all that, some people will feel right at home in an old soviet. This year I 
visited Kiev and it now ranks as one of my favorite European cities. Plenty of teachers I 
know got into the international game so they could escape from all the boredom and 
bullshit of American Society. The Second World is an easy place to drop off the map; 
you won’t exactly be inundated with houseguests eager to spend their holiday in 
Tashkent, and for some, maybe that’s a good thing. 
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Kuwait (and to a lesser but similar degree, the Arabian Peninsula) 

God help you in this barren wasteland. You get the sense Kuwait wants to be cool as 
their Emirati neighbors, but fails on several counts. No culture, no alcohol, no 
noteworthy historic or ultramodern architecture of note. Hollywood movies are heavily 
censored or banned outright. Real uptight religious fundamentalists. Basically, 
everything that’s boring about the Middle East, with none of the fun. It’s also dusty. 

What’s worse is the socio-political concept of wasta. Wasta is a measure of one’s ability 
to influence individuals and institutions. It’s ingrained in Arab culture. Sometimes wasta 
is rooted in wealth, sometimes in one’s family name, often all the above. Your fellow 
expats will chuckle about it with lighthearted stories — “The owner of our school was 
stopped by the police for speeding, but soon as they saw his ID, they apologized 
because he’s got wasta.” 

In most Arab countries, wasta won’t affect the everyday life of an expat (though as an 
expat, make it a point to befriend wasta-rich locals). Wasta gets nasty when it violates 
human rights. I’ve already shared that horror story about the mixed-race family in Qatar, 
but situations like that are exceptional. Kuwait by contrast teems with jaw-dropping 
testimonials about teachers whose lives are threatened by well-connected 
administrators, parents, and even students. Some of these teachers attempt to flee the 
country, only to be told at the airport they’re not allowed to leave. The US Embassy can’t 
help — local laws allow an employer to effectively imprison foreign hires at will. Granted, 
Kuwait is not the only emirate where this is true, but compared to its Persian Gulf 
neighbors, it has the most horrific track record of using the “clearance letter” to bind 
Westerners to their jobs. 

For a host country that borders on the “hardship post” category, one might surmise that 
the salary more than compensates. It does not. Talk to some Old Middle East Hands, 
they’ll tell you that once upon a time, the pay was well worth the discomfort. Not 
anymore. Seek better opportunities elsewhere in the Gulf, if you must work in the Gulf. 
Kuwait is best left for teachers who are hungry, desperate, or innocently naïve. 

As for the rest of the Gulf, you’ll probably make some serious cash, but consider that 
even in the “cool” Emirati states like Qatar and the UAE, slavery and trafficking are still 
a thing. Are you okay with that, morally speaking? Consider too that many recruiters 
from that region will stretch the truth to attract teachers, sometimes outright lying about 
salary, benefits, and the ratio of local to foreign students, as well as students’ English 
competency. Then there’s the aforementioned exit letter. Are you okay with your 
employer having the power to restrict your ability to leave the country, even when he 
fails to meet his contractual obligations? There are some fine schools in the region (I’ve 
heard good things about Oman), but many more schools that are terribly corrupt. 
Proceed with caution. 
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War zones (when mere threats against your life aren't enough)

Maybe you think this is a no-brainer. Skip to the next section. Unless you’re one of 
those weirdos. One of those adrenaline junkies. One of those supercharged, save-the-
world idealists. Someone like me, in the years when I was still invincible, before I gave 
marriage a try, took on a mortgage and a pet dog. 

The message you’ll so often hear, especially from recruiters, is the situation is “not so 
bad.” Not what CNN would have you believe. That’s partly true. CNN would have us 
believe mortars reign down on people’s heads daily. In reality, it might only be weekly, or 
between cease fires. 

If you want a taste of the life, I highly recommend the work of graphic novelists Joe 
Sacco (Palestine, The Fixer) and Guy Delisle (Pyongyang, Burma Chronicles). If you 
want an idea of the kind of assholes you’ll meet out there, be sure to read War is Boring 
by David Axe. Also, go to a library. Check out some books about the place, learn its 
history, understand why they’re in a world of crazy right now. 

This kind of post isn’t Dubai, it’s not Paris or Seoul, and it sure as hell isn’t Kansas 
anymore, Dorothy. You will meet horrible and beautiful people at their best and worst. 
You will witness atrocities (at least, atrocities by American standards) until you grow 
numb. “Hardship post” is a major understatement. Yet when your contract ends due to 
time passed, emergency evacuation, or near-death injury, you will miss the people you 
met and the times you had and you will crave more. Safe countries will feel paralyzingly 
dull. 

I have a friend who is stationed with the UN in Sana’a, Yemen. At this time, that country 
is in hell. Extremist factions stir up trouble from the capital to the countryside. My friend 
is confined to a compound, and has not seen life outside the walls for many months 
now. She loses friends and colleagues more often than most of us lose our house keys. 

Yet she loves Yemen. She loves the people there, she loves the art and language, she 
loves the nation’s turmoiled history. She has turned down offers and sometimes orders 
from her superiors to leave the country. For all I know, she may die there. 

The right country for the right stage of life

In my 20’s, Lebanon was a good fit. Adrenaline coursed through my system and I 
thought myself quite the social justice radical, so a politically unstable country, peppered 
with occasional coups and car bombs, was just right.

Bali was the best place or my early 30’s. I was still a little hippy-ish, and thought to try 
my hand at surfing. Beijing, I’m still single — a perfect time for the thriving, throbbing, 
pollution-choked megapolis lifestyle. Borneo, Sweden, and Qatar fit my married 
homebody life, Kathmandu was a good place to be divorced. 
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Will your host country make it easier or more difficult to fulfill the responsibilities to 
which you’ve set yourself? I’ve met too many people who chose the wrong place for the 
wrong stage of life. I knew foreigners in Beirut who brought their children along, not 
anticipating the frequency of violence. I knew singles who went stir crazy in the nearly 
all-male nightlife of Doha. I know couples in Kathmandu who are underwhelmed by the 
limited selection of weekend activities.

So many factors to consider. What kind of teacher am I? What kind of school do I want? 
What kind of curriculum interests me? Where should I live? The better you can answer 
these questions, the easier the next few steps will be. 
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Get it together
Up your game, Rocky! 

This is the stage of the process when you’ll wish for a musical montage to whisk you 
through the grueling, mundane work of optimizing your teacher profile. For Rocky, it was 
“Eye of the Tiger.” For Mr. T, it was the A-Team theme music. You don’t need to hit the 
gym or covert your van into a tank. However, you do need only convince an army of 
recruiters that you are the most extraordinary educator they’ve ever met. For your 
montage soundtrack, I suggest “Weapon of Choice” by Fatboy Slim. 

Be an extraordinary educator (or at least fake it with conviction) 

The world is full of Tier-3 schools happy to hire Hopeless teachers. If you’re a mediocre 
teacher who’s mainly interested in world travel, a potentially better salary, and a hell of a 
good party, then skip on to the next section. No judgement. Enjoy yourself. I love you, 
and I’ll see you on the beach, next full moon party. 

For teachers who fall into the other two categories, you have some work ahead. 
Brainstorm a list of every specialization, accolade, and certification you’ve ever earned. 
Think back to every professional development course, inservice, health and safety 
training, and panel discussion. If you’re light on resumé items like that, fix it. 
Get some. Less experienced teachers might think back to interesting courses from 
university that, to the right school, would make you an Educator of Interest. 

Do you have a portfolio yet? Get that together. Collect photos and videos of your class 
in action. Include student samples. Put it all together on a computer. Upload it as a 
slideshow to your website. Hell, make a Prezi. 

No website yet? Fix that. Buy a time machine and start using the website at the start of 
your teaching career. Use it as a communication tool for parents. Consider a blog. Set 
up a bio page that’s all about you and showcases what your classroom looks like in 
action (but for legal reasons, exclude images of children). Remember that pictures say 
more than words. Get creative; do all the things on your website that you cannot fit on a 
one-page CV. Include a link to that web page in every letter of interest you send. Look 
fancy by turning the link into a copy-paste-ready QR code, suitable for business cards 
and whatnot. 

While you’re online, Google yourself. What comes up? Hopefully, you have a boring 
name like Alex Smith, a name shared with a million other Alex Smiths out there, like the 
former Kansas City quarterback who was just traded to Washington. The tagged photo 
of you sitting on a patrol car with a 40 ounce? The awful poem you wrote to a literary 
magazine in college about feelings? The YouTube video where you spill a Bahama 
Mama on the DJ at Wet Willies? Buried under 40 pages of results about football 
statistics. 
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If you have an unfortunately uncommon name like Alejandro Petrovich, then every 
virtual inch of your digital footprint is on display in a shiny glass case. Contact that 
“friend” of yours and request that she untag you from everything. Contact the editors of 
your college poetry anthology and ask to be removed from the annals of their proud 
seven-month literary history. As for YouTube… good luck with that. 

Remember, even if you’ve cleared your name, it can take a few months before Google’s 
search results update. 

I should say a few words about managing the privacy settings on social networks like 
Facebook, so that only friends can see your content. But you work in the field of 
education and you haven’t done that yet? Seriously? How do you still have a job? 

Digital Footprint 101: even with privacy settings cranked to maximum, you should mute 
your online personal, political, and religious rants for the next few months. Or better yet, 
forever. 

Many educators set up a second profile for Facebook, Twitter, and so on. One of them 
is personal and shared only with close friends and family. The other is their public face. 
Great venue for posting inoffensive, inspirational quotes from renowned pedagogues. 
This is the profile they share with class parents and the general public. 

Digital history isn’t the only thing that can abort your overseas teaching ambitions. If you 
have any kind of criminal record, that could be a problem, even if it’s not been a 
problem for you in the past. I know some teachers who ran afoul of the law in younger, 
wilder years, to the tune of a low-level DUI or possession charge. I knew one guy who 
was rounded up in a political demonstration and charged with misdemeanor 
trespassing. In some states, minor charges like that are no problem, but they’re a deal 
breaker in certain countries. You might not even be aware you have a record. Any 
potential employer will likely require a criminal background check anyway. May as well 
request one now, if you have even a slight concern. 

Secure your references

Try not to piss anyone off right now. 

How’s the relationship with your principal these days? Good? Try to make it better than 
good. Same goes for your coworkers and the parents who have kids in your class. 
There is a fair chance one or all of the named parties will be called on as references. 
Volunteer for things. Go the extra mile. 

Ask about yourself. The key question is, “Were you to be contacted by a head of school, 
is there anything you would say that might hinder me from securing the position?” I’ve 
often found the responses surprising. 

“Well Sam, you arrived late to work that one time…”
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“You can be a real pain in the ass.” 

“You know how to spend all the money in your budget, and I don’t mean that in a nice 
way.”

“I’ve got nothing but nice things to say about my teachers.” 

I appreciated the candid responses from the first three respondents. Nothing like that 
was ever discussed in my annual evaluations. People get real honest when they know 
you’re on your way out.

It’s the fourth kind of responder that worries me. If what he says is true, then how will 
that play out in a reference call? 

“I have a few questions regarding this teacher’s time at your school.” 

“Sure, fire away. He is a great teacher.” 

“Were there ever any times he was challenged on the job?” 

“Heck no. Rickshaw was always here on time, and he never struggled with anything.” 

“It sounds like he never had to work very hard then.” 

“Oh no, he worked hard. Yes indeed. He put in long hours, wouldn’t go home until the 
job was done.” 

“So he had issues with time management?” 

“He, um… he was always here on time…” 

On the flip side, that seemingly overly generous supervisor might be a spineless 
coward. He thought very little of you (or maybe, not at all) during your time at his school. 
But he hates to hurt your feelings — in person. He finds it much easier to spew a litany 
of grievances over the phone with your prospective employer. Doesn’t happen all the 
time. But it happens. Know your administrator.  

In theory, US law protects us from outright defamation, but in practice there is no way 
for us to really know what is said during that interview. We’re even less protected when 
it comes to international employers. There are rarely any legal statutes barring an 
overseas recruiter from asking deep, personal questions about performance on the job. 
For this reason, I prefer a reference from someone who will be as honest with me as 
they will be with the interviewer. References left with recruitment agencies and 
individual school heads are usually confidential, so best if you can anticipate questions 
they may ask about you, and make sure you know how your reference will respond. 
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Questions to run by them (or at least to consider for yourself):

• Is this person a good teacher? 
• Is this teacher a good person? 
• Was this teacher able to fulfill his duties? 
• Did this teacher maintain positive relationships with parents and the wider 

community? 
• Did this teacher do anything to potentially embarrass or endanger the school? Did 

he do anything to potentially harm children? (This one has become a standard 
safeguarding question — plenty of creeps on the international circuit, sadly.) 

• What problems did you encounter? 

You might also think to ask, is there anything your reference would say that could be 
construed as negative? In one reference, I was damned with kind words: “He worked 
very hard in trying to keep the parents pleased.” 

At a glance, one might think, “How nice. He’s good with parents.” Upon a second read, 
“Wait a second. He tried to please parents? As in, they remained displeased? Oh, that 
won’t do at all.” 

In Beijing, I had worked closely with a curriculum coordinator on a handful of projects. 
Outside of work, we were friends. I requested a reference, but followed that up with the 
question: “Is there anything you’d say that would hinder me from getting a position?” 

He very frankly replied, “Of course I’ve seen your teaching in practice many times, and 
you are an excellent class manager. You see to the needs of individual students, you 
know how to push a class forward. 

“You know all this already, and it is for exactly this reason that you can be difficult to 
work with. You have a deep conviction of how to do things correctly, so when you see 
people doing it differently, you get bent out of shape.” 

Thinking of it like a recruiter, that’s still a pretty good employee review. If you’re the kind 
of recruiter who wants passionate educators on his team, then here you go. If you’re the 
kind of recruiter who is intimidated by strong personalities, then better off not to hire this 
person. Further, it was constructive feedback (i.e. mellow out) that I’ve since taken on 
board. Everyone wins. 

Sell yourself

Let’s not dive too deep into what is hopefully a fundamental set of skills for you by now. 
You should know already how to put together a cover letter. You know how to write a 
resumé. If not, get thee to a Google search and sort it out. 
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Some schools receive hundreds of applications for a vacancy each day. Principals (or 
their office staff) filter through applicants with rapid-fire efficiency. Your application will 
be evaluated for 30 seconds, tops. Consider now a few pointers, specific to the field of 
international education. 

Cover letter

• One single-sided page is the rule, except for British schools, who prefer a two-page 
narrative. 

• If you’re contacting schools by email, we’re assuming your “cover letter” is the email, 
with an attached resume. As a redundancy, snail mail is still acceptable in the 21st 
century, and kind of sexy too. 

• In the salutation, address the head of school, or failing that, the principal of your 
division, or failing that, the HR manager. Use the appropriate title — Mr., Ms., Dr. 

• If the aforementioned information is not available on the website, call and find out, or 
scour LinkedIn. 

• Heads of school (and their office assistants) can smell form letters like a fart in an 
elevator. To every reasonable extent, customize your correspondence to that 
particular school, based on what you know of it from the web and other resources. 
What specific strengths of yours would play well there? 

• If you’re headed to a recruitment fair, be sure to say so. 

Resume

• One page, double-sided, but make sure your most vital, interesting details appear in 
the front top half-page. 

• Most everyone in the field prefers the term “curriculum vitae,” or “CV.” It sounds 
fancy, doesn’t it? If are jointly applying with a partner, you will attach your curricula 
vitae, plural.  

• Every head of school knows the Resume template from Word and Pages all too well. 
A quick Google search should seed some ideas for an original CV design that suits 
your personality. 

• Professional photo of yourself somewhere in the top margin. Some teachers include 
photos of their classrooms in action, but for safeguarding reasons, this might not be 
the best idea for all schools. 

• Include job summaries, times of employment by month and year, as well as location. 
Include your role, age group, and specialist subjects if applicable. 

• Include professional development you completed or led, specialized credentials and 
experience (e.g. EAL students, special needs, gifted-talented, etc.), and after-school 
clubs. Badges are super hot — now’s a good year to earn your Google for Ed or 
Microsoft Educator certifications, which cost very little, and might be covered by your 
current employer. 

• Where did you go to school? Where did you earn your teaching certification? Include 
the areas you’re qualified to teach. 

• Avoid acronyms, except commonplace abbreviations like M.Ed. and B.A. When in 
doubt, spell it out. 
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• Save and send as a PDF. Formatting varies wildly across apps and operating 
systems. 

Those are the bare minimum requirements. For further consideration: 

Include two or three references, perhaps in the sidebar. Some put their references’ 
contact details in the CV, others send as a separate document. Whenever possible, 
make sure to use their office number and email. I’ve had some interviewers reject 
references whose emails did not include an ending like @k12 or .edu. 

Carefully consider the fluff factor. I’ve written CV’s with mission statements, personal 
skills, life quests, crap like that. I always felt silly including them, but they came from the 
heart, and apparently some principals noticed my principles. Somewhere up top, write a 
concise, well-worded blurb about who you are and what you’ll bring to the school. That 
may be just the thing that keeps your CV out of the bin. Just don’t go overboard. 
Nobody needs to hear about the spiritual quest you’ve set upon, following your second 
divorce, intent on “educating the world.” 

Some recruiters suggest that you mention your family status in the cover letter, so 
potential employers know you’ll be traveling with a partner or children. I say wait until 
you’ve wowed them in the interview before they begin to consider what it will cost to 
relocate you and yours to another country. 

Still have that teacher website? Consider creating a web version of your CV. 

Before sending anything, be sure you review the school’s website. Get a feeling for their 
philosophy, curriculum, mission, and goals (if those are unclear, know that this school 
may not have its act together). Customize your cover letter and CV with last minute 
tweaks customized to the school’s principles. 

Plenty of other cover letter and CV tips on the web. Spend some time reading articles 
on the subject to find ways that will keep your submission at the top of the heap. 

Once you have that stellar CV, start thinking about who might hire you. You’ll need 
leads. You could start by googling “international schools” but that leads down a deep 
dark internet abyss. Better instead to enlist the help of experts. 
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The Glengarry leads
..coffee is for closers.

This part of the game is a little like the old days of applying for colleges. You have an 
idea of where in the world you’d love to be, but you’re not restricting yourself to those 
locales. You know what kind of school you want. You’ve built a stellar application 
package. Time to find out who’s out there. 

You have several avenues that help educators connect with international employers, 
and each avenue can offer tens or hundreds of schools. This makes the process seem 
overwhelming, because it is overwhelming. Try to think of it as jumping into cold water. 
After the initial shock, instincts take over and you’re swimming… hopefully. 

Most teachers find their leads in one of two places: recruitment fairs and job hunt 
websites. 

Recruitment fairs

Back in the old days (circa 1975-2005), a teacher recruitment fair was the best way (and 
just about the only way) to find work as an overseas educator. The tradition originates 
back to a time before Skype, FaceTime, and even email. A time when a phone call 
across the country was complicated and prohibitively expensive. 

Some say the annual fairs are obsolete, what with the internet of things, but some of the 
world’s best schools continue to patronize fairs. I’ve gone to the same fair in Bangkok 
twice, ten years apart. In the decade that passed, the number of attendees easily shot 
up by threefold. Their recruiters appreciate the opportunity to meet potential hires face-
to-face, maybe even take a candidate out to breakfast. Sometimes the fair organizers 
throw in an open bar at the end of the fair. That’s always a real gas. 

It comes at a cost though. The largest recruitment fairs charge mammoth fees to both 
schools and teachers, and the costs multiply with the cost of flights and 
accommodation. Besides dealing with the financial obligations, recruiting schools must 
also plan to: 

• operate minus one or more administrators for several days or even a few weeks, 
depending on how many fairs they attend. 

• pay out thousands of dollars in recruitment fees for successful placements, not to 
mention flights and accommodation.

• run the risk of returning empty-handed.

Some cynical, weathered veterans of international teaching claim the fairs still exist 
because school leaders dig the perks. After all, who wouldn’t enjoy a few paid weeks off 
from work, flying around the world, sleeping in five-star hotels, and catching up with 
their old principal buddies? Even if that were the case though, school heads have a 
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great deal at stake, and there will be hell to pay if they don’t meet their personnel needs 
for the coming academic year. 

I’m inclined to think that anxiety, that fear of starting 
the year shorthanded, is what keeps fairs in business. 
Finding well-qualified teachers through other means 
is tremendously time-consuming. Recruitment 
agencies take a great deal of work off the principal’s 
plate. They screen candidate teachers, check 
references, and run police records. What a relief it 
must be to know every interviewee is (probably) a 
bona fide candidate. 

The reverse is true for teachers. To some extent, 
member schools are vetted. The better agencies 
require member schools to offer what is considered the 
Standard Benefits Package. 

• Salary that allows for holiday travel and considerable yearly savings, in addition to 
day-to-day expenses

• Housing or generous assistance with housing
• Annual flights, or at minimum, flights at start and end of contract
• Global healthcare
• Free tuition for at least one child

Further, recruiting schools are held to certain ethical standards. What is promised in an 
interview, orally or in writing, is considered sacrosanct. If either party breaks a 
commitment, they are subject to blacklisting. How well that’s actually enforced is for 
another conversation. 

A debate rages across many an international teacher forum: will I get a better job at a 
fair? The answer: a resounding maybe. For every 300 teacher candidates in 
attendance, some years there might be only 100 jobs available, and only 25 of them fit 
your credentials. However, you’re fishing in rich waters. Review the list of schools 
recruiting at the larger fairs, you’ll see most of the Tier 1’s from my earlier list (along with 
a depressing number of Tier-2’s and 3’s). 

Recruitment fairs are expensive, competitive, and stressful but also fun, if you enjoy a 
good schmooze and love to hear people’s stories from faraway lands. Fairs put a face 
behind a school in a way that Skype cannot. Through promotional workshops, 
attendees learn about schools in parts of the world they never thought to find on a map. 
Fairs are a golden opportunity for networking that can serve you for years down the 
road as you consider moving from one overseas contract to the next.

There are two major players in the job fair game: International School Services (ISS) 
and Search Associates (SA). They both promise “hands-on, personalized” service. They 
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pledge to vet recruiting schools, just as they vet candidate teachers. And they damn well 
should, since both companies charge hefty fees to all in attendance. 

Other fair-hosting organizations to consider: UNI, ASSAA, and CIS. Depending on your 
preferences and objectives, you may find one of them to be a better fit. For the effort 
that’s involved, make sure you do your homework on every agency. The information you 
read here could be outdated the moment it’s published. 

Most of these agencies, even those that identify as “non-profit,” think of the recruiters 
first (UNI and AASSA may be the only exception). No recruitment means no recruitment 
fees, and that’s the bulk of the fair’s revenue. Bear this in mind when you ask your 
agent about the integrity of the interviewer who’s just offered you a contract. When your 
agent says their school is simply marvelous and that you’d be a great fit there, 
remember that his organization rakes in serious cash when you sign the contract. 

Attending a fair is no substitute for amply researching a school. Look for the coming 
chapter on how to best scrutinize schools of interest. 
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International School Services (ISS)

Fairs: 

Atlanta, Bangkok, and San Francisco (as of 2018-19, but varies year by year), as well 
as “iFairs,” which are hosted online on select dates. 

Fees: 

$75 for the year. Includes an invitation to one recruitment fair. 

Scope: 

Schools all over the world, with a global total of 300+ in the database

Good to know: 

• Not to be confused with International Staffing Solutions or ISIS. 
• 60 years in the business, which includes assistance with starting entirely new 

schools.
• Recently joined with Schrole, a massive database for educator job applications. 
• Aside from recruitment, ISS also works as a consulting firm for select schools.

Will I get a job?

From Ashley Wotowey, ISS Educational Staffing Team:

“..ISS is not a placement agency, therefore, an ‘ISS success rate’ does not exist as 
such.  Each candidate is responsible for his or her own job search.  ISS acts as a 
conduit or facilitator between educators and our member schools.  A candidate’s 
success depends on a variety of ever-changing factors such as –
 
• The candidate pool in that content area in any given year.
• The number of vacancies in that year in the candidate’s content area.
• A candidate’s skills and experience.
• A candidate’s references.
• How flexible the candidate is in where he/she is willing to go.
• How extensively a candidate is willing to build his/her portfolio.
• How much time and effort a candidate is willing to put into his/her job search – how 

many jobs applied for – do you send follow-up emails, etc.
• How a candidate presents him/herself in an interview.
 
As you can see, there are many, many variables that go into a successful search - as 
well as a little bit of luck. Even if we did have statistics to share from past years, there 
would be no guarantee that the success rate would be the same this coming season. 
Now, there is always a risk for educators taking on this kind of search, and we do 
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appreciate that. I can honestly say that the Edstaffing team, my colleagues and I, do our 
best to assist and support every candidate to the best of our ability. Ownership of the 
actual job search, however, is yours as a candidate. We can’t force anyone to apply for 
jobs they aren’t interested in or to upload the documents schools want to see. But we do 
try to do the best we can with what we have to work with. And we are here to help and 
offer suggestions.”

My take: 

Once upon a time, ISS was happy to report their hiring successes from the previous 
year’s fair. It seems they’ve now taken a cautious step back, maybe to manage realistic 
expectations.

This industry workhorse stepped up its game in recent years. Its new website interface 
is clean and flat. They’ve added an “iFair” feature where candidates and schools can 
“pre-interview” in a virtual chat environment. The pre-interview process (which will be 
explained later) used to be something one had to do at the fair in person. Some find it a 
stressful, awkward, somewhat outdated process;  candidates and recruiters can now 
bypass it.  

The Schrole merger is huge. In recent years, Schrole became the preferred application 
portal on many an international school website’s recruitment page. Undoubtedly this 
merger will vastly expand ISS’s selection of schools in coming year. 

Where competitor Search-Associates tries to step up with more client schools, holding 
fairs in more cities, ISS adopts the strategy of doing more with less. Further, ISS is more 
generous with what they provide to the public, compared to SA. Members and non-
members alike may browse the extensive list of ISS-affiliated international schools, 
which includes contact information and other particulars. Very helpful for those who wish 
to skip the fairs and find a job on the cheap. Members are provided some excellent 
advice on the overall process, from marketing yourself to avoiding potential pitfalls. 

Downsides? The data ISS provides to members about client schools is sparse 
compared to SA. In sharp contrast to the smooth web design you experience in the ISS 
registration process, the client school data looks like something spit out of a dot matrix 
printer. 

In terms of school quality, compared to SA I find fewer high caliber schools on ISS, but 
they also have fewer Tier-3’s. They do much to promote the ISS partner schools — 
schools branded with ISS as a consultant firm. Based on the sour reviews, it seems ISS 
is not so much a blessing to an upstart school as it is a death knell. ISS only vaguely 
describes their vetting process for schools, but on the whole, they appear to be more 
discerning than SA. Moreover, I’ve had a few friends who got terrific Tier-2 jobs, right on 
the cusp of Tier-3.

Register at www.iss.edu
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Search-Associates

Fairs: 

Singapore, Panama, Toronto, Melbourne, Bangkok, Hong Kong, London, Boston, San 
Francisco, Dubai, Bangkok again, London again (as of 2018-19)

Fees: 

$225 for three years, or until a job is secured, whichever comes first. Includes an 
invitation to one recruitment fair. Note that candidates who register with the UK office 
pay no fee due to some sort of labor law they’ve got over there.

Scope:

SA represents over 600 schools across every populated continent. 

Good to know: 

• More than 25 years in the business.
• More schools listed than any other recruitment agency.
• Bangkok and Cambridge (Boston) are considered to be the “super fairs” where the 

Tier-1 schools come to recruit, and Über teachers come to secure contracts. 
• Recently launched Search Associates USA, for teachers who wish to stay on the 

continent.

Will I get a job?

From the SA website:

“Jobs are not guaranteed. Much of your success will depend on your willingness to 
teach at multiple locations, your subject area and the strength of your file. Roughly 70% 
of the candidates who are registered will eventually secure a job. About 50% of those 
individuals will do so through attending one or more job fairs. The remaining 50% will 
secure positions by using the database and connecting with schools.” 

My take:

SA hails itself as the “kinder, gentler” recruitment agency, claiming to assist their clients 
in a more hands-on way than their competitors. Unlike ISS, they identify as an agency. 
Candidates are paired with an agent (“associate” in SA parlance) who advises on their 
behalf. I have always found my associates at SA to be more proactive than the reps at 
ISS. They are quick to make suggestions about how to improve my profile. They are 
generally prompt in responding to my questions, and more thorough. 
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Most of the recruiters at a particular fair will hail from that region. For example, the 
Dubai fair will primarily draw schools from the Middle East and South Asia. I found most 
of SA’s western hemisphere recruiters came to the San Francisco fair. Bangkok and 
Cambridge are exceptional, in that they attract recruiters from every corner of the globe. 

The last couple years, SA experienced positive growth. Leadership of SA recently 
passed from its founder, John Magagna, to John’s daughter, Jessica Magagna. She has 
improved communication with clients past and present. 

With that growth however, their fairs have become insane meat markets. I attended the 
2018 Bangkok fair, and there was hardly room to move around. The best schools often 
had their candidates selected prior to the fair, leaving the rest of us to the Tier-2’s and 
3’s — not what we traveled thousands of miles for! Where I had a few interesting 
interviews at a fair ten years prior, 2018 yielded nothing, despite my having stronger 
credentials and references than ever before. 

A positive new development is transparency. Previously, when I asked SA how they 
screen recruiting schools, they replied (to paraphrase),“Thoroughly.” 

Which told me nothing. 

More recently though, maybe in response to past candidate grievances, SA outlined 
their vetting process in greater detail. 

• Application questions are designed to weed out unqualified schools early on. 
Generally, school must provide teachers what’s considered to be the Standard 
Benefits Package in order to qualify. 

• SA solicits confidential references from the school’s current and past teachers.
• An SA committee reviews applications, and conducts additional research as needed, 

which may include a site visit by SA staff, or contact with a 3rd party SA teacher. For 
example, they may contact a teacher they placed at Hypothetical School A to learn 
more about Hypothetical School B in the same city. 

• The application may take up to one month to process, and even after approval, 
member schools are periodically reassessed. 

SA reports that nearly 50% of the schools that apply for membership are turned down. 
Further, if there is evidence to suggest a member school is not meeting contractual 
obligations, they stand to be suspended or removed from the SA database. 

That said, the terms in SA’s agreement for applicant teachers is potentially more 
punitive. SA charges a fee of $1,600 should teachers back out of a contract (with 
exception to UK teachers, thanks to labor laws). Moreover, they clearly state that SA will 
notify all other recruitment agencies of that teacher’s naughty behavior, effectively 
blackballing that person from international education — or at least handicapping their 
chances of finding future work in the field. But let’s not put the cart in front of the horse 
just yet. 
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How often has SA done this? How would they enforce a $1,600 fee if the teacher lives 
outside the US? And how would they differentiate between a teacher who leaves for the 
right reasons versus the wrong reasons? And with new recruitment agencies opening 
shop every year, how could they possibly discredit a teacher globally? It’s anybody’s 
guess. 

SA is also the only recruitment fair host to not publicly publish a list of their member 
schools, though you will see banner ads from random schools as you surf their website. 
From a business perspective, this is understandable. But how is a prospective 
candidate teacher to know the calibre of schools SA includes on it’s 600-plus member 
roster? 

About that, SA is a bit like Wal-Mart: lots of locations, but variable quality of 
merchandise. Know that most of the Tier-1 schools recruit at SA fairs. Overall, there are 
a greater number of elite international schools in the SA database, compared to ISS. 
However, there are many more schools in the SA database that I’ve personally found to 
be less than amazing. It’s a bit of a minefield, and remember that your associates, 
friendly and helpful they are, rely on successful placements to stay in business. If 
asked, all their client schools are great schools. It is up to you to research, research, 
research. 

Finally, about the website. It runs like a 1960’s Chevy truck — tricky to start, but once 
you get going, it really gets the job done. During the registration, pages take ages to 
load and save, and the user interface, with its plethora of drop-down menus, is 
maddening. The ISS registration takes about half the time of SA’s (not including time-
intensive tasks like philosophy statements and bios), and not because ISS requires less 
information from enrollees. It’s due entirely to the cumbersome interface on SA’s 
website. 

However. The quality of data on SA is far superior to that of ISS. For example, SA lay 
out most schools’ salary information on a merit-based metric (e.g. MA +4 = $X, MA +8 = 
$Y) versus a general range (between $X and $Y a year). Flights, medical, relocation, 
and settling-in allowances are spelled out in detail. The overall layout is clean and easy 
to digest. 

It’s easy for teachers to secure a contract through other agencies or via Skype, and 
increasingly more difficult to justify the high cost of recruitment fairs. Hopefully, with new 
leadership, SA can find innovative ways to make their fairs more relevant in the 21st 
century. 

Register at www.searchassociates.com
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University of Northern Iowa (UNI)

Fair:

University of North Iowa

Fees: 

$50 for the recruitment season. This gives you a ticket to their fair and access to the 
database until July of that year. Fee goes to $75 after early registration period.  

Scope: 

Many schools in the Americas, East Asia, Europe, and the Middle East, about 140 
schools globally

Good to know: 

• Possibly the oldest international educator recruitment event in the country, if not the 
world; the UNI fair has been an institution since 1976. 

• While there is a registration fee, UNI charges no placement fees for educators or 
recruiters. Their nonprofit status makes them potentially less biased towards 
recruiters, compared to ISS and Search. 

• Many of their schools have attended the fair for decades. 

Will I get a job?

From the UNI website, 2015 UNI Overseas Fair Statistics:

“596 registered candidates, 5 interviews per candidate on average.”

“Typically, there are more overall vacancies posted at the UNI Fair than there are 
educators to fill them.”

“Candidates who are single with no dependents or part of a certified married teaching 
team are most successful. Typically, over 95% of the successful candidates at UNI are 
in one of these categories.”

“Over 60% of the new teachers participating in last year's UNI Fair secured 
employment.” 

My take:

UNI is the original overseas recruitment fair. This fair dates back to the mid-1970’s so 
they must be doing something right. Unlike SA and ISS, UNI collects no placement fee 
from its recruiters, so they have no vested interest in promoting a particular school. 
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This is the fair to attend if you seek work in an American-style school; many recruiters 
are US-accredited and/or IB. UNI is second only to AASSA for number of western 
hemisphere schools in attendance. Like ISS and SA, UNI evaluates each school’s 
salary and benefits package before allowing them to attend the fair. Also like the big 
companies, UNI provides candidates with plenty of details about each recruiter. 

The number of attending candidates dropped a bit in recent years, so less competition 
for those who do show. A handful of Tier-1’s regularly attend, as do quite a few 
reputable Tier-2’s. I have colleagues who secured their first overseas jobs at this fair, 
and had plenty of good things to say about the whole experience. 

The downside is that you’ll need to travel to some faraway land called “Iowa” to attend 
the fair. 

Register at www.uni.edu/placement/overseas/educators 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Council of International Schools (CIS)

Fair: 

London

Fees: 

Zero.

Scope: 

Lots on offer from Europe and Asia, as well as North Africa and the Middle East 

Good to know: 

• CIS is primarily in the business of international school accreditation.
• 30 years experience placing teachers with schools.

Will I get a job?

From Becky Hazlett, Recruitment Services Advisor 

“Difficult to answer. Usually around 90 obtain new jobs as a result of the fair but not all 
contracts are offered then and there on the spot.” I’m not sure if she meant 90 people or 
90% of candidates. 

My take: 

CIS keeps things simple. One fair, always London, always January. They may not be as 
hands-on as other agencies claim to be, but the small size of the fair means that 
candidates won’t easily slip between the cracks. 

Most of my British colleagues attend this fair as it’s close to home. From what they tell 
me, if you wish to work in Europe, attend CIS. However, Americans may have trouble 
without an EU work permit. There may be exceptions, but prepare for many doors to be 
abruptly closed. How Brexit will affect things in coming years remains to be seen. 

The CIS website is pretty slick, and provides video testimonials from their London fair. 
As detailed on their website, CIS holds member schools to stringent criteria concerning 
curriculum, resources, physical plant, ethics, and much more. Cynical teachers argue 
that CIS overlooks faults so long as the school pays its fees, but I’ve personally seen 
schools flat-out denied membership for all the right reasons. You be the judge. Check 
out the “For Schools” tab on the CIS website. 

Sign up at www.cois.org  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Association of American Schools in South America (ASSAA)

Fair: 

Atlanta

Fees: 

$110 gets access to the jobs database and all fairs for life.  

Scope: 

Exclusively schools in Central and South America, as well as the Caribbean

Good to know: 

• Founded in 1961, has hosted recruitment fairs for nearly 30 years. 
• Assists member schools with supplies that may be difficult to acquire in certain 

countries. 
• Members who attend their fair are also invited to attend the ISS Atlanta fair, thanks 

to a recent partnership. No need for a second application with ISS. 
• The lifetime membership fee is one-time only, but unclear if that also gets candidates 

unlimited ISS Atlanta fairs.  

Will I get a job?

From Esther Nicolau, Program Coordinator: 

“The ratio of candidates hired to the total number of applicants varies greatly from year 
to year depending upon the qualifications of the pool of candidates, the number and 
type of vacancies posted, and the ‘fit’ between the two.”

My take: 

If you are dead set on work in the western hemisphere, AASSA is the fair to attend. For 
whatever the reason, schools from this part of the world are only scantly represented at 
the other agencies’ recruitment fairs. AASSA picks up the slack. They deal exclusively 
with schools from the Americas. 

Of all the fair-hosting agencies, AASSA is probably the best value, so long as you have 
no aspirations to travel East. For $110, you have permanent access to their jobs 
database and you may attend the Atlanta fair as often as you need. That is to say, if you 
get a job one year, finish out the contract, then decide to work for a new school, you still 
have access. Further, the hotel offers candidates a bargain group rate, compared to 
other fairs. 
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The website needs a facelift. With a mess of colors and fonts, it has a “designed by a 
church lady” feel to it, giving it a homely appeal, though it’s out of step with the hyper-
professionalism of other agencies. Very basic information about the fair itself, and little 
detail about the on-site support provided to candidates by AASSA once the event is 
underway. The database of member schools provides only web links, and some of those 
links are broken. They do a pretty good job of listing the schools that will attend the fair, 
though. 

Some of their member schools have posted promotional videos — potentially an 
indicator of a school’s Fluff Factor (one of the red flags discussed in a later chapter), 
and that can be a helpful way to weed out less desirable schools. AASSA also hosts an 
informative blog, and the staff replies quickly to emails. If I were to travel back in time, I 
would consider starting my overseas career with this group. 

Register at www.aassa.com. 

Teachers Latin America (TLA)

Fair: 

Houston, Mexico City (as of 2019) 

Fees: 

$29 for early registration, $49 after

Scope: 

30 schools exclusively from Central and South America, as well as the Caribbean

Good to know: 

• Based out of Mexico City since the early 2000’s
• Close ties with ASOMEX, an association of American schools in Mexico
• Fees dropped by more than half since 2016 

Will I get a job?

Hard to say. They’re still getting off the ground. 

My take: 

TLA is the freshest face to the fair circuit, with 24 schools attending their first fair in 2016 
and just 30 in 2019. Over the last decade, they’ve operated more on the virtual agency 
model, pairing teachers with British, American, and bilingual schools throughout the 
western hemisphere.
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Managing director Guy Courchesne describes TLA’s work as “grass roots.” He says 
they strive to deliver personalized service to recruiters and candidates, from initial 
vetting to final matchmaking. Similar to Search and other agencies, their staff is 
comprised of active or retired international educators. 

Unlike any other agencies, they “prefer not” to collect recruitment fees from schools. At 
a glance, this sounds like a raw deal, where only the teacher picks up the cost, but it 
suggests that the agency’s interests are not weighted so heavily on the recruiter side. I 
have read testimonials on ISR about how Guy personally ensured teachers were 
promptly transplanted into new jobs when their original placements did not work out. 
That is a rare thing among recruiters.  

Guy was quick to get back to my inquiries about TLA, so I think they are determined to 
make their fair noteworthy. Given that TLA is still relatively unknown, if you’re an 
average or better teacher, you probably have a decent shot at this event. Failing that, 
Guy says his team works to connect teachers and schools outside of the fair as well.

Register at teachers-latin-america.com
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Skip the fair! 

Fairs are not for everyone. The cost to attend a fair, even one without fees, is 
considerable. Plenty of teachers I know (some who’ve been overseas for years) say 
they’ve never attended a fair and never intend to. They dislike the high-stakes “meat 
market” feel of a fair, or the bombardment of human interaction. They much prefer the 
idea of a Skype interview in their pajamas. 

Already I’ve described some of the advantages of attending a fair, but fairs are hardly 
the sole channel for securing overseas work. You have alternatives available at lower 
cost that involve less hassle. 

You may choose to use the only the jobs database from any of the aforementioned 
agencies, and opt out of the fair completely. They email their members regular bulletins 
about new vacancies, and of course you’ll have easy access to those vetted recruiters. 
Some veteran international teachers claim that the substantial fees you pay agencies 
like ISS and SA show “commitment” to prospective employers, even if you don’t fly 
someplace to meet them in person. Though there will be some schools that insist on a 
face-to-face interview, many will gladly Skype you if it saves them the trouble of hunting 
hires in an expensive hotel. 

Other teachers argue the “pay for play” concept is outdated. With new international 
schools opening every day, today’s market is flooded with hungry teachers and 
prospective employers, so why spend more? Skillful non-fair-hosting agencies are 
eager to represent you: TIC, Teach Away, and True Teaching to name a few. They cost 
little or nothing on the teacher side. 

Another thrifty option is to use a job boards like TIE Online or JoyJobs — both less than 
$40 a year, or use a free database like CIS or TES. 

What follows is a deeper analysis of the non-fair options that should help you to wade 
through the acronym explosion of available services. 

Teachers International Consultancy (TIC)

Assuming you have halfway decent references and a teaching certification, TIC can find 
you a job, at least in my experience. Andrew Wigford and his team are delightful people, 
even if they oversell their client schools a bit. They have to; their recruiters are the only 
clients who pay fees. Teachers pay nothing. 

TIC schools tend to be solidly second-tier. Not necessarily bad schools, but their 
geography or salary package makes them less desirable than the schools one finds at a 
fair. The schools may be managed by people who are a little… wet behind the ears. A 
handful of schools are located in Europe, many more are in East Asia and the Middle 
East. They represent schools in 70 countries all told. 
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Agencies like TIC are an ideal middle ground between the big boys who host job fairs 
and the totally impersonal job posting sites. Their business model is relatively new to 
the international teacher recruitment field. Will virtual agencies like TIC be the “fair-
killers” of tomorrow? Time will tell. 

Register at ticrecruitment.com

See also teachanywhere.com for a similar recruitment model

Teach Away 

Teach Away lists some of their vacancies bulletin board style, similar to JoyJobs. 
Interested candidates apply on their own, no direct involvement from Teach Away. For 
certain other schools, TA actively recruits and screens teachers on behalf of their client. 
Either way, there’s no membership fee for the educator. 

Compared to other teach-abroad websites, TA features a broader scope of listings, 
covering fields like EAL/ESOL, vocational ed, and professorships. Despite their name, 
they also advertise vacancies in US schools (probably because the company is based 
in Canada). Quite a few listings for government schools in other countries as well. 

A casual browse through the listings reveals a client base extending well beyond the 
typical East Asia and Middle East sphere. TA represents schools from Ghana to Bhutan 
to New Zealand to Mexico… but read the fine print. You may find the listed school pays 
only sustenance wages — sometimes just a few hundred dollars a month. It may be 
enough to squeak by on, but not enough to save money. 

Register at teachanywhere.com

See also: teacherhorizons.com

True Teaching

Similar to the others, True Teaching offers personalized placement services for 
educators and client schools, including vetting and video portfolios. Additionally, they 
scout international substitute teachers. True Teaching’s aptly named “Flying Squad” 
places temporary teachers and administrators for a month to one year at a time at 
schools around the world. 

TT may be the only online recruitment company offering such a service right now. It’s 
perfect for new-to-the-international-game teachers who aren’t 100% certain they’re 
ready for a two or three year contract. I’m surprised more companies aren’t doing this. 
International schools of all tiers suffer from unplanned personnel issues, ranging from 
maternity leave to “Christmas runners.” As you might imagine, it’s damn near impossible 
for a school in say, Ulaanbaatar, to find a highly qualified Western teacher on short 
notice. 
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Register at trueteaching.com

The International Educator (TIE) Online

For more than 25 years, non-profit TIE Online has operated on a micro-scale, compared 
to the big agencies. For $39 a year, you can access list job vacancies from more than 
300 schools. TIE will publish your CV, your letters of recommendation, and post an 
introductory video, at your option. With a couple clicks, you can apply to the jobs you 
like. 

TIE Online offers a couple of add-ons, but I’m not sure how practical they are. For some 
quaint reason, TIE still tries to push their print edition for an extra $10 per year, but who 
am I to hate on tradition? The extra $29 (seriously) for “Instant Job Notification” seems a 
little shoddy, since it does little more than email new vacancies based on your job 
preferences. 

Some teachers use TIE to supplement their existing membership with the fair agencies. 
These are the same kind of recruitment season fanatics that join fantasy football 
leagues or subscribe to celebrity tabloids. Fanatics like me. 

Register at tieonline.com

JoyJobs

For nearly 20 years, this outfit, based in Portland, Oregon, has been a mainstay for 
(mostly American) teachers seeking work overseas. Founders Pam and Igor, both 
international teachers, do not actively match teachers to recruiters, but they do maintain 
a website that is chock-full of resources for prospective international teachers. For about 
$40 a year, you have access to what’s essentially a virtual job coach. Their online 
articles break the job hunt process into simple but detailed steps. I daresay the site is 
more thorough than this book, though a bit outdated in places. 

Their daily-updated vacancies page may be the most comprehensive place to find 
teaching jobs online and as such, those postings range widely in terms of quality. 
Undoubtedly, many good schools advertise on the site, but JoyJobs does not have a 
vetting process for recruiters. However, Igor says a registered complaint will block future 
posts from the offending school. Still, JoyJobs sometimes feels like Tinder — many 
swipes left, few swipes right. On any given week, their vacancies list is a showcase of 
poorly-worded job listings — a good way to learn the language of Tier-3 schools. 

Register at joyjobs.com
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Council of International Schools (CIS) 

This nonprofit accreditation group helps good schools become great. They help schools 
set and meet goals for essentials like child safeguarding, global citizenship, and 
transparency. As part of their mission, they also seek to connect great schools to great 
teachers. Teachers pay nothing, schools pay to advertise their vacancies. 

They represent more than 1300 schools in nearly 120 countries but that doesn’t mean 
everyone lists vacancies every year. However, you can count on its member schools 
meeting a high standard, which saves time trying to separate wheat from the chaff. 

Register at cois.org

Times Education Supplement (TES)

TES started as an insert in The Times newspaper (a British publication, in case you’re 
wondering). That was 100 years ago, which probably makes them the oldest bulletin 
board for international teaching jobs in the world. They’re a good starting point for your 
job search, so long as you can look past the Anglo-centric nature of the postings. No 
membership fees. 

In addition to job hunts, TES is widely used for teaching resources, by British and non-
British teachers alike.

Register at tes.com/jobs 

This list is hardly finite. Every year, I find new websites offering similar services. Some 
aren’t bad, some are complete shams. Buyer beware (even if it’s free). The ones I’ve 
listed here, I can personally vouch for, as they’ve helped my job hunt during many a 
recruitment season. 

The inset on the next page talks about government schools that hire through the US 
Departments of State and Defense. They are sort of their own beast, and I’ve never 
gotten very far using them. However, you may find it worth your while to try Uncle Sam. 

There is one last site to share. It costs a little money, but if you pay for only one website 
subscription all year, this should be it:   

International Schools Review

This should be every teacher’s first stop when it comes to researching prospective 
employers. International Schools Review is an excellent resource if you want the good, 
bad, and ugly of a specific school. Mostly the ugly. The main problem of ISR is human 
nature. As a rule, people are more likely to spend their precious time posting negative 
reviews than positive. If a teacher is unhappy with her school, she wants the world to 
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know. If she enjoys her school, then why bother making waves? Another factor feeding 
the negative reviews is the anonymity of posters. 

Approach ISR with a critical mind. If you take every review on the site as absolute truth, 
then you probably won’t want to work at any school, anywhere on earth. Rather, the 
reviews should give you a rough idea of the challenges one faces at the school, and you 
may consider binging those points up in an interview. If you do though, tread lightly. 
Most principals know of ISR. Sensible school heads understand that their school will 
never be perfect, and a less than favorable interview reflects those flaws, providing 
them an opportunity for improvement. Petty, narrow-minded school heads cannot 
tolerate the thought of anyone saying bad things about them, and will lash out should 
someone even mutter the letters I-S-R. 

ISR charges an annual $30 fee. Well worth it, because this is two or more years of your 
life we're talking about. You can run a search on a school of interest before registering, 
and ISR will tell you if anyone’s posted reviews on it. 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The US Departments of State and Defense: from prominence to obscurity

Once upon a time, in the nascent era of international teaching, the DoS and DoD 
were practically the only way for an American teacher to secure work overseas. Talk 
to some of these teachers (most of them are now retired) and hear lovely stories of 
their younger years spent in an Italian villa on an obscure islet in the Mediterranean. 
Or life in Berlin before the wall fell. Or the pre-Tiananmen Square years in Beijing. 

Gone are the salad days for educators abroad. America’s geopolitical stance has 
changed since the end of the Cold War, as has the face of government schools. 

Today, there is no such thing as a “DoS school,” not like decades past, where the 
school was managed directly by the DoS and its population was pretty much all 
embassy kids. These days, the DoS outsources. They endorse and sometimes 
financially support select schools in certain places. Find those schools at state.gov. 
Your recruitment agency may have some additional leads on that. 

As for the DoD, they still operate schools on US bases around the world. ISR recently 
ran an informative article on their blog: 

DoD schools recruit for a wide variety of positions: education technologist, library 
information specialist, guidance counselor, nurse, school psychologist, physical 
therapist, occupational therapist, speech/language pathologist, special education, as 
well as classroom teacher.

Unlike some International Schools… the U.S. DoD is an Equal Opportunity Employer. 
All applicants are considered without regard to political, religious, or labor 
organization affiliation or non-affiliation, marital status, race, color, creed, sex, age, 
national origin, sexual orientation or non-disqualifying physical or mental handicap, or 
any other non-merit factor. Additionally, DoD schools offer health benefits, life 
insurance, retirement benefits & shipping of household goods/pets. In some locations 
your car will be shipped as part of the package.

..a DoD classroom will be comprised of American students who are the children of 
government employees, such as military and embassy personnel. You may find your 
school is located on a military installation. You will, however, be overseas, well-paid, 
receive great benefits & free to travel/experience the local culture.

That said, the applicant pool is highly competitive. Have a family member in the 
military? Know someone who contracts with the DoD? Pick up the phone. Even then, 
it may take six months for an application to process. The recruitment timetable runs 
June to September, quite different from the majority of overseas schools. Many 
commenters on the ISR blog say that when the DoD calls, you need to be ready to 
move (wherever they decide to place you). Otherwise, your application moves to the 
bin, forever. In short, American government schools are still a super gig, if you can 
get through the door. Consider them as a “back burner” option. 

http://state.gov
http://state.gov


Part II: Make it Happen
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Hi, I’m…
First contact

You found a few interesting opportunities through a fair-hosting behemoth, a smaller 
recruitment agency, or a humble bulletin board service. What’s now the best way to 
reach out and get them to like you? 

If you’re working through an agency, put those folks to work. Let them know which 
schools have captured your interest, and ask for advice on next steps. Some 
companies, like TIC, will get right on it, practically dropping the Skype interview into your 
lap, especially if the school is hungry for qualified teachers (often a brand-new, 
unknown, or lower-tier school). Other agencies, like Search-Associates, will help you 
get connected, but if it’s a high-interest Tier-1 school, they’ll probably tell you to try your 
luck at the fair. 

Let’s revisit that cover letter and resume you put together. Yes, an agent will have it on 
file already, but you’re about to customize things a bit. Learn as much as you can about 
each school by reviewing their websites. What can the agent tell you about the school? 
Ask hardball questions (even if you know you’re getting softball answers). Try to find out 
about each school’s curriculum model, vision, and philosophy. Make that your 
curriculum model, vision, and philosophy. Look at their sports programs — schools love 
a teacher who can coach a team, or at least chess club. Model UN always plays well. 
Any after-school activities, really. Be ready to tweak that cover letter and resume so you 
come across as a candidate who’s a perfect fit for the school. 
 
It should go without saying that this is no time to mention salary or benefits. Wait until 
they’re offering a position. 

Try your best to find the right contact address. Even if your agent insists on playing 
middleman, there’s nothing wrong with dropping a quick email to the effect of: I’ve 
applied for the [position] through [agency] and want to tell you a little more about 
myself…

If you’re planning to attend the fair, be sure to say so. CC your agent; they appreciate it. 

There could be hundreds of other candidates vying for the same position, so you may 
as well go large. Wait a week. If you receive back nothing more than an automated 
confirmation of receipt, send a follow-up email. If still nothing, call. Ask for the head or 
principal and explain why you’re calling. I’m of the belief there’s no such thing as 
knocking on the door too hard. 
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A sample letter, ready to customize

You’ll notice there’s little in the way of template here. Those body paragraphs (which 
are only suggestions, based on what’s helped me get the attention of recruiters) need 
to be heavy on content related exclusively to the target school. Each letter should 
take a significant amount of time, 20 minutes to an hour depending on your depth of 
research. That might mean you spend night after night at the kitchen table, turning out 
just two or three letters a night. It’s a daunting task if you have dozens of schools on 
your wish list, but eventually you adopt a flow, and it’s not so bad. Just a paper tiger, 
remember. 

Dear Mr. Head of School and Ms. Department Head,

This email is in regards to the ___ position at [their school], posted on [agency 
website]. Since ___, I have worked as a grade ___ certified educator. My background 
includes training and practice in ___, as well as ___ development, ___ instruction, 
and [other things you notice on their website]. Currently, I work at [your school], and 
would like to continue on with another school that shares [your school]’s atmosphere 
of / perspective on [nice things from their school’s website]. 

[amazing things you personally do at your school that align with how things are done 
at their school]

[examples of how you work on or lead a team]

[ways you deliver curriculum, and how that’s similar to ways they deliver curriculum]

[something you fixed or improved at your school]

[goals you’ve met, targets you’re set to achieve by end of year]

[examples of community work, after-school clubs, any “extras”]

From what I have learned about [your school], I believe our educational philosophies 
are a good match. This January, I will be in [city] for the [fair] and would very much 
like to meet with you to discuss opportunities. In the meantime, if you’d like to see my 
classroom in action, see my [link to website, Twitter feed, etc]. 

Thank you for your consideration. 

Sincerely, 

[you]



The cold call

It’s one thing to respond to an online job posting. It’s another thing to apply for a position 
that doesn’t exist, with a school that hasn’t advertised anywhere. The cold call is the 
least efficient and most disheartening method to find an overseas teaching job, but 
damn if it hasn’t worked for some. 

One colleague of mine got his job by cold calling, old school. No emails to request an 
interview, not even a phone call to reception. He literally knocked on the school’s literal 
door (okay, technically their gate), asked to speak with the head of school, and handed 
over his CV. That initial block of face time evolved into an interview, and he landed the 
position he has today. 

No emails, phone calls, or job fairs. He doesn’t even have a teaching certificate. 
However, he knows plenty about his subject area, and sold himself with confidence. 

Nobody has the option to personally visit every school of interest, but if you happen to 
be traveling abroad, why not make the most of your holiday and visit a few schools? 
That got my foot in the door with a prestigious school in Asia, though the interview didn’t 
happen until almost ten years later! 

Or you can do like my friend did to get his job in France. 

Remember early in the book when I brought this guy up? All his life, he wanted only to 
work in France. We all have our reasons for getting into teaching; he saw teaching as 
his ticket to the Land of Baguettes and Fromage. He paid his dues, working for some 
time in the US, then Vietnam. The final year of that contract in Asia, he started applying 
like mad around France. 

There was one major problem: he was a social studies teacher. As every social studies 
teacher knows (myself included), the market is slim and getting slimmer every year as 
we’re edged out by football coaches and half-time dance teachers. More to the point, 
not a single school in all of France was advertising vacancies in his field. 

None of that slowed him down. Every single night after work, he methodically contacted 
one school after another, all across France, even schools that weren’t exactly 
“international.” He would email, then the next day call the school to confirm they’d 
received his information. One school after another reported, “We have no need at this 
time a teacher of your specialization, merci.” 

He flew to a fair in London, all the way from Hanoi, although none of the French schools 
in attendance advertised a social studies vacancy. Still, he hoped beyond all hope that a 
zero-hour social studies position might pop up. It did not happen. 

Plenty of us tried to sway him. You’ll remember what I’ve said about locking yourself into 
just one country. 
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Try again next year, man. You can always do one more year in Hanoi. Or someplace 
else! What about a generalist position? You’ve got the credentials. You’d just need to 
handle a little math and literacy on the side. 

Unperturbed, he stayed the course. Full time social studies in France or nothing at all. 

One fine afternoon, he got the email. A tiny school in the south of France. Technically a 
national school, but with a small international program, which so happened to be in 
need of an social studies teacher. They set the interview for a Friday afternoon. 

He must’ve been pretty ecstatic that Friday, zipping through Hanoi traffic on his 
motorbike, his head all aflutter with the questions he’d need to answer. That may be 
why he never saw the rogue taxi swerve into his lane. 

He awoke in the hospital, no recollection of what day it was or what had landed him in 
the intensive care unit. Almost immediately however, he realized he missed the 
interview, the interview for which he’d fought so hard. 

Despite every doctor’s insistence he stay for further treatment, my friend broke out of 
the hospital and hailed a cab home. He flipped open his laptop and penned a heartfelt 
apology to the principal, explaining how he’d been in an accident which had hospitalized 
him for days. 

Imagine you’re this principal. You’re probably thinking, “Lazy American hotshot blows 
me off, and now he thinks I’m going to believe his story…” Now imagine you agree to 
reschedule the interview, and when the video feed opens, you’re staring at a guy with 
road rash all the way up his face, numerous missing teeth, and his arm in a sling. 

The principal immediately commended my friend’s perseverance. If there’s a better way 
to show commitment than “I just broke out of a hospital,” then I don’t want to know it. 

He got the job. 

This is of course an extreme example of determination and perseverance. With sensible 
preparation, you too can land a dreamy overseas teaching job, hopefully without 
involving traffic accidents or hospital stays.  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Consider your venue 
It’s all about set and setting

In my experience, the interview happens in one of three places: at home on a laptop, in 
a hotel, or in rare cases, at the school itself. Interviews can be nerve-wracking, no 
matter the venue, but less so if you’re prepared. 

At home

If you’ve secured a video interview, you’ve not as much to worry about, compared to the 
job fair experience. Even still, there are plenty of preparations to consider. 

Keep a notepad nearby, or else a note-keeping desktop app. The devil will definitely be 
in the details, and the interviewer will drop a whole lot of knowledge on you at once. You 
will inevitably need to refer back to these notes, as you compare their (hopefully) job 
offer to job offers from (hopefully) other schools. The notes can also be handy later on, 
in case a school principal “forgets” something she promised in the interview. Your notes 
are not legally binding, but they’ll at least show you aren’t making any wild-eyed claims. 

Keep also a copy of your CV (it’s surprisingly difficult to remember all the nice things 
you’ve said about yourself), talking points, and some questions for the “what questions 
do you have for us?” part of the interview. 

Take your preparation a step further, and have some links ready to share. Gather 
together photos, data, anything that makes for good eye candy. From here, you can 
have those files on your desktop, ready to share (make sure they’re in PDF, JPEG, or a 
similarly universal format). You might also choose to post materials on Google Drive or 
another cloud service with sharable file options. Gather the links for those files, shorten 
them down using goo.gl, and label them for your reference. Finally, gather links that you 
think might be useful in an interview, like the URL to your website, or any scholarly 
articles that will make you look like a nerdy badass. Imagine how cool this would look:

“An accomplishment I’m proud of? That would have to be this [art project / sporting 
event / especially good math lesson / drama production] I did recently. Here, let me zip 
over a short link so you can see what that looked like.” 

“How do I ensure quality feedback for my students? I’ve sent over a few samples from 
their science notebooks. You’ll notice how I [insert humble-brag commentary here].”

“My teaching philosophy? I’d say it’s largely based on [insert easily digestible talking 
points here]. I was recently inspired by this great article… here, I’ll send you the link.”

“How do I maintain strong communication with parents? Well, many of the families have 
praised the quality of information on my class website. I’ve sent a link. Be sure to check 
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out the page that outlines this week’s learning, as well as the page on this week’s 
homework. I’ve also sent a link to my teacher Twitter handle. Feel free to add me!” 

On the day, dress the same as if you were interviewing in person (fight the temptation to 
go pant-less). Find a neutral color background — no busy wallpaper, please. Eliminate 
any back light, because no one likes to interview a silhouette.

If you have limited broadband, request that other users in your household discontinue 
their Netflix streaming for the next hour or so. If you have kids or pets, keep them 
entertained in another room. Consider doing a test call to another device, just to make 
sure everything looks good. 

Make sure your status on the video 
server shows you ready to interview a 
good ten minutes before the scheduled 
time. Pop a quick text message to the 
interviewer to let them know you’re 
ready. Be prepared for snags. For 
example, if you’re in the US, talking to 
someone in a developing country, 
expect that their internet will be less 
reliable. You may need to call back. This 
is normal. They’re probably used to it. 

Make a note of frequent or severe 
connectivity issues, though. If reliable internet is a key component of your classroom 
practices, don’t expect the school will have things fixed when you arrive in August. 

One last thing: relax. Remember that interviewing by video is awkward for the people on 
both sides of the monitor, especially if you’re interviewed by a panel of administrators, 
all of them trying to appear casual, huddled around a tiny laptop in the principal’s office. 

The Fair

If you plan to interview at a fair, there’s far more to prepare. Those three days are going 
to be an intense test of your patience, willpower, and nerves. It’s a combination of speed 
dating, high school prom, and Shark Tank all in a single luxury hotel. Much preparation 
will required for an event that will hopefully, after all the stress and sleeplessness, result 
in a top notch job. Readers who plan to skip the fair can skip on to the section about 
interviews.

The day you leave for the fair, your life should look something like this: 

• The usual commonsense tips for a business trip. Book with just one airline, so 
connections are insured and uncomplicated. Print boarding passes, make sure your 
phone is fully charged, and arrive at the airport two hours before departure. 
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• Pack your weekend into a carry-on rolling suitcase. Unless you plan to arrive a day 
before registration, you don’t have time to waste at the baggage claim. Moreover, 
you don’t want to risk the possibility that an airline loses your bag. 

• In the suitcase should be three completely different sets of professional attire. Men, 
don’t wear the same suit jacket all three days. Ladies, you’ll be on your feet for three 
days, so function over form. This is an occasion that warrants overpacking. 

• In the briefcase should be a stack of twice as many CV’s as your agent advises. 
Don’t fret about overspending at Kinko’s. You’ve already laid out hundreds of dollars 
for flights and the hotel, so why cheap out on a few extra bucks for color copies on 
quality paper? 

• Have on hand at all times a classy-cheap notepad where you can jot down details 
about schools and interviews. I usually make notes about each interviewer, even a 
quick sketch, so I don’t forget who’s who; I get names and faces confused anytime 
I’m meeting dozens of new people every hour. Further, notes come in handy when 
you ask follow-up questions later in the weekend, and make final decisions about 
where to work. 

• Have on hand also a bit of stationery, so you can write thank-you notes to recruiters 
who take time to interview you. Most fairs have a mailbox system that make this 
easy. Since you’re going to Kinko’s anyway, maybe crank out some personalized 
stationery with your name, photo, and contact on the header. 

• Pens, pens, pens. 

• Bring a laptop. Maybe a tablet too. Put your video portfolio on it, ready to show. 
Sometimes I’ll set it to run on a loop during the interview, if they’re cool with that.  

• Some agencies recommend that you bring the weekend phone contacts for your 
references. Seems like a sensible idea, so long as your interviewer understands how 
time zones work. 

• Some teachers print business cards, with a QR link to that fabulous self-promoting 
website they created. Couldn’t hurt. Have a pocketful ready for your elevator speech.  
Kinko’s is going to love you after this is all over.  

• Oh yeah. The elevator speech. This is the 10- to 15-second plug you’ve prepared, 
should you meet the recruiter of your dreams in an elevator. Or waiting to check in at 
the front desk. Or the line at that Starbucks in the lobby. 

• Keep a close eye on your email in the weeks, days, and hours leading to the event. 
A whole lot of crazy is about to unfold, and most of the crazy will happen on the 
weekend itself.
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• Make sure you have a place to stay. Most people advise you stay in the hotel. Yes, 
it’s an expensive 4- or 5-star, and yes, everyone knows you’re broke. Still, if you can 
afford it, do it. Never know if that recruiter is going to call you at 9pm to announce an 
unforeseen vacancy, vacated just for you. Also, when do you ever pamper yourself? 
This hotel is going to be nice. Not that you’ll have time to enjoy the amenities. 

• Bring a book, or something to relax yourself. There could be significant downtime 
between interviews, and you need to keep your mind occupied or you’ll go mental, 
overthinking things. Maybe you use give that hotel pool a try after all.

• If you stay someplace other than the hotel, make it someplace close. Ensure you 
have accessible, reliable transportation to the hotel.

On that last point: one year at a fair in Boston, I made arrangements to stay at a friend’s 
home. This friend lived an hour away by city train. In theory, not a problem. Except the 
last train left around 10pm. Miss that train, miss a soft bed. Cut to the moral of this story: 
to sleep in the fully-booked hotel underneath a table in the hotel’s internet cafe — in a 
suit — is not a good look. 

The busiest weekend of your life

Note: what follows is the rundown for a recruitment fair with any one of the major 
organizers. Every organizer does it differently. Smaller fairs are a bit more relaxed, but 
stakes do still run high. All my experience has been with SA fairs, but comparing notes 
with colleagues who’ve attended other fairs, the experience is pretty similar across the 
board. 

Prior to the fair, your agency will send an email announcing the registration window for 
Day One. If registration opens at noon, plan to arrive at the venue by 11am. You might 
even think about getting into town the night before, just in case of snowy roads, flight 
delays, or radioactive lizards. If anything can happen this weekend, it will happen. 
 
Get registered as soon as humanly possible. What? You didn’t take my advice and 
instead arrived at the venue during registration? Fool. Get yourself registered now. 
Worry about checking into your room later. Reason for this, the sooner you register the 
sooner you have your badge. The sooner you have your badge, the sooner you have 
your mailbox, access to the candidate lounge, and the recruiter booths. 

Even in this 21st century of ours, the fair’s mailbox system remains wildly popular. Find 
the hanging file with your name on it. You may already have a few items in there. 
Probably invitations to interview or to at least check out the booths of less popular 
schools, such as those in the Middle East or Central Asia. Make a note to talk to those 
guys, even if you aren’t seriously considering work there. You might be surprised by 
what they offer. If nothing else, they’ll be good warm-up interviews, getting you prepped 
for the schools that do interest you. Moreover, recruiters have a lounge of their own. 
Those recruiters do talk to each other. Interview well with Backwardistan, and that 
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interviewer might casually drop your name with his buddy who heads the number one 
school in Teachertopia. 

Meanwhile, in the teachers’ lounge, a cornucopia of resources is laid before you. 
Binders full of raw data on each school’s latest salary figures, benefits package, 
teacher-student ratio, class sizes, and curricular details, as well as a who’s-who of 
administrators. Good thing you brought that notepad. 

You’ll be surrounded by the dull hum of networking: teachers comparing their 
experiences at different schools, in different countries, with all the perks, the downsides, 
the do’s and don’ts. Note names of certain reputed schools that don’t feature 
prominently on anyone’s radar, because who knows who you’ll meet at this fair? Or the 
next one? 

Just in those first few hours, you may find yourself on a coffee date or two. You will very 
likely be invited to a local pub that night. Stay in touch with some of those professionals 
and party wolves (and professional party wolves) because who knows when you’ll need 
a couch in Bangkok, Buenos Aires, or Khartoum? You’ll make some fast friends, one or 
two who may turn out to be your closest rivals for a coveted job. It’s okay, you’ll be cool 
once interviews are over.

After a harried registration and brief initial visit to the teacher’s lounge, you attend the 
highly recommended orientation session. It is highly recommended for good reason. It 
will give you some idea of the fair’s statistics, as of that hour. You’ll learn of schools that 
cancelled at the last minute. You’ll learn of last minute joiners. You’ll learn the location of 
all the important rooms and lounges. In my experience, the speaker will finish with an 
informal poll, asking questions like, “Who’s attending their first-ever job fair today?” and 
“How many of you are in your first few years of teaching?” and “How many of you have 
IB training?” Pay attention. You’ll get an idea of where you stand at this fair, for better or 
worse. 

Next, and always sooner than you expect, the interview sign-up session begins. This is 
the “speed dating” part of the weekend. Every school has a booth, manned by one or 
several recruiters, typically high-ranking administrators. Their job is, over the course of 
the next couple of hours, to separate the wheat from the chaff. Be the wheat. 

When I say booths, I mean there will be dozens or even hundreds of booths, depending 
on the fair. You have hopefully shortlisted your priority schools; those are the booths 
you’ll hit first. You checked the fair updates blog on ISR, so you know the best 
entranceway to use. You elbow negotiate your way to the front of the mob that 
surrounds the doors to the convention hall, sweaty stack of CV’s ready to go.

That’s when you learn one of your favorite schools got stuck in the Frankfurt airport, and 
another school met their recruitment needs for the year but waited until today to 
announce it. Still another school flaked out on the fair completely, no reason given. 
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Or maybe your preferred school is mobbed by a line of highly qualified teachers, all of 
whom have decided this is their top school, too. A line of Disneyland-esque proportions 
leads to the booth. You think to make the most of your time by hitting a handful of lesser 
schools with shorter lines while you wait for the long queue to die down. 

Or should you? Careful what you decide. Return to that top tier school in half an hour, 
and you may indeed find there’s no longer a line… because the school has filled its 
interview slots. If only you could be in two places at once. At the fair, that’s one 
advantage teaching couples have over singles. 

Now that you’ve chosen your plan of attack, think of how you’ll approach the recruiter. 
You will have only a few minutes. If you’ve been dreaming of working at this school, and 
you’re already done your legwork, the school will already have received a copy of your 
CV either by email or mailbox, along with a note stating your desire to interview. In any 
case, hand them a fresh copy of your CV. Introduce yourself. Name the position or 
positions you seek, and why you’d be a good fit. This is your elevator speech. 

Responses will vary. Some recruiters are highly practical. 

“Do you have formal IB training?” 

“Explain this gap between your bachelors and masters.” 

“We’ve filled that position. Would you be willing to teach _____ instead?” 

Other recruiters will be chummy. 

“What do you like best about the prospect of working in Japan?” 

“How did you enjoy your year in Central America?” 

“Chicago? I love that town. Which neighborhood?” 

Regardless of their approach, assume that you’re being evaluated. Your answers will 
determine whether you deserve a spot on their “dance card.” 

The dance card. You have one, the recruiter has one. Every scheduled interview takes 
up a half-hour time slot, and between Saturday and Sunday, the slots are limited. Do try 
to leave a reasonable block of time between each interview, so you aren’t dashing 
around the hotel all day long. You brain will need time to process. 

The sign-up session is over within a couple of hours. Just like last call at Thirsty 
Thursday, the dregs are the last to leave. Still, if your dance card is emptier than you 
like, you may discover some diamonds in the rough, or at least a few “practice schools” 
that will help you hone those interview skills. You should also plan to attend a few of the 
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information workshops. You’ll look good asking questions. Also, it’s a chance to learn 
about schools you might consider next go-around. 

At some fairs, sign-ups happen on the Friday, not Saturday, so you have the night to 
further research the schools who agreed to interview you, and mull over options. Other 
fairs, sign-ups occur just an hour or so before interviews. In any case, caffeine will be 
precious.

Interviews
The great poker game

This is not some school down the road you’ve heard good things about and maybe it’s a 
little better than your current school because they have free croissants every Monday so 
what the heck let’s give it a try. This is a huge risk. This is potentially the school that will 
whisk you from your homeland and plant you in a strange new country full of funny 
smells and foreign languages. 

Chances are, you won’t see this school up close and personal until you’ve landed there 
with a crate containing all your earthly belongings and a two-year contact in hand. 
What’s it really like there? Even after all the research and preparation, you’ve no way to 
know for sure. 

This school could be the answer to your prayers. A teaching job in a prestigious 
institution with engaged, motivated learners. A foreign adventure on winter, spring, and 
summer holidays in destinations you’ve seen only in Condé Nast or National 
Geographic. A salary that bankrolls your basic needs and occasional flights of whimsy, 
and who knows, it might finally eliminate those pesky debts that your meager stateside 
salary never seemed to alleviate. 

This school could ruin you. You could arrive and find that all the recruiter’s photos of 
the campus and teacher housing were Photoshopped. The kids could be hellions, or 
worse, perfectly well-mannered yet unfortunate students who shrivel on the vine of a 
mediocre establishment. The country could prove to be far more expensive than you 
were led to believe. It may be financially burdensome to fly out for holidays. There could 
be any number of unforetold expenses the recruiter conveniently omitted. 

This is an all-in game of Texas Hold ‘Em. One possibility, you mostly get what you hope 
for and walk away with a few extra bucks in your pocket. Alternatively, you come home 
halfway through the school year, penniless. And like poker, it’s house rules (in this 
hackneyed metaphor, the recruiter is the house). 

Let’s work on that poker face. 

Know your interviewer
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Naturally, you are eager to snap up a 
position. That’s why you’ve bothered 
with the resume building, research, 
networking, and — possibly — a long, 
expensive flight to a large, expensive 
city for a job fair. Nothing wrong, to be 
enthusiastic, even flattered, about an 
invitation to interview. Just know that 
the recruiter on the other side of this 
interview already assumes you’re 
ready to jump into bed. 

Interviews tend to fall into one of a 
few categories. There’s the Standard 
Template Interview, where a head of 
school asks every candidate the 
same six questions. It’s a bit dull, but 
some interviewers like plugging 
people’s responses into a matrix for 
later evaluation. 

There’s the Let’s Make this a Casual 
Conversation Interview — careful you 
don’t get too casual. Remember your 
talking points and drop them into the 
Conversation at every opportunity — 
casually, of course. 

There’s the Panel Interview, where 
you talk to more than one school 
representative. Try to charm at least 
one of them through a common 
connection (You lived in Boise? I love 
potatoes!) so you’ll be remembered 
later, when they decide on which 
candidates stood out most. The Panel 
Interview can be better than a one-on-
one because you’ve a better chance of 
talking to someone who actually knows what your job will entail. Too often, a head of 
school is bogged down in her administrative role, and won’t know much about the 
curriculum or school resources, compared to her elementary or high school principals. 

Know also that a school’s board or owner expects its head of school to report zero 
vacancies for the start of next academic year. The head of a Tier-1 school, though under 
pressure to fill positions, can afford to be picky, and will run a hardline interview. If your 
interviewer is recruiting on behalf of a Tier-3 school, he’s going to power through the 
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Clandestine meetings in random hotel 
rooms

I’ve attended four recruitment fairs in three 
cities. I’ve yet to get used to the practice of 
interviewing in a stranger’s hotel room.

“Come meet me in 403. I’ll leave the door 
open for you.” 

Sure. Nothing creepy there. Except we’re 
discussing the next few years of my life, 
right next to the bed you sleep in, and a 
short distance from your toilet. 

Try not to overthink it. Try instead to 
visualize of the best use of the space. 
Assuming you stay at the hotel, you’ll have 
an idea of the room layout. 

The rooms usually have a desk or coffee 
table. Mount your iPad and play your 
prepared slideshow in the background 
during the interview. 

Think about how you will position yourself so 
your confident body language is on display. 

Have a ready opener, something positive to 
say about the hotel breakfast or the host city. 
Careful you’re not the person who starts off 
with, “Isn’t it weird we’re like, in your hotel 
room?” They’ll hear that from countless 
people, all weekend long. It’s weird for them, 
too.



interview with one or two softball questions, then make an offer, because he needs to fill 
those empty teacher slots quick smart. I’ve even had a couple of recruiters forestall the 
questions and start the interview with, “Looking over your CV, we’ve decided you’re 
perfect for our school.” 

Dangerous! That easy offer feels good — it’s a contract in hand, after all — but stay 
critical. Be gracious for the interview, but remember that you’ll have other suiters after 
this one. And don’t for one moment believe the interviewer holds all the aces. Sit back. 
Be cool. 

Sitting back and being cool is difficult for me. For this reason, I found it helpful to read 
up on interview strategies ahead of the recruitment season. I learned how to answer 
questions with a balanced blend of succinctness, humility, and shameless self-
promotion. I learned to speak with the palms of my hands outward. I learned about how 
to position one’s body and a million other subconscious subtleties. I like to think I’m 
good at interviews now. You too should read up on interview techniques. I’d love to lay 
out a litany of smooth-talking interview strategies, but what works for me won’t 
necessarily work for everyone. Read up, conduct mock interviews with friends or family. 
Seriously, it’s worth your time. 

Their questions

Depending on the host country, you can expect questions that sound odd, compared to 
interviews in the US. Some questions may sound downright illegal. Are you married? Do 
you have any long-term health problems? What is your religion? Do you have significant 
debts? Are you homosexual? 

Probably a good a time as any to learn: their country, their school, their rules. Many 
schools will not hire teachers with non-working spouses. Some will not hire teachers 
with more than a certain number of children, or any children at all. A few will not hire 
smokers. Some come from places where the available medical care is sub-par. 
Anticipate highly personal questions, and consider the culture of the school and country 
in your response. 

Try to think through the process from a business perspective. Would you pay 
recruitment fees and airfare for a teacher that might leave suddenly for a family crisis? 
Medical procedures? High anxiety? If you have drama in your life, even drama that is 
well behind you now, do not mention it in an interview. 

I’ve heard the debt question a few times. Again, this would not be legally allowed in a 
traditional job interview, but it’s relevant to international living. Certain highly desirable 
destinations (think European capitals and Central American beaches) will pay enough 
for a comfortable living, but not enough to pay down student loans or credit card bills. 
Recruiters know that a broke teacher won’t stick around for long. Better to answer this 
question honestly; an ethical interviewer will save you a world of disappointment and 
deeper debt. 
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As for sexual orientation, if this question comes up in an interview, it’s probably the 
interviewer making sure your expectations are managed, moving forward. Simply put, 
some countries are not good places to be gay. That said, your answer may or may not 
impact the outcome of the interview. Answer at your own discretion. 

Naturally, most of the questions will be less personal, more business. Here are some of 
the classics I hear in every interview. You’ve probably heard some of them. 

• Tell me about yourself. 
• What is your educational philosophy? 
• What made you want to get into education? 
• What keeps you in education? 
• What makes you want to work overseas? 
• What are some of the things colleagues say about you? 
• What do you like most about your current school? What do you like the least? Why 

are you leaving? 
• Tell me about a great lesson. Or a great initiative. Or a great shift in student 

achievement. 
• Describe your class management routines. 
• Tell me about some professional development you could lead at the school. 
• Describe a time when you had to manage deadlines. Or stress. Or people. 
• In what ways has your work been criticized? How did you handle that? 
• What after-school clubs could you host? 
• What else would you bring to the school? 
• How long would you stay with us? What impact do you anticipate your work will have 

at our school? How long will that take? 

Some questions, I wish I could forget. 

• Surely you have something bad to say about your last employer. Go on, let’s hear it. 
• What do you look for in women? Fiery? Passionate? If so, you’ll love Latin America. 
• How many children do you and your wife plan to have? Ours is a great country for 

kids.

If the recruiter makes you feel uncomfortable with a question that’s clearly out of 
bounds, even for an international job, don’t expect that to change when he's your boss. 
Consider it a red flag. Mention it to your agent, if you have one. 

Your questions

After you’ve blown away the recruiter with your confident poise and impressive 
knowledge of all things pedagogical, the interview will shift to questions that you have. 
Have some questions prepared, and organize that notebook so you can jot the answers. 
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What you say next will be as much — if not more — of an evaluation as the questions 
you just finished answering. This is an opportunity to show you’ve researched the 
school, and a chance to subtly reveal your expertise. 

In practice, my Writers Workshop model challenges students to [informative anecdote 
here] during their writing time, and I’ve seen much success, like with one particular 
student who [another informative, humble-bragging anecdote here]. Tell me a little about 
what Writers Workshop looks like in one of your classrooms. 

I love the inquiry-based maths program your school uses. My math planning always 
opens with [drop a brief explanation of your amazing math planning] and that’s what 
students find so engaging. How do you train and prepare new teachers for the 
framework at your school? 

Technology is so important in my classroom. [Examples of stellar lessons with 
integrated technology]. What’s available at your school, and exactly how is it used in the 
classrooms?

One aspect of the PYP I find most admirable is its approach to transdisciplinary skills. I 
make this skill set part of my classroom by [insert humble-brag]. What strategies do you 
find best enable your students to adopt and apply the shared vocabulary, school wide? 

I find that the formative assessments I conduct throughout the week are essential to my 
planning, as well as continuous student feedback. For example, [another amazing 
anecdote]. What are your expectations of teachers and students in terms of 
assessment? 

Working with the admissions counselor at my current school, I was proud to help our 
students get accepted to a number of top US universities. How does your school assist 
its graduates? 

Parents and principals alike have commended me for my home-school communication. 
[Examples of how you do this]. What are the expectations for home communication at 
your school, and what resources help to make that possible? 

As much as my questions might put the interviewer on the spot, I try to use a soft 
opener. Some questions though, need to be asked straight out. 

I want to find out how I’ll be supported as a teacher there. 

• What professional development is offered? Is it all in-house, or does the school 
occasionally send teachers to workshops? 

• How are classroom observations conducted, and how is the observational data 
used? How do you feed this back to teachers? Beware the school that has no 
teacher evaluation in place.
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• Tell me about the diversity of your student body. Often, this segues into their 
language and learning needs, and what resources are in place for the teachers. 

• Tell me about the parent community. This usually segues to how the school deals 
with “helicopter” parents, or worse, do-nothing parents. 

• Are there coordinators for literacy, math, and general curriculum? Are they part-time 
or full? What do their jobs look like? 

• How is technology used in the classroom?

I want to know my workload. 

• What is my job, exactly? A school may not know exactly what grade level you’ll 
teach, especially if you’re hired early in the calendar year, but they should provide 
some documentation of a job description that includes the words “full time” and a 
rough idea of your teaching area (e.g. upper elementary, high school science)

• What does a teacher’s workday normally look like? Start time? End time? 
• What’s excepted for lesson plans? Do you have a sample to share with me? How 

much time is blocked out for planning? Do teachers have opportunities to plan 
collaboratively? 

• How do we conduct reports, and how often are they published throughout the year? 
• Do we have student portfolios? How do you assess student progress?
• What does exam season look like? 

I want to know what I’m teaching. 

• From where is the curriculum sourced, and how’s it carried out in the classroom? 
Which is to say, do you have a curriculum, and do teachers follow it, or just make it 
up as they go? 

• How, when, and why did the school decide to adopt this curriculum? 
• How were teachers and administrators trained and resourced for implementation? 
• What challenges did they face with its implementation? What challenges do they 

face now? 
• What are the positives, expected and unexpected, that have come about since 

implementation? 
• Given my level of (in)experience with this framework, what preparations can I make, 

and what training will the school provide? 
• How much flexibility and autonomy are teachers afforded when delivering the 

curriculum?

I want to know my employer is no dummy.

• What’s your professional background? What made you want to get into leadership? 
How much classroom experience did you have before becoming a principal? 

• How long has the school had such-and-such curricular framework? Was it 
implemented school wide? If not, why not? 

• How does the school ensure students enjoy a smooth transition from one grade level 
to the next?
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• How does the leadership team ensure school wide horizontal and vertical alignment 
in their yearlong scheme of work? In other words, how do you make sure kids aren’t 
building the same Cherokee village diorama every. single. year? If you get a blank 
stare, that’s a sign that the head of school does not communicate often enough with 
the curriculum coordinator… if there is a curriculum coordinator at all.

I’ll usually drop in a question about the host country. What makes life good there? What 
do new teachers find the most challenging? 

Keeping a close eye on the time, I try to reserve the last few minutes for questions 
interviewers love to answer, questions that allow them to do a little humble-bragging of 
their own. Added bonus: every one of these questions contain a bit of subliminal 
suggestion, the “presumptive sale” that you inevitably will be a teacher at their school. 

• What does a quality teacher look like at your school? 
• What is the best advice you’d offer a newly-hired teacher?
• What could I contribute to the school community that would get it closer to realizing 

its vision?  

The interviewer will also be watching the clock, and if the interview goes well, all the 
allotted time will be used. If it’s going very well, the interview may run long. You may be 
asked to conduct a follow-up interview, perhaps with another member of school 
leadership. 

The most important thing to remember right now: don’t accept a job offer just yet. At the 
peak of recruitment season, heads of school are under tremendous pressure to restock 
their human resources, and they will pass that pressure on to you. They will tell you 
about the many other candidates they have on the line, how they really need an answer 
as soon as possible. Be cordial, let them know you’ll happily look over the contract, and 
get them an answer in a timely manner. If you’re at a fair, you have the right to a window 
of time in which to make a decision — usually 12 to 24 hours, depending on the fair 
organizer’s policies. However, that timer starts ticking the moment you’re handed an 
unsigned contract, so time to figure out your next move. 

Post-interview evaluation, and next steps

The first question to ask yourself, post-interview, is, “Can I listen to this person talk for 
two years or more, without developing a strong urge to deposit his body in a lake?” 

Fair question. And relevant. Those subtle quirks and foibles you notice in the interview, 
given a year or two, can become savage triggers in the workplace. 

Over the course of your job search and interviews, whether online or in person, you 
hopefully have a few 
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Next, look over your notes. Whether you’re an Über, Average, or Hopeless teacher (or 
an aspiring Backpacker), consider how well this school will meet your needs. Would you 
work for them if they were a stateside school? 

The interview has hopefully provided you some clarity and some new angles to 
consider. Even with all your research prior to the interview, you’ve undoubtedly come 
away with more new questions than answers. There are a few concerns you may want 
to address.

The curriculum

Even if you’re not super thrilled about the school’s choice of curriculum, a curriculum is 
just a roadmap. That roadmap might be specific and regimented, with schemes of work 
and sets of textbooks. It might be nebulous, composed more of “suggestions” than core 
objectives. 

Undoubtedly, some aspects of the curricular framework will be brand new to you. What 
does the learning curve look like, and are you up to the challenge? What resources 
(schemes of work, texts, technology) support instruction in the classroom? What’s your 
comfort level with those resources? For less familiar resources, are you a fast learner? 
How fast will the school expect you to learn? 

How much creative and professional liberty will you have in the classroom? If you’re 
working with a grade-level or subject-area team, will you be expected to walk in lock-
step, or will your team be more of a mutual support network? 

If the school grants its teachers some degree of autonomy, you ultimately get to 
determine how to plot the course. But maybe that’s the opposite of what you want. 
Maybe you want everything to be prescribed — it does save a lot of planning time. 
Ultimately, the best curriculum is a curriculum that meets your needs. 

Age of school

The golden age of international schools ran roughly from the 1970’s to the 80’s. Schools 
of that era that remain today, remain because they’ve done things right (notwithstanding 
a handful that’ve survived on dumb luck alone). They’ve had time to cycle through a few 
curriculum models, holding onto that which works well. Teachers and administrators 
come and go, but through the years remain a few core people who maintain the 
founding principles of the school (and the occasional school marm who tries to poison 
the well for everyone). 

Established schools are found in centers of commerce like Bangkok, resource capitals 
like Jakarta, and old US military sites like Okinawa. Unfortunately, established schools 
attract satellite Tier-3 schools, so tread carefully. 
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Also be mindful that the age of a school does not necessarily qualify it as a Tier-1. 
Some established schools are content to drift along with Tier-2 status, and why not? 
Hard work is hard. 

Then you have new schools. Careful with these guys. They may have the best of 
intentions, but as with any startup, they have no idea what they’re doing. The recruiter 
for a brand new school will pitch the same list of incentives, every time. 

You will be one of our pioneer teachers, plenty of opportunity on the ground floor. We’ll 
be doing things that no other schools do. Being that we’re a new school, teachers will 
need to be flexible as we get established. Look at these colorful architectural plans — 
beautiful, no? The campus is purpose-built, and construction is nearly complete. Let me 
tell you about some of the things the school will have in place. 

Be especially cautious when recruiters speak in future tense. They’re talking about 
something that doesn’t exist in the present. It is abstract, imaginary, not yet real. 

What they say What they mean

You will be one of our pioneer teachers. You’ll help us determine what we don’t 
want in a teacher. 

Opportunities on the ground floor

Due to our shortsighted planning and 
inadequate staffing, you’ll have far more 
responsibilities than any of us in this room 
can anticipate right now. Moreover, your 
hard work will go largely unrecognized 
and unrewarded. 

We’ll be doing things that no other schools 
do. We have no idea what other schools do. 

Teachers will need to be flexible. I’ll be yelling at you a lot this year. 

Look at these architectural plans. 
It will take five, maybe ten years for this to 
happen… if our budget clears. You’ll be 
long gone by then. 

The campus is purpose-built. 
It is a building with walls, ceilings, and 
floors. Probably less power outlets than 
we need. 

We’re just finishing up construction. Your classroom will be the one with the 
exposed wiring and insulation. 

Let me tell you about some of the things 
the school will have in place. 

Here are some things I saw other schools 
doing on the internet. 
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If the recruiter does speak in present tense, politely ask for evidence. Can they send 
photos of the building progress? Makes and models of the laptops, projectors, and so 
on? What textbooks are there? What was the criteria for these purchases? Who was 
consulted? 
For what’s “arriving any day now,” ask for timelines. Get it in writing. 

If you’re a highly motivated, experienced, resilient, adaptable teacher, you could do well 
at a brand new school. All cynicism aside, the ground floor does allow you a great deal 
of flexibility because literally nothing you do at the school has been done before. It’s all 
new. You could be a policymaker. You also have room to, in the words of Facebook, 
“move around and break things.” 

If you just want a damn job, one with policies already in place, the buildings already 
built, and a deeply established, supportive workplace culture, then avoid a new school. I 
made the mistake of signing with a new school years ago, well before I was 
professionally “ripe” enough to work in such an unstructured environment. Things didn’t 
go well for anyone. 

Then again, a school might be too established for your liking. Be prepared for a head of 
department to say, “That’s not how we do it here,” or, “You must do it this way. It’s best 
practices after all!” Ugh. Best practices. When it comes to casually dismissing a 
teacher’s ideas, is there a more over-used phrase on the books? I’ve seen some 
creative, “outside the box” teachers shrivel up at schools like this. 

Another aspect of long-established schools, especially those in the Tier-1 category, is 
over-adoption. They develop a mentality that, in order to continue to appear successful, 
they need to constantly adopt the latest greatest trends in education. Now, I’m not 
arguing that schools should stagnate. Educators have a responsibility to constantly 
improve what they do. But an over-adopting school will introduce new initiatives every 
year, sometimes every month, before its teachers had a chance to grok the previous 
initiative. 

Size of school

As firms grow, funny things happen. On the plus side, they may become more 
profitable. This pleases stockholders because they like money, and they’ll be inclined to 
push for further growth. More employees, clients, capital investments, and geographic 
influence, all of which hopefully results in more profits. 

On the downside, growth can make a firm bloated and inefficient. Where before a 
project manager walked a couple yards to the desk of his lead engineer, he now must 
email a PDF that formally requests an appointment to speak by conference call with her 
secretary, because the lead engineer’s office is now in Ireland.

Schools are no different. Every school is a business, though recruiters will usually wait 
to disclose that until you’ve arrived in country. Even if a school brands itself “non-profit,” 
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it is still a firm that requires “butts 
in seats” in order to stay afloat. 
That means that by design, they 
need to grow. 

On a micro scale, growth is good 
for an independent school — that 
is, a school with no attachments to 
corporate shareholders or a 
remote business headquarters. A 
smart head of school will invest 
money back into the school, 
improving facilities and resources 
for teachers and students. 

Conglomo-schools though… that’s 
a different beast altogether. A few 
of the major operations: GEMS, 
QSI, NordAnglia, and EtonHouse. 
As a positive, teachers at these 
schools generally report decent, 
even generous, salaries and 
benefits. Beyond that, it’s hard to 
tell what’s in store until you arrive. 
Some teachers find the school 
operates pretty sensibly, they 
appreciate their bosses and 
coworkers, the students are happy 
and well-resourced. 

More frequently, horror stories. 
Supply shortages, salary issues, 
health and safety problems, even 
abusive behavior. Teachers feel 
like cogs in a broken machine, 
where their every move is 
scrutinized by bullying 
administrators, or else teachers 
are never observed, and 
professionally wither as a result. 
Even in situations where schools 
are headed by knowledgeable, 
well-intentioned principals, the 
corporate overlords frequently 
hinder their ability to lead. 
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A word on NordAnglia

NordAnglia dominates the market for British 
overseas schools, and every year, their empire 
expands further. Though you might not foresee 
yourself working for a British school at this 
moment, accept that it’s a future possibility, and 
within that realm of possibility, NA will probably 
own your school. 

I’ve heard some teachers say NA isn’t so bad. 
They pay teachers on time, they provide 
schools with what’s required, and they’re 
generally well-organized. To this, I cite the 
words of Chris Rock: “Yes… that’s what you’re 
supposed to do.” 

I worked for NA, once. I found they did indeed 
meet minimum requirements for the successful 
operation of a school. Their remote corporate 
headquarters also excessively micromanaged 
the day-to-day site operations, everything from 
enrollment policies to stationery supply lines. 
They took over a massively successful school 
and changed its course completely. 

The worst was yet to come. I was misdiagnosed 
with a pulmonary illness, and the principal was 
told by the Ministry of Health that I’d need to 
leave within two weeks. NA flew in a guy from 
the regional headquarters to sack me, because 
the principal didn’t have the heart to do it 
himself. NA’s hatchet man was extremely 
cordial, and told me that post-recovery, I’d be 
welcomed at any of their stateside schools. 

Eagerly, I contacted their schools in DC, 
Chicago, and elsewhere. Not even one shout 
back. Followed up with my former principal, the 
hatchet man, and the stateside HR person. 
Nothing. I learned then what a promise from a 
congolmo-school like NordAnglia is worth. 

Proceed with caution. 



Within a conglomerate, differences between individual schools can vary wildly. While 
working for one of the aforementioned clusters, I learned that in terms of pay and 
facilities, our site was vastly superior to another company school less than 30 miles 
away. Not to say ours was great. My immediate bosses subscribed to flavor-of-the-week 
philosophies found in the self-help section of Barnes and Noble for 10% off the cover 
price. My school was afforded some degree of autonomy by corporate, but some mighty 
bizarre edicts came down from Grand Poobahs in faraway lands I would never meet in 
person. Still, it was better than working for the school down the road; they could barely 
keep the lights on from one week to the next. 

Tiny schools can be harder to gauge than conglomos. Due to their size, and because 
they’re often new to the game, you’re unlikely to find reviews online. There are some 
pretty awful small-time operations out there, and some pretty decent ones. 

Great part of any small-time operation is, you play a significant role, and all the 
stakeholders (administrators, parents, board members) are usually cooperative, or at 
the very least, approachable. Bad part is, smaller schools, especially new ones, struggle 
with inadequate budgets and cannot provide what many western teachers consider vital 
to modern education — reliable internet, working computers, and easy access to a 
copier. These supply-line problems are sometimes compounded by location. Schools 
located in the developing world run into problems with import duties, corrupt customs 
officials, and limited infrastructure. 

The worst small schools are those that make good money, but the owner maintains 
some bizarre delusion that a school can be a profitable operation, and won’t reinvest 
profits into the school, failing to provided even basic needs, like stationery and 
playground equipment. Expect top-heavy leadership, where teachers (and sometimes 
even parents) have no input. 

What they say What they mean

We are expanding our market, with new 
schools every year. 

Soon, you will be even less significant to 
us than you are now. 

We’re like one big family. We’re like a sick, abusive, estranged 
family. 

Corporate professionalism is expected 
from staff at all times. 

As your boss, I use a totally subjective 
matrix to judge your appearance and 
behavior. 

As a for-profit institution, we operate on a 
business model. 

As a for-profit institution, we operate on a 
business model. 

We prepare children for the 21st century. We are unaware the 21st century started 
about 20 years ago. 
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Fluff Factor

There’s a long-running thread on International Schools Review about the “Halloween 
Factor.” Visit a school’s website. Browse the photo galleries, sit through the promotional 
videos. How much Halloween do you see? Do you see quite a few Spider-Mans and 
Snow Whites scattered around the page, and very, very few pictures of student art, 
bulletin boards, and classroom learning activities? Chances are, the school is more 
concerned with PR than education. It’s a Fluff School. Almost definitely a Tier-3. 

From a (short-term) business perspective, it makes sense. Schools like this want to fill 
seats. Most parents aren’t educators. They want their students to go to a “nice” school, 
and — blame it on This Generation of Parents in Our Modern Age — “nice” usually 
means a school where kids appear to be happy and have fun. Not that schools should 
be joyless gulags. Just that if a school’s PR department (i.e. the principal) cannot think 
of ways to make learning look awesome on their website, then the school leadership 
has much to learn about learning. 

Another component of the Fluff Factor is the number of buzzwords and nonsense 
phrases one finds on the school’s website. I’ve lost count of how many Tier-3 schools 
advertise “teaching not just this generation but the next three generations” (oh, how 
ambitious!), “training students for jobs that don’t exist yet” (what, you have an oracle on 
retainer?), or any mishmash of a mission statement that pulls randomly from this word 
bank: 

Holism, inquiry, and student-centeredness all have their place in education, yes, 
absolutely. That goes without saying. Which is exactly why such language has no place 
on a website. It’s not groundbreaking, it’s not remotely original. You may as well brag 
about the school’s unique approach of using books and human teachers to teach its 
students. When researching a school, I keep the word bank in mind, and like a Bingo 
board, I check words off as they appear on the website. Once I hit more than five, the 
school is dead to me. 

Also beware of schools supposedly “founded upon the philosophies and principles” of 
any curriculum, or combination of curricula. Think back to the aforementioned “WTF 
curriculum,” or the Montessori-Waldorf imitators. I once worked for a school that 
promised a Steiner-inspired, inquiry-based Montessori approach to the International 
Baccalaureate. If you’re familiar with even one of those frameworks, you’ll know it’s not 
possible to have all in one place. Sure enough, I arrived to find a group of teachers — 
and a principal — with no idea of what their school was meant to deliver. Schools like 
this are the Peruvian-owned Chinese restaurant that serves an Italian-Senegalese 
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True stories of housing

I once worked for an environmental school that housed teachers in bamboo 
bungalows. The walls, the floor, the furniture, everything was made of bamboo. Also, 
the housing was open air design, like many of the traditional homes in the area. That 
seemed pretty cool at first. Tropical breeze passing through the bungalow. Geckos in 
the ceiling. Pooping in a bamboo toilet onto a pile of eco-friendly bamboo shavings. 
What’s not to love? 

Until that time that a fruit bat tangled with my bamboo ceiling fan. Or the time a feral 
dog gave birth to puppies on my friend’s bamboo bed. Or the time a teacher fell 
through her bamboo shower because as it turns out, bamboo rots over time. The 
school realized they faced serious liability issues, so they no longer house the 
teachers in those bamboo bungalows of death. Instead, they use the bungalows for 
student boarding. 

Often, couples and families enjoy superior housing to that of single teachers. At one 
such school, all of us singles, mostly male, were piled into a single high rise that 
came to be known as The Dorm. To the school’s credit, they did masterful job of first 
impressions. Each furnished flat came with new bath and bedroom linens, kitchen 
utensils, and a fridge full of sundries, including a six-pack of local brew and a nice 
bottle of Cabernet. However, the electricity would come and go, as would the much-
needed air conditioning. The tiny elevator frequently jammed. A sizable population of 
men, we made the most of the situation with beer and fireworks. 

My first visit to a couple’s apartment was mind-blowing. Gorgeous colonial 
architecture, hardwood floors, a flat screen TV (back when that was a new thing), 
and a Gordon Ramsey kitchen. I felt robbed. 

Then there was the time I lived in a building for retired people. That was strange. 
This old lady on the third floor, I’d always help with her groceries. The whole time, 
she’d swear at me in Swedish, but eventually she came to expect my help. 

It’s not been all bad though. I’ve been treated to residences that make my six-figure 
salary friends back home weep. A swank studio with underwear-dropping views of 
the city skyline. A penthouse apartment with a sunset in the west, sunrise in the east, 
and full wet bar in the living room. A modest mansion, three stories high, a rooftop 
view of the surrounding mountain range. 

My current school does not provide housing, but pays up to 50% of the rent, not to 
exceed a certain amount. I’d rather they pay the entirety of my rent, but I still get by 
comfortably. My housing has steadily improved with every job, mainly because I’ve 
learned to fight for better options. 



fusion menu. It’s going to be a mess. 

Carefully evaluate what a schools says about its technology. Technology is probably the 
least frugal way for a Tier-3 school to fluff itself, but it happens all the time. 

• Yes, we have 1-to-1 technology, but they’re Chromebooks, and our wifi breaks down 
all the time. 

• Yes, we have interactive whiteboards, but we never trained teachers on how to use 
them, so they’re really just expensive projectors. 

• We have a 3D printer, a robotics lab, even a “maker space.” I don’t know what any of 
that means. 

Fluff Factor is meant to attract not only prospective tuition-paying families, but also 
teachers — especially young, inexperienced teachers. The school has a fun website 
with cute kids, they use language from pedagogical textbooks, they’re doing… 
something… with their curriculum, and they have interactive whiteboards. What’s not to 
love?

Careful, it may be a honey trap. Think back to what the interviewer said. Did he really 
seem to be in touch with what happens at the school? Does he really seem to 
understand young people? Has he shown you pictures of the classrooms, library, 
lunchroom, and labs? Would you be happy to use them? Could he explain or give 
examples of what “learning without walls” and “flipped learning” look like? Did he 
repeatedly apologize as he struggled to locate and open files on his laptop? 

If you do sign with a school like this, be aware of what you’re getting into. If you’re really 
into professional development, skip it. The only development you’re likely to receive is 
what you seek out on your own, or possibly from like-minded peers who fell into the 
same trap as you. If you want an easy ride for a couple of years (you know who you 
are) then this could be just the right fit, so long as you’re proficient in the propagation of 
pithy mission statements and other bullshit. 

Whitewashing 

How about those white kids? 
 
Let’s take another look at the school website. Try to find pictures of an entire class, like 
on a field trip or in an assembly. Do the photos suggest the school enrolls mostly local 
students? That’s fine, especially if the recruiter has disclosed such details in the 
interview (hopefully also addressing the likely EAL needs of many students). 

Now analyze the close-up photos. Students working in the science lab. Students raising 
hands in class. Especially consider who’s pictured on student council. If it’s a British 
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school, who are the head boy and head girl? Do you see a pattern? Do you see the 
school’s handful of Caucasian kids pop up again and again and again? 

Outside of Europe, many “international” schools whitewash their public image. Some 
heads want the school to look diverse. They may already enroll a medley of students 
from China, Korea, Singapore, Malaysia, and so on, but few white kids. They figure the 
best way to attract more white kids is to look like the kind of school that already has 
plenty of white kids. 

More cynically, some school leaders — and parents — think of white kids as “smarter-
looking.” Not just white administrators and parents, but stakeholders of all colors. By 
enrolling white kids, and employing white teachers, the school is theoretically “better” 
than schools with less white kids and less white teachers. For some parents of color, 
their child’s “white” school is a major bragging point at afternoon teas and cocktail 
parties. 

While working in China, my decidedly whitewashed school hired a new elementary 
teacher. She was Jamaican, born and raised. The principal must have interviewed her 
without video, because he sure did seem surprised when a person of color started 
working at his school. Ultimately though, it was the parents who petitioned for her 
dismissal. Never mind that she was well-qualified and maintained excellent relationships 
with her pupils. Fact of the matter, she was black, and that simply would not do. 

If this seems racist, that’s because it is racist. It is one of the many unfortunate realities 
one discovers about the world when working overseas. The abject racism of some 
countries is so palpable, you’ll wonder why people make such a fuss about it in the US. 

Decide on your threshold. If you are white, are you okay with being a “token” white 
teacher? Can you work for a school that deliberately perpetuates stereotypes about 
whiteness? I’m not saying there’s a right answer, especially when lots and lots of money 
is thrown your way. The question is, will you be able to live with yourself? 

If you are a person of color, are you ready to accept that you’ll be treated differently 
from your peers? I’m not referring to standard-issue discrimination you might already 
face in America. I’m talking abject racism. 1950’s style racism. Call-you-that-name-to-
your-face racism. Be ready. 

Silly names

Say you’re looking at a school in Venezuela or India or Qatar. Names like “Escuela de 
Hugo Chavez” or “Super Happy Lollipop Institute,” or “Al Jazeera Modern King’s English 
Academy” suggest it may not be the most cosmopolitan international school. You can 
also bet there’s plenty of fluff and whitewash on the website. 

That’s not the worst of it though. Chances are, it is operated by a local owner or the 
government. That in itself does not necessarily make for a poor school, but it does make 
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a school’s leadership less accountable to its students and teachers. They may not 
bother with a grievance policy. You may sign a contract that’s worthless from the day 
you land in country. Any number of things can go wrong, all starting from a ridiculous 
sounding name that should’ve deterred you from ever signing in the first place. 

Honestly, do you want a name like “Super Happy Lollipop Institute” on your CV? 

Let’s Talk About My Package

A few offers have come your way. You reviewed your research and interview notes, 
considered pros and cons, and shortlisted your options. Now is the time to talk about 
the contract details. 

Most contracts secured through a major agency will pay a comfortable to more-than-
comfortable salary package that includes annual flights, housing, and comprehensive 
health care — though to a lesser extent with European and Latin American schools. The 
school might also cover relocation expenses or offer a “settling in” allowance. Make 
sure you’re provided all the details of these benefits in writing. In the haze of recruitment 
season, people sometimes “forget” or “misspeak” details. 

Find out how the school handles unexpected situations. Is there grievance leave? 
Extended medical for situations that remove you from work for weeks or more? 
Emergency evacuation? Force majeure? Not all schools do. If not, are you okay with 
that? 

If you aren’t offered what you feel is a fair package, contracts are negotiable, especially 
when interviewing outside of a fair, especially with Tier-2 and -3 schools. Most 
importantly, know you have the right to walk away at any point before signing, but once 
you sign, options are limited. 

Salary

Never give the first offer. Seriously, don’t. 

Explain that you’re looking for a salary that matches your experience and credentials. 
They may ask about your current salary. Your response? 

“This new position would be dramatically different from my current job. What has your 
school determined to be a fair market salary for a teacher with my experience and 
credentials?” 

As a teacher, you’ve probably never had to negotiate a salary, especially if you worked 
in American Public (apologies to any hardcore union reps out there). There are some 
terrific books on negotiation, if you really want to play hardball, but hopefully your 
situation won’t require it. 
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When they eventually make their offer, repeat the number back, slowly. Take a pensive 
breath. Wait. 

Most times, you’ll get a hasty explanation about the generous but immutable salary 
schedule. That’s fine, so long as the salary schedule is transparent. In other words, the 
document should be accessible upon request to any current or prospective teachers. 
Go ahead, ask for it. Make sure the interviewer has taken into account all your 
experience (student teaching and substitute work may or may not be included) and 
credentials. 

A decent American school will publish a salary scale that closely resembles those used 
in most US states — part of the salary is based on diploma level (e.g. Bachelors, 
Masters), the other part is 

I personally distrust any school that hides away its salary schedule, if indeed one exists 
at all. I don’t like that I might be paid less than someone with less experience or 
credentials than me, just because they… what? Stick around longer than anyone else? 
Charm the school director? Threaten to leave every six months or so, effectively 
blackmailing their way to a better salary? It happens. Maybe that’s just what you’re 
looking for. Hey, no judgement. Pursue your strengths. 

If you learn there’s no published salary schedule, and you’re alright with that, then you 
have room to negotiate. Repeat their proposed salary, more slowly this time. A deep 
breath, then say, “I was hoping for a salary that more closely matched my experience 
and credentials.” 

If they won’t budge on the salary, try to maximize other benefits, like the travel, housing, 
settling-in, or professional development allowance. 

I prefer to work at a school where I know everyone earns a fair salary. However, should 
you negotiate something that sounds amazing, go for it, but go with caution. A 
workplace with variable, opaque salaries leaves everyone wondering about everyone 
else. It’s an indication the school has other things to hide as well. It can make for a toxic 
environment. 

One dirty little trick to be aware of: the school may offer you the “local hire” package. 
This means you get paid less, and your contract may not include housing, flights, and 
other benefits. Of course, they won’t tell you this. What they may tell you is something 
like, “We want you to see the school, so we’ll fly you down for the weekend, we take 
care of your contract there.” It sounds pretty sweet, especially to a newbie. Free flight? 
Weekend in an exotic country? A chance to preview the new workplace? 

In actuality, by spending a thousand bucks to fly you over, they’re saving thousands 
more by dodging a foreign hire contract. Now, if you know full well what’s being offered, 
and the hire comes from a smallish school, some of the more glamorous perks may 
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simply not be on offer for anyone. Do your homework. Contact people at the school to 
learn more. 

Flights

Historically, Tier-1 and Tier-2 schools in Asia, North America, and Africa offered annual 
flights, meaning they will fly you into the host country, provide roundtrip flights home 
every summer, and pay for one more flight out at the end of contract. This is changing 
though, as budget managers try to get more from their teachers for less. Schools in 
Europe and South America tightened their belts long ago. I see more and more 
contracts that offer flights only at the start and finish of a two- or three-year contract, but 
it is still entirely possible to find a school with annual summer flights. Whatever the case, 
make sure the contract details in writing the flights you’re provided. 

Ask exactly what the allowance for each flight covers. Generally, a “flight home” 
agreement will be what it sounds like: home. Maybe it’s where you own a house. Maybe 
it’s where your parents live. Maybe it’s your buddy’s couch. Like the old saying goes, 
“home” is where you make it… but not always. 

Sometimes, a “flight home” is your point of origin. For example, if you were working in 
Chicago but consider Des Moines to be “home” because that’s where your family lives, 
your flight might not be covered in full. The school may only fly you as far as Chicago, 
so you then need to figure the rest out yourself. 

Sometimes, a “flight home” is anywhere in the US. That’s ideal if you plan to visit your 
American friends and family every summer. However, what if you want to go to Mexico 
City instead? 

In situations like that, the school may offer a flat allowance based on the average cost of 
flights to a handful of major American airports. If that allowance exceeds the cost of a 
flight to Mexico City, great. You fly for free. If not, you pay the overage. 

The best case scenario is this: the school determines a set allowance at the time of 
signing, and if the actual cost of your flights happens to fall below that set amount, you 
pocket what’s left over.

I go into great detail here because you should assume nothing when discussing the 
flight allowance. I once made the mistake of taking an employer at his word. It was a 
British school and I was the only American teacher. The contract stated that my flights 
“home” were covered for any destination in the UK. Noting this, I asked how that would 
work, me being American and all. The principal promised me — verbally — that flights to 
any US city would be covered. He reneged on his promise a year later. Shame on me 
for not getting it all in writing. 

What does all this flying business look like in practice? In a perfect world, the HR 
department handles all your contracted flights from start to finish. No need to book 
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“You won’t have a work visa exactly, but you’ll be legal enough.” 

Overseas schools, whether by necessity or by choice, sometimes have to find 
creative ways to shield their teachers from deportation while ensuring they get paid 
for the technically illegal work they do. 

Study visa

A certain employer of mine was unable to obtain work visas because the government 
refused to recognize the school as a legitimate institution. Something to do with 
disagreements over the balance of foreign and national curriculum. However, they 
somehow managed to provide all teachers with study visas. It made for some 
ridiculous conversations at the arrivals desk. 

“I see you have a study visa, sir. Where do you study?” 

“At the [employer] School.” 

“Ah yes. The [employer] School. What is it you study?” 

“Education.”

“Yes, of course. Welcome back.” 

They knew we were full of shit. We knew they had to ask those questions as part of 
the job. There was a mutual understanding. 

Infinite tourist visa

This one is even shadier, but it’s incredibly commonplace. Most countries provide a 
tourist visa upon arrival, good for 30 to 90 days. Schools send their teachers on “visa 
runs” just before the expiration date. This means a quick flight out of country, hotel 
and meals for a night or two, and paid time off work, spent in a cool new city. It’s a 
miniature adventure packaged within an adventure, all expenses paid. Just know that 
over the course of this short vacation, you may be expected to tell a little white lie at 
immigration.

“What brings me to your country? Holiday. Yep. Just a holiday.” 

“Am I working anywhere? Oh goodness no. Certainly not here.” 

Then they renew your tourist visa and you start back to work the following Monday. 

You lying liar. 



anything or compare prices. An e-ticket hits your inbox, you board the plane. 

Under less ideal circumstances, especially when it comes to the initial flight into your 
host country, the school may offer to compensate you for the flight. You buy the tickets, 
the school pays you back upon arrival. For new international teachers, this is the first of 
what will be many, many exercises in trust. If you feel uncomfortable about that 
arrangement (you should), or simply don’t have a thousand dollars lying around (you 
won’t), negotiate. A school may be willing to compromise, where you shop for the flight, 
provide them the details, and they make the purchase. 

If a school is unwilling to go that route, be sure to have a clear understanding of how 
you will be compensated. Will it be cash on arrival? That’s fine — you’ll need walking 
around money your first few weeks on the ground. If they plan to write a check, that 
could be problematic. Depending on the country, it can take several days or even weeks 
to set up a bank account. A school might also promise to tack the flight compensation 
onto your first paycheck. Think carefully about that. Can you get by for a month or more, 
minus that lump sum of money? Can you trust the school will pay you on time, and 
completely? When it comes to IOU’s in foreign countries, it pays to be paranoid. 

To end this on a positive note, some schools maintain partnerships with certain airlines. 
Their teachers enjoy perks like free upgrades or upper-tier mileage cards. This is a 
great way to jumpstart your career as an obsessive miles collector. As a preferred flyer, I 
am routinely upgraded to business class on member airlines, and haven’t paid for a 
hotel in years. Ask your interviewer about it. 

Housing

Some overseas teachers would argue the best deal for housing is one where the school 
has a set of furnished apartments or compounds or bungalows or whatever on hold for 
its staff. Others teachers prefer the freedom to find their own accommodation, paid for 
by an allowance from the school. Personally, I prefer a school with the flexibility to offer 
both. 

If you’re put up in school housing, it can be a little like the first semester of college. You 
live close to school, sometimes even on campus, and your coworkers are often your 
neighbors. That’s fine if you all work and play nicely together, but you won’t know for 
sure until you’ve been there a few months. Fortunately, you don’t need to worry about 
where to live, or how to furnish the place, and can focus instead on the looming 
workload. Just as with that first semester of college though, you should shop options. 

Some schools have a policy where if you don’t like what you see, they will show you 
something else. They may not include that policy in writing, so be sure to ask. Mind, the 
personnel department tries to fill the least desirable accommodations early on; hopefully 
you don’t have to settle for the first thing they show you. 
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If all the school housing disappoints you, then hopefully the school offers a housing 
allowance that partly or fully covers the rent on a place you find on your own. Know that 
finding local accommodation, especially during your first month in a foreign country, 
ranges from challenging to downright impossible. Also consider the logistics of 
furnishing, negotiating the rental agreement, and so on. 

Be especially wary of schools that use language like, “..will assist teachers in finding 
local accommodation,” or “the generous salary more than covers the cost of rent.” 
There’s an inherent fallacy here that assumes the school will know what every teacher 
wants in a home. There’s also the assumption that one teacher’s rent threshold is 
roughly equal to another teacher’s rent threshold (as a general rule, you should never 
spend more than 25% of your income on housing). 

Moreover, until you live in that country, you have no idea what your salary is actually 
worth in the local economy. Rents can vary wildly from one neighborhood to the next, 
and how is a newcomer supposed to know which parts of the city are “nice” versus 
“bleak” versus “murderous?” 

If the employer refuses to cover housing, then at the very least the school needs to 
provide temporary accommodation until such time as permanent residence is secured. 
If not, then walk away. How can you expect to be an effective educator if you don’t have 
the security of a decent place to live upon arrival?

Medical care

A Tier-1 school with its act together will provide Congressman-level platinum health 
insurance. The kind of insurance where you can get sick or injured or schedule a 
checkup with any doctor at any clinic anywhere on Earth, and never worry about 
coverage or co-pays or deductibles or referrals or any of the other nonsense we call a 
healthcare “system” in America. Thankfully, I’ve enjoyed this level of coverage most 
everywhere I’ve worked overseas. That’s good, because if you choose to live in the 
developing world, you are likely to need medical care more frequently than you do now.

Recruiters should be able to outline the crucial points of the plan, but even if your school 
offers comprehensive medical, do as you would with any other insurance: Read the fine 
print. Does it cover emergency evacuation? For example, if you’re mauled by a Komodo 
dragon, will you be helicoptered to a facility in Singapore that can perform the life-saving 
surgery no clinic in Indonesia can? How about dental? 

Be prepared to walk away from any contract with language that suggests you can visit 
only “certain” clinics, or coverage does not extend beyond national borders. I once knew 
a school that refused to cover teachers if they traveled beyond the city limits. 

As all Americans are acutely aware, a routine checkup back home, coupled with lab 
work and prescription drugs, can cost hundreds of dollars, which is why it is so 
important that your plan covers stateside doctor visits. Though many non-American 
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schools are happy to hire American teachers, their plan does not always cover those 
summer checkups, only emergency care. That’s all thanks to America’s sky-high 
healthcare costs. This may not be a big deal if you work in a country with high-quality 
care, but if you plan to work in the developing world, you’ll want to see your trusted 
home-country doctor every summer — for peace of mind, if nothing else.

Don’t trust any contract that promises to discuss the specifics of medical coverage 
“upon arrival,” or that they’re “in-between” providers. Hell, don’t trust a contract that 
claims any terms will be discussed at any time beyond the signing. Eliminate the words 
“good faith” and “discretionary” from your list of acceptable contract vocabulary when 
deciding on schools.

Even a Tier-2 school should offer better health benefits than what you have now in the 
US. If the medical plan offers anything less, it’s probably not worth your time. The only 
exception would be schools in Europe and certain Latin American countries, which don’t 
usually offer a medical plan, because it would be redundant in the world of socialized 
healthcare. Only when you summer in the States or winter in Thailand do you need to 
obtain temporary travelers insurance, typically on your own dime. 

Relocation / Settling-in

Not every school will offer this, but it’s nice when they do. Even better if they promise 
relocation and settling-in. 

A relocation allowance normally covers the cost of shipping, but “shipping” has 
different meanings for different schools. For example, the school might cover freight, 
either by sea or air. Sea freight is normally measured in volume, a minimum of three 
cubic meters. That’s about one minivan load, with practically no weight limits. Air freight 
on the other hand is priced by weight, which can make it cost prohibitive for heavy 
loads, but if you travel light, your belongings will arrive much faster than if by sea. 

Be sure to ask if the school handles the costs directly, and if so, do they also organize 
the relocation? If it’s an IOU kind of deal, paid at some point upon your arrival in country, 
the school’s contract should spell out your limits of weight, dimensions, or cost. Still 
other schools let the teachers organize what they’ll bring over, and how. They will then 
compensate teachers with a predetermined sum of cash upon arrival. The school’s 
bursar may ask for an invoice upon your arrival, so they reimburse you for the exact 
amount. They may be more generous, and pay the same amount to every teacher, 
regardless of what’s actually spent. Know the terms when you sign the contract. Then, 
after signing, you can plan whether to ship by air (expensive but fast), sea (cheaper, but 
slow), or check everything onto your departing flight (cheapest option, but serious 
weight limitations). 

In a later chapter, I outline some tips for moving your life’s possessions to another 
country. 
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The settling-in allowance is a stack of local currency meant to cover your basic 
expenses, first week in country. Usually it’s enough to fill a fridge, stock up cleaning 
supplies, get the utilities turned on, and pay for a couple of restaurant meals. It will not 
cover stuff like furniture, so be sure you have a clear idea of the accommodation 
package before signing (schools often, but not always, provide furnished housing). The 
allowance can be a real godsend, given that most teachers are flat broke when they 
arrive in country. Further, it may be a matter of days before you figure out things like 
ATM’s, currency exchange, and bank transfers. 

In addition to cash benefits, settling-in assistance may include perks like local language 
lessons, culture classes, staff excursions to local attractions, membership to the local 
gym or even — not kidding — country club. These won’t always be itemized on your 
contract, but nice to learn they’re available upon arrival. 

Paper tigers

During the interview, the recruiter from any decent school will explain how they assist 
new teachers with bank accounts, work visas, and other documents required by the 
host country. If this information is not provided, then be sure to ask. Here are some 
things to consider in that conversation. 

Banks

Assistance with bank accounts should be a no-brainer. Even if the school pays in cash 
every month (red flag), you will need a bank account. It’s safer than your mattress, and 
usually an easy way to send money home. Most every country’s banks offer a debit card 
for local purchases and easy cash withdrawals in and out of country. 

Added bonus, banks in some countries regard foreign teachers as significant earners 
(let that sink in for a moment) and offer surprising enrollment incentives. For example, 
one bank gave me a Diner’s Club card with no annual fee, good for six years, that gets 
me into airport lounges around the world, free of charge. 

Assuming your school employs a well-organized personnel department, you’ll be able to 
choose from a list of banks, based on an outline of their programs and incentives. 
Without support from personnel though, a foreigner will find it difficult, if not impossible, 
to set up a bank account. The application forms are not always written in English, and 
the questions may be beyond your capacity to answer. This is especially true if you work 
in a country with somewhat dodgy banking laws. 

A few things you need to ask about in the interview. If you plan to send money home 
every month for bills, debts, or savings, how does a wire transfer normally work with the 
host country banks? Is it a simple matter of filling out a piece of paper, or better, is it 
easily done online? Or is it something you need the HR department to organize every 
30 days? Or worst case scenario, is it like China, where it was often easier to trade 
yuan for dollars in a shady tea shop, then wire the cash via Western Union? 
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Also find out about the value of the host country’s money outside of the host country. 
For example, I was surprised to learn that Nepali currency was impossible to exchange, 
in or out of country. Further, my Nepali debit card could not be used outside of Nepal. 

Work visas

Even more difficult to accomplish without employer support is the procurement of a work 
visa. Without a work visa, you aren’t (technically) allowed to earn money, much less 
open a bank account, and your stay will be limited to whatever date the immigration 
officer stamps on your tourist visa. 

Maybe you have some experience with visas already. Done a bit of travel? Canada? 
The Caribbean? Something a bit edgier like Mexico or Belize? Flown across the pond 
for a summer in Europe? Chances are, as an English-speaking US citizen, you easily 
strolled through arrivals with a 30- to 90-day tourist visa stamp drying amongst your 
otherwise blank, barren passport pages. Visas seem like a breeze, right?

Work visas are different. Every Thanksgiving your tipsy uncle launches into a tirade 
about “those people” who come to America and take advantage of our “loose” 
immigration “laws” to “steal” “our” “jobs,” but this is not true in the US and it is not true 
elsewhere. Every country’s laws require workers to either be citizens, or obtain the 
government’s permission to earn money there. The question is, to what extent do 
employers follow the law? As a foreigner, the answer to that question will affect your 
legal well-being far more than it will affect your boss. 

Your interviewer might respond awkwardly when you ask about the work visa situation, 
which is understandable. The rules for work visas are complicated and different in every 
country, and rarely transparent. Look at the United States, for example. I was once 
married to a New Zealander, and we were only able to secure her green card with the 
support of an immigration attorney over the course of more than six months, during 
which time my wife was barred from working. Compare that to New Zealand, where I 
obtained a work visa within two months, mainly by filling out a couple forms on my 
laptop. No attorney necessary. 

For the purposes of overseas teaching, your employer will be your sponsor. Therefore, 
your employer holds a monopoly on the who’s, what’s, and when’s of visa procurement, 
and a newly hired teacher will be privy to such details only as deemed necessary by the 
HR department. Know that as your right-to-work sponsor, a school can revoke 
sponsorship at any time, putting your right-to-reside at their discretion.

Assuming the school in question enjoys amicable relations with a fairly uncorrupt 
government, and the HR department has years of experience bringing in foreign-hire 
teachers, immigration will be a snap. At some point preceding your arrival, you will 
probably be asked to scan and send a copy of your passport, police clearance (usually 
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obtained from your local sheriff’s office), and documentation that supports your 
professional credentials. Some governments require outright bizarre documents, like 

high school transcripts, notarized by local, state, and federal authorities. It’s a pain, but 
you’ll get through it. 

If the school really has its act together, you are legal to work within a week of arrival, 
and you’ll have a bank at which to deposit that first pay check. 

Few schools are so well-organized. Few governments make things so easy. 

Most schools need to hire fixers, local people who cut through bureaucratic red tape. 
They know the shortcuts, they know who to befriend and who to bribe. Visas and bank 
accounts are only one small part of what these guys fix. 

Some schools cannot afford fixers, or think they can manage without. These schools will 
not have your visa sorted anytime soon. Bank account? Good luck. 

Some schools will tell you, usually after you arrive, that the visa details are “in process” 
and should be finalized within a week or three. A month will pass. The school will repeat 
the story as many times as it can get away with before finally blaming the government. 
And very likely, the government is to blame, at least in part. 

Some schools take the fiction further, and claim that “no one works here on a visa for 
the first year,” or “if anyone asks, you’re here as a ‘volunteer,’ and we’ll send you on visa 
runs every few months.” These will also typically be the kind of schools to ask questions 
like, “Is cash okay this month?” 

That wasn’t okay when you worked for that shady, tax evading bar owner in college, and 
it’s not okay now. 

No matter where you reside, no matter who you work for, no matter what you hear, it is 
technically illegal to work overseas without a work visa. It’s unlikely you’ll go to jail or 
even face a fine, but yours is an easy case for deportation. It’s happened at 
international schools all over the world (usually ones without fixers on payroll) and in the 
space of 48 hours, teachers suddenly find their exciting overseas lifestyle has bottomed 
out. In addition to that, many countries have rules that bar a foreigner from reentry, 
which really sucks if you ever hoped to return for say, a beach holiday. 

Not even top-tier schools are immune. Take Jakarta International School as a recent 
example. Though considered by many to be a Tier-1 school, the Indonesian government 
deported twenty JIS teachers in 2014 for improper documentation and the school, 
despite its reputation and depth of influence, was unable to do anything about it. 

Even if she shifts uncomfortably in her chair and tries to dodge the question, insist that 
the interviewer provides a clear explanation of a foreign hire’s legal right to work in the 
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The Waiter Test

If your any of your early interactions with a prospective employer take place in a 
restaurant, take careful note of how the person interacts with wait staff. The way 
someone treats a person that serves them no real benefit (save for bringing food) is a 
sure indicator of how they treat employees. 

• Do they smile and make eye contact with the wait staff? Engage them in light 
banter?Can they joke without being awkward or unprofessional? Do they treat the 
wait staff like professionals worthy of regard and respect? 

• Or are they aloof and dismissive, as if the wait staff were a non-person? Do they 
push the menu over to the wait staff, or hand it to them? Do they snap for attention, 
or worse yet, grab at the server’s arm or clothing? 

• Do they communicate their needs clearly? For example, if you have only 30 
minutes for the interview, does the interviewer ask for fast-lunch recommendations, 
or waffle on about the importance of his time?

• Further, how does your companion respond to problems with the meal? How well 
do they deal with that disappointment? Are they patient and understanding? Do 
they passive-aggressively fume about the staff, or politely address it with the 
concerned parties? What constitutes a “problem,” exactly? Is the chicken pink in 
the center, or did the waiter neglect to include the requested extra wedge of lemon? 

• Possibly the most important factor, at least in the US: how do they tip? (Note that 
tipping culture is nonexistent in many countries outside of America.)

You may find it hard to believe that a recruiter would treat people rudely in front of an 
interviewee. However, some people believe that such “power” moves show 
sophistication, intelligence, or alpha personality traits, when in fact they look like a 
horse’s ass. 

The Waiter Test is not limited to waiters. Adapt this checklist to other situations that 
arise. How do they treat the hotel desk clerks? Receptionists? Drivers? 

Possibly, you’ll have the opportunity to witness how the interviewer treats her actual 
employees. If you’re interviewed by both the head of school and say, one of her 
principals, be mindful of their body language and interactions. Does the subordinate 
employee seem comfortable, or eager to wrap things up so they don’t need to be in 
the same room together? Does the head frequently interrupt, correct, or belittle the 
principal? Does their relationship convey mutual respect, or fear? 

The Waiter Test can tell you more in five minutes than any hours-long interview. 



host country. Ask for a timeline: exactly when will the work visa be pasted into your 
passport, and what steps are taken to get there? To what degree do they assist 
teachers with the process? Do they pay all the administrative fees? Do they 
compensate teachers for all the postage, notarization, and other fees incurred during 
the process? In fact, does the school ensure work visas for its teachers at all?

It may very well be the case the school, even an upper-tier school, does not provide 
work visas. They will have reasons for this. Sometimes it has to do with the school’s 
legal status, or maybe the government is in a state of flux. Sometimes they decide it’s 
too expensive or complicated (though the interviewer won’t likely divulge that 
information). Whatever the rationale may be, here’s what you need to know: 

• Will you have access to certain necessities, like a bank account? 
• Will you have access to medical care? 
• Will you have “multi-entry” status on your passport, meaning you can travel out of 

country and return without problems at customs? 
• What questions will you need to answer upon arrival in country, and how should you 

respond? 
• How would the school respond if one of its teachers were investigated or deported? 
• What measures do they take to prevent such occurrences? 

Decide if you’re willing to play by these shady rules, and if it’s worth the personal risk. 

Unexpected life-and-death drama

I never thought much about bereavement leave until I aged and people close to me 
started to die. I’ve seen lots of contracts that describe grievance leave in vague terms, 
like “negotiable” or “case-by-case.” I prefer to see language that spells out the exact 
number of days I’m allowed to return home, bury my family member, and grieve. Cynical 
as it sounds now, are those days paid or unpaid? What happens if I go beyond the 
permitted number of days? Is it limited to immediate family or are grandparents, aunts, 
and uncles also on the list? What if the deceased is my Great Aunt Beatrix, who raised 
me as her own son? Is my teaching spouse permitted to join, even if the deceased is 
only her mother-in-law? 

Sounds crazy, right? But you’ve likely never had to consider these questions before. If 
your cousin Clementine staggers in front of a speeding train in Chicago, and you’re 
working in Memphis, you’ll take a couple days off, fly into O’Hare, and pay your 
respects. Even if the days are unpaid, it’s no big deal. It’s family. That’s what you do. 
And your principal would probably be cool with the whole thing. It’s only a few days, 
after all. 

Overseas though, that’s different. The transoceanic flight alone will eat up at least one 
day. If you make it to the wake on time, you’ve got that, then the next day’s interment, 
then at least another day’s worth of awkward family affairs that involve copious wine-
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drinking, canapé-eating, and general agreement that “Clementine looked so natural, so 
peaceful,” despite the fact she lost a dance contest with a locomotive. 

A week has gone by before you return to work, grief-stricken and jet-lagged, your mind 
awash with existential questions about the meaninglessness of life. 

All this assumes, of course, your school allows you the time off. 

To the point: it pays to know exactly how the school attends to the unexpected, 
unavoidable crap that affects their teachers. 

More to the point, if they don’t have a plan for grievous situations like a death in the 
family, how will they handle a catastrophic event? I’m talking more macro than micro 
now. Not just planning one person’s funeral, but a few mortuaries’ worth of funerals. 
Apocalyptic stuff. I’m talking about earthquakes, tsunamis, civil wars, things of that 
nature. We see these events unfold on the news every single day, but it’s always 
“somewhere else.” When “somewhere else” becomes “here,” school administrators 
rarely have a plan in place. 

The Arab Spring is a good example. As dictators tumbled from their positions, the power 
vacuum resulted in general unrest. Foreign teachers, realizing their own school leaders 
had not a damn clue what to do next, fled. School administrators in turn, with no 
teachers left to teach, also abandoned their posts. 

Some recruitment agencies charitably offered free memberships to affected educators 
so they could get back to work as soon as possible, but even still, the scarcity of 
teaching jobs at that point in the school year meant many teachers and administrators 
spent at least half their year unemployed. 

Slowly, steadily, schools across the Middle East and North Africa reopened, although 
sometimes with a near 100% staff turnover. Others, like the well-regarded Damascus 
Community School, never did. 

The least-impacted teachers were those who worked at schools with a force majeure 
clause in the contract. Force majeure (Latin for “superior force”) is the contingency plan 
for events like civil unrest and natural catastrophes. In countries with a recent history of 
such problems (think: Arab Spring), or countries that would face grave health and safety 
problems in the aftermath of a disaster (think: developing world), a school should 
include a force majeure clause in the contract. 

A force majeure clause usually provides affected teachers with flights home and around 
three months of paid leave. Some schools keep teachers anchored to the contract until 
the situation blows over. Some give teachers the option to cut their losses and seek a 
new job elsewhere. 
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The language in the clause usually reads something like “unreasonably dangerous 
circumstances for foreigners” or “events that result in the school’s closure.” What makes 
a situation unreasonably dangerous? At what point should a school be expected to 
close? That is usually decided by the school leadership. Catastrophes are chaotic by 
nature, so don’t expect any set rules. 

My first international job was in Lebanon. Even before my arrival, the country was 
plagued with political turmoil. Israel had launched airstrikes across the country and the 
capital. Hezbollah occupied fortified camps within downtown Beirut. My employer 
assured me it was all a minor hiccup, and should be cleared up by the time I arrived that 
fall. 

Within that first month, news reported occasional protests, then skirmishes, then 
gunfire. Before long, the car bombs began. Our wardens at the US Embassy regularly 
emailed us sternly worded safety warnings. Surely, this warranted force majeure. The 
head of school stood fast. Just a bump in the road, he insisted. 

Months passed. Tensions increased. A “Beiruti snow day,” I learned, is when city 
schools close due to a terror attack. We experienced several such snow days. Where 
most schools have a monthly fire drill, we had regular bomb shelter drills. Even still, the 
head of school declared the school year would continue as normal. 

Late December, force majeure finally went into effect. The embassy had released a 
message stating they’d received some intelligence regarding the security situation, and 
that all US citizens needed to leave immediately, thus taking the decision out of the 
school’s hands. 
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Horror stories of death abroad

One colleague of mine was working overseas, planning for a relaxing holiday in a 
neighbouring country. He’d just sent his passport away to obtain an early entry visa 
when he got the news. His brother, very suddenly, had passed away. He immediately 
cancelled his holiday plans of course, but could not travel until his passport was 
returned. He struggled with his local embassy to grant him permission to fly home, 
while also struggling with the grief and confusion of losing his brother. He made it 
home in time for the funeral, barely. 

Another teacher lost her grandmother, just days before she was to fly home to visit 
her for the December holidays. As we all know, that last week before the winter 
break is a joke. Teachers and students alike struggle to focus on anything beyond 
the upcoming festivities. Lesson plans suggest a week’s worth of art activities and 
DVD-watching. Despite the throw-away nature of this final week, her school was 
utterly unwilling to allow her travel home a few days early for the funeral. Her nana 
was not “immediate” family. The teacher went anyway, and consequently lost her job. 



 
Because I’d grown accustomed to military vehicles in the streets and the occasional 
crack of gunfire, I didn’t think the situation had gotten much worse. Tanks rolling through 
downtown? Barbed wire checkpoints? Just another day in Beirut. Feeling somewhat 
laxidaisical about it all, I boarded what would be my last flight with Middle East Air. 

One long, uneventful flight later, I landed home. My parents met me at the airport grief-
stricken. I didn’t understand what the big deal was. 

“Wait until we get home,” they said. “Check out CNN.” 

I settled onto my parents’ familiar old couch and tuned in to the news. There was my old 
neighborhood, in flames. Militants rampaged through he streets with RPGs and assault 
rifles. I immediately contacted some of my friends who’d stayed, and was relieved to 
learn they were safe, but scared. Turns out my uneventful 20 hour flight was one of the 
last planes to leave Rafik Hariri International Airport before Hezbollah took it over.

The school made good on its promises. I was paid for the flight home and three months’ 
salary. However, I found it tremendously hard to find a new teaching job. Principals in 
the US just didn’t understand the situation, and though principals of overseas schools 
said they understand, they wanted to know why something as trivial as a coup d’etat 
kept me from returning to finish the contract. 

This of course, is a worst case scenario. Even with all the political tension, Beirut was 
an incredibly safe city, so long as you weren’t running for political office. Do the math. 
You’re more likely to be shot dead by a mugger in a city like Los Angeles or New York 
than a city like Beirut, where there’s a soldier on every corner. And I did eventually get 
back to work, just not in Lebanon. 

The point here is that even if your contract includes a force majeure clause, its usually 
left deliberately vague as to when the clause will actually go into effect. Moreover, once 
it goes into effect, you may not have the option (nor the desire) to return to the host 
country. No matter which way you spin the story, you will be a Teacher with an 
Unfinished School Year — pariah status. 

Do not pass up an amazing experience in an amazing country just because it gets 
occasional bad international press. I have friends in El Salvador, Colombia, Myanmar, 
and other locales that, according to the 24-hour news cycle, never seem to catch a 
break from violence and destruction. Yet they love it. Take negative news coverage with 
a grain of salt, but also be sure you have a Plan B if things go tits up. 

Get it in English

In my opinion, this is one of the sketchiest things for an international school to do. 
You’ve negotiated everything to the hilt, everyone seems happy, then you’re handed a 
document in a language you do not understand. It’s all legit, they insist. Just that the 
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government requires work contracts be signed in the local language. Don’t worry, they 
claim, everything we talked about is there. 

I’d like to say you can take the recruiter at his word. Unfortunately, I know of no 
situations where this has been the case. Require an English-language contract as part 
of the deal. If the government truly does require a local language contract, ask that the 
school drafts an English translation, and sign that copy only. Make sure everyone 
understands the stakes here, so the school doesn’t try to claim you’ve reneged from a 
verbal agreement.  

Tales of strange interviews

Bay Area, 2007. At my first-ever job fair, I was super excited to discover several 
interview offers waiting in my mailbox. I’d learn that most of them were about as special 
as receiving an email from a Nigerian prince who badly needs a bank account number 
so he can transfer his fortune to you. 

The first few solicitations I followed up. Spoke with the recruiters, filled a few empty slots 
on my dance card. There was one invitation I felt not worth my bother. The school was 
in Kuwait, and I’ve made no secret of my feelings towards Kuwait. 

Saturday was one interview after another, and with a handful of good job offers to 
consider afterwards, I decided my best course of action would be a bit of pool time. 
Took a dip, and just a few minutes after I dried off, my phone rings. 

“Mr. Rickshaw?” inquired the voice on the other end. “My name is Dr. [redacted] of the 
[redacted] School of Kuwait. You never responded to my interview request.” 

I was unsure of what shocked me more: that he was calling me now, after the bulk of 
interviews had finished, or the fact he’d somehow acquired my number. 

“Yes, well I…” I began. “I don’t think I really want to work in Kuwait, so I thought better 
than to waste your t—”

“I can see you from here. Come up to my room immediately. I believe what I have to say 
will be of great interest to you. What have you got to lose?” 

I looked up from the poolside. Standing on a balcony, top floor of the hotel, was the 
doctor. My eyes zoomed and focused on his bespectacled, cigar-smoking visage. He 
looked just like a Bill Murray character from a Wes Anderson film. 

This could be amazing, or more likely, hilarious, I thought to myself. What have I got to 
lose? 

I’ve already said, it’s a little awkward to sit in a hotel room with a stranger to discuss the 
future. Even more so when wearing swim trunks and a t-shirt. Yet this guy turned the 
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weird factor up further still. The room was thick with cigar smoke and that vaguely 
uncomfortable “old man smell” that reminds one of mortality. The lights were dimmed, 
and he’d drawn the curtains so only slivers of light pierced the acrid fumes. He gestured 
towards an array of school literature on the bed. I casually started to flip through a fluff-
heavy, whitewashed pamphlet as he motioned for us to sit. 

“Tell me,” he began, his eyes drifting away to a bygone era, “have you ever seen the 
flames of a thousand oil wells from your bedroom window?” 

The doctor’s story was fascinating — I won’t deny him that. He had lived in Kuwait for 
more than 25 years. That’s practically a lifetime, considering most people flee Kuwait 
immediately after their two-year contracts expire, if not sooner. In that time, he had 
personally witnessed the Iraqi invasion and the subsequent American liberation. He had 
seen Kuwait’s struggle to gain prominence in the global marketplace, to keep pace with 
their neighbors in Dubai and Doha. 

None of that changed my opinion of Kuwait though. More than anything, his stories 
reinforced my existing stereotypes. I thanked him for his time, and he sadly watched me 
leave the smoky room. 

The Borneo interview was even more bizarre, as my partner and I were seduced by 
what might be the silliest school in Southeast Asia. It was owned and operated by a 
single individual, a purported self-made millionaire who strove to provide quality 
education to young people in his country. We shall call him “Daddy Warbucks."

Daddy Warbucks flew us down for the interview. He booked us into a posh boutique 
hotel and provided extravagant meals. The school sat atop a hill overlooking the city 
and the sea. A gentle tropical breeze blew through every classroom. My partner and I 
had spent nearly six months looking for a new overseas gig, so honestly, we’d have 
accepted an offer from almost anyone. This was looking better than anything we could 
have anticipated. 

Maybe that's what blinded us to the numerous red flags. For example, the primary 
school had no playground, though Daddy Warbucks claimed one would be in place by 
the time we arrived that autumn. The library had maybe one or two dozen books, but he 
told us that too would soon be remedied. Most bizarrely of all, teachers were expected 
to wear long green polyester robes, at all times, in the tropical heat. Like a humid 
version of Hogwarts. 

Then there was that time the owner snapped for a waiter. Who does that? 

The most glaringly red flag? We never met the headmistress. We met the deputy head, 
the heads of primary and secondary, the assessment coordinator, the bursar, and most 
of the teachers. Not the headmistress, though. Daddy Warbucks spoke of her only in 
abstractions, as one might speak of a child kept locked in the basement. 
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Some of the people I’ve met on CouchSurfing.org

My first place in China was a tiny studio. I advertised “floor space only” for 
prospective surfers. Didn’t expect any requests, but the very first week, I was up late 
drinking cheap Tsingtao beers with a Polish lady whose sense of humor was cruder 
than mine. 

Every guest since then has been just like my Polish friend: a stranger, at first. 
Always generous, grateful people. An American couple left an anthology of fine 
literature, a lady from Hong Kong left a collection of coins from all over the world, 
and a gaggle of Canadians left a bottle of breakfast-quality Russian vodka. Best of 
all, the flat was always left in better condition than before the guests had arrived. 

In countries since China, I’ve hosted a middle-aged rapper, Russian gutter punks, 
German performance artists, a Swedish fashion model, and countless wanderers. I 
hosted a Chinese lady who taught me how to make amazing cabbage. I hosted a 
French couple who hosted a salsa dance class for all my friends. 

Once hosted a real douchebag from Pennsylvania who overstayed his welcome. He 
had this weird story about couch surfing with a foot fetishist. All of the guests who 
previously crashed my place in New Zealand were eager to explore the North Island, 
this guy was content to spend his days on the couch playing Crash Bandicoot on an 
aging Playstation 2. That guy remains to this day the only uncool couch surfer I ever 
hosted. Everyone else has been really cool. 

I’ve met rad people through CS networking events (as well as similar events hosted 
by MeetUp and Internations). One guy, British Bob, became a housemate of ours for 
awhile. One of my favorite people from those events, one whom I still consider a 
close friend, goes by the name “Pepper.” He’s Palestinian exile by way of New York 
who lives with his husband in Scandinavia. I can’t think of how I could’ve met a 
person that interesting outside of CS circles. 

Through CS, I traveled Europe, never paying a dime for accommodation. I enjoyed a 
night in a luxurious high-rise condominium in Stockholm. I crashed a cozy cabin in 
Helsingborg. Probably my best surfing memory is the two nights spent on a floor 
with some bohemian punks in snowy Berlin. 

I even surfed a couch back home, one wild night in Savannah. The night involved 
copious amounts of cheap drinks, karaoke, and the US Marine Corps. 

In short, your international experience cannot be considered truly complete unless 
you supplement it with some CS experiences. 



That summer, red flags continued to fly. Our emails regarding visas, bank accounts, and 
other particulars went unanswered. Only when I called the owner directly were our 
inquiries addressed, though “shrugged off” might be a better choice of words. We’d 
probably have canceled plans at that point but we were nervous. We’d had such a hard 
recruiting season, what if this school was the only fruit in the orchard? Grudgingly, we 
proceeded as planned. 

Let’s make the most of it, we said. The few weeks before school began, we took time 
getting to know our new host country — by bicycle. We moved into a gorgeous high rise 
flat with a pool and seaside view. Maybe we could do this after all. Plenty of optimism in 
face of a school that was (surprise, surprise) dodgy as hell. 

Oh, if only we had heeded the red flags! 

We soon learned why we never met the headmistress. She was an unqualified, 
stuttering mess of a person. She had a talent for taking verbal abuse from the owner 
and doing nothing about it, which is how she got the job. As for the owner, he berated 
the teachers, groundskeepers, and students on a daily, if not hourly basis. A textbook 
megalomaniac, his school’s calendar featured “Founder’s Day,” a day dedicated to him. 
We would also learn of his illustrious career as a war criminal during a period of national 
instability. For those reasons and so many more, we made the decision to cut and run in 
December, seaside apartment be damned. 

Lesson learned. Be ready to walk away from any offer. You’re in no way obligated to 
accept a contract, even if a school is nice enough to fly you over. 

But I still don’t have a job! 

Some recruitment seasons come down to the wire. Once in the US, I interviewed for 
what I thought would be a dream job. They made me an offer on Friday. I started 
packing for the relocation. On Monday, the school rescinded their offer. That was in mid-
July. The first week of August, I got the Bali contract. Flying away laughing! 

One fine day in May, the last day of school in fact, my stateside school announced 
they’d not renew my contract for the year ahead, despite repeated prior assurances. I 
had bought a house just two months previous. Complete panic. Within the first weeks of 
June, after a great deal of scrambling, I managed to secure two job offers. One of them 
was an overseas gig, so I snapped it up, hoping that I’d never have to deal with crummy 
US schools again. 

It’s still entirely possible to secure a contract after peak recruitment season has passed. 
The bad news is, most schools in search of teachers that late in the year will be classic 
Tier-3’s. 

You see, the Bali gig, while certainly worth bragging about, was only available to me 
because my predecessors had abandoned their contracts before students even arrived. 
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By October of that year, we’d lost nearly 50% of the faculty. Despite the locale, it was a 
nightmarish work environment. 

This summer, browse the pages of JoyJobs, or any site that lists overseas teaching 
vacancies. 

• Ogle at the ridiculous misspellings. 

wE our pressently seeking needfulli a Kindly Teachers of chidrens… 

• Gasp at the audacious efforts. 

For immediate hire: 1 head of school, 3 principals, and 27 elementary teachers. 

• Scratch your head at the mysteries 

We are a polyamorous trio, raising one non-binary child, sailing around the 
world on a raft, in need of a live-along Healing Arts tutor. Swahili a plus!

Honestly, you’ll feel like you’ve hit the dregs. However, if you’re determined, you’ll make 
it work or die trying. The next two years (if the school does actual contracts) could be 
pretty tough, but we teachers are built tougher. 

Who knows? Maybe you strike gold. A nugget of Tier-1 in a desolate quarry of Tier-3. 
That’s just what happened to me, the time I bought a house and lost my job soon 
afterwards. The school that last-minute recruited me was desperate for teachers, like 
any other school unfortunate enough to be hunting heads in July. Usually, teacher 
shortages stem from a school’s legal problems, gross mismanagement, or overall 
toxicity. 

This school was different. They’d just survived an earthquake that spring. Numerous 
teachers left, in fear of their personal safety. The money was better than anything I’d 
make in the States, the school’s leadership really seemed to have its act together, and I 
thought maybe I could do some good. Lucky me, I was right. Years later, I still live and 
work in Nepal. 

Contract signed? Buckle up.

You thought recruitment and negotiation was the hard part. Maybe you’re right. You’ll 
soon find out as you make preparations for the big move, where your entire world packs 
into a box and you set off for something completely new and unpredictable. 
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Part III: Get There. 
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This is happening. This is really happening. 
But… my toothbrush! 

Anticipation. It fills my guts upon acceptance of a new contact. It overwhelms me the 
moment the plane departs. It only begins to subside the first morning I awake in a new 
bed, in a new flat, in a new country. That anticipation might be my singular favorite part 
of working overseas. 

Manage your anticipation, so it doesn’t become dreadful anxiety. 

Let’s revisit my situation in Lebanon. I signed that contract in the spring. Lebanon was 
experiencing its first period of relative stability since the assassination of President 
Hariri in 2005. Downtown Beirut was bustling, the nightlife was legendary, and 
rebuilding was underway nationwide. There was never a better time to work in the 
Levant. 

A month after I signed, tensions ran high with active military clashes and a presidential 
election on the horizon. On a more personal note, my principal had informed me I would 
not get the job to which we had agreed, but would instead be placed in a position for 
which I was not qualified. Suddenly, there was never a worse time to work in the Levant. 

Glued to CNN, anxiety rising with every regional report, I called my agent. I explained 
my hesitations about the job. He reassured me that it would probably be fine. Things 
always looked worse on CNN. As for the school’s bait-and-switch, well, sometimes 
schools just do that. Not like they violated any prior agreement (they had), and I should 
just be flexible. 

Maybe I should have walked away from the job based on the bait-and-switch alone. I 
would have been fully within my rights as part of the agreement with my agency. But I 
was young, dumb, and wet behind the ears. No regrets though. I’d soon learn that 
despite the political tensions, violence, and employer-related weirdness, Lebanon was a 
wonderful country populated by the best people on Earth. 

You will undoubtedly stumble across fun facts that force you to second-guess your 
decision to work abroad. It might be a news article about a bombing that happened 
years ago. Or horror stories of kidnapping. Or third-hand accounts of the locals’ bad 
manners, thuggish behavior, and unkempt hygiene, probably forwarded to your inbox by 
a well-meaning friend or family member. Rest assured that these stories will be mostly 
inaccurate. Mostly. 

One thing that kept my head up through the Beirut situation was knowing that 
statistically speaking, I was far more likely to be robbed, stabbed, or shot in my small 
American hometown than blown up by a car bomb in Lebanon. Read up on the crime 
stats in your town, and ponder.
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If I had listened to the mewing of friends and family who dropped words like “nightclub 
bombing” and “extremists” as I packed for Indonesia, I’d have never lived on Bali and 
experienced the wonders of the archipelago. Same if I’d panicked about air quality 
reports from Beijing, the “Islamo-fascism” in Malaysia and the Gulf, the curse of 
socialism in Europe, or the gastro-intestinal illnesses in South Asia. Is there truth to any 
of that? Sure. 

It’s also true that certain Americans voted for Trump, open-carry at Applebees, and 
commit violent acts against foreigners. Is it true of all Americans? Definitely not. 

Would-be travelers from the US get spooked about events like the London attacks or 
the latest coup in Latin America. We think we could be the next victims. In the same 
way, people outside of the US see our news and our pop culture and think, “No way. 
Simply too dangerous to visit the States right now.” 

If you’re having trouble managing your anxiety, talk to people who live in the destination 
country already, expats and locals. Social media makes it pretty easy. 

People who work in Colombia will tell you that yes, kidnappings happen occasionally, 
but they’re too busy catching rays on the beaches of Cartagena to worry about it. 
People who work in India will confirm that the traffic is awful and the poverty is mind-
blowing but they will also tell you about the incredible people they meet and ethereal life 
changes they experience. Similarly, people in New York City will tell you that yes, the 
city has crime so you shouldn’t act like an obvious tourist, but come on man. It’s New 
York, the greatest city in the world. 

In the late 00’s, I had beers with a guy who worked in Sudan, back when it was still one 
big country and that Darfur mess was running hot. He told me the violence never 
reached him in Khartoum. “But to have genocidal violence in the same country as you?” 
I asked incredulously. 

“Meh,” he replied nonchalantly. 

Superimposed on a US map, pre-partition Sudan’s northern and southern borders were 
approximately the same as ours, running all the way from Bismarck, North Dakota to 
Corpus Christi, Texas. Its comparative landmass dominated most of the Midwest. It 
takes over 20 hours to drive from the capital to the nearest city in the Darfur region. 
That’s roughly Miami to Boston. Think of where you live now, and where you’d be after 
20 hours of drive time in any direction. What do you know of that place and those 
people? What have you heard about them? Do you think it’s all true? 

Know things

I find the best way to manage my pre-flight anxiety is to be prepared. You did your 
research in preparation for the job, now figure out what you need to know about living in 
the new country. 
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Know where to look

A simple Google search of “expats [country name]” will result in a long list of forums, 
blogs and commercial enterprises. Here are a few I find handy, though not always for 
obvious reasons. 

• Facebook and similar social media
• Learn about upcoming 

community events and social 
circles.

• Check out bands in the area, 
listen to their music. 

• Introduce yourself to locals and 
foreigners. 

• Find second-hand stuff for sale. 
• Keep up on local news.

• Expat blogs
• Get first-hand testimonials of 

the expat experience.
• Know about the perks and 

inconveniences that await. 
• Pick up tips on survival, 

adjustment, family life, and so 
on. 

• Learn about local landmarks, 
recreational activities, and the 
overall vibe.

• Time Out and similar “scene” 
publications

• Impress your fellow newbies by 
knowing, upon arrival in host 
country, a few hot galleries, 
music venues, restaurants, and 
bars to check out. 

• Research the best brunches in 
town, especially Bubbly 
Brunches. 

• Familiarize yourself with artists, 
musicians, chefs, and other 
people of interest. Google what 
they’re doing.

• Read up on the happenings 
and controversies that keep 
people talking. 
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Bubbly Brunch: Brunch evolved

If you’re reading this, I assume you’re a 
decent human being and as such, you 
love brunch. You will be pleased to learn 
that brunch exists in many corners of the 
world, in many forms. 

The absolute apex of all things brunch is 
the Bubbly Brunch. Usually available on 
weekends in world-class capital cities, 
and served in high-end hotels, Bubbly 
Brunch is the best way to spend an 
entire morning, afternoon, and about 
eighty bucks. It’s served buffet style 
across not one but several restaurants 
throughout the hotel. Over here is an 
omelette station. Over there, sushi and a 
raw bar that includes oysters on the half-
shell, flown in from a Northern Pacific 
coastline. Ten feet away, a French guy is 
slicing and frying fois gras to order. Skip 
the croissants; those empty carbs will 
crowd out space for the entire roasted 
lamb this other guy is wheeling by your 
table, ready to carve. Did I mention the 
free drinks? Yes, Bubbly Brunch includes 
bottomless sparkling wine, and in many 
cases, bottomless beer, wine… even 
cocktails. Don’t make any plans for the 
rest of the day. You’re in Expat Country, 
hombre!

Obviously, Bubbly Brunch is not meant to 
be a weekly activity. It’s a special 
occasion with friends activity. Sometimes 
though, that “special occasion” is a tough 
week at work that can only be forgotten 
over a few hours of bacchus indulgence. 



• CouchSurfing.org
• There’s a CS network in most traveler destinations. They frequently organize 

parties and other events. 
• Not in the mood to go out? Register as a host and invite people in. 

• Activity groups
• Find a local sports, hiking or cycling group and ask how to join. 
• Seek out a pub quiz. 
• Go on a run with the Hash House Harriers, the drinking team with a running 

problem. 
• Host a dinner through the EatWith or MealSharing networks. 
• Join other mommies and daddies for playgroup circles. 

Let us not forget the hookup apps, single folks. Match, Tinder, and Grinder function in 
most countries, though to varying levels of quality and quantity. I know a few people 
who like to land in a new country with a few dates already lined up. Play on, player. 
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Internations: Not worth the free sandwiches

I should warn you of a site that shows up on many an expat’s search engine: 
Internations. I first encountered Internations in Sweden. My friend swore by it, and 
said it was a great opportunity to meet new people and network — no easy feat for a 
foreigner in Sweden. Best of all, Internations was hosting an event that weekend with 
free food and beer. That’s all he had to say. 

Upon arrival, I was bombarded with offers to become an annual member for a 
discounted rate. 

“Discounted what now? I’m just here for free stuff.”

On my way to the table with the tiny sandwiches and even tinier servings of beer, no 
less than eight people stood in my way, hands extended, eager to trade business 
cards. It was awkward for everyone when I revealed my profession. No money in 
teaching. 

Since then, Internations has grown to become a global network of card-trading 
douchebags, and they’re tighter than ever with the tiny sandwiches. What’s more, the 
days of their “free” events are long gone. Events are now members-only and the fees 
are something ridiculous. If you want to hobnob with the start-up and digital nomad 
crowd, Internations may be just right for you. For the rest of us ordinary, boring old 
teachers, my advice is to steer clear. 



Know your medical needs

By now you should already know the details of your medical coverage. Some host 
countries make an insurance plan redundant, but if yours is not one of those countries, 
your school will hopefully have you enrolled in private coverage. If the school really has 
it together, you’ll know by the end of new staff orientation what’s involved in hospital and 
doctor visits, as well as how to file a claim, if applicable. Before you fly though, there are 
a few matters that may be easier to deal with while still in the US. 

If you have a trusted hometown doctor, schedule a consultation for you and your family 
(if applicable) before you depart. Let the doctor know where you’re going, seek her 
advice on the region, and make sure you’re aware of basic medical stats such as 
allergies and blood type. At your option, you can plug that life-saving information into the 
lock screen of your smart phone, in the event you’re found unconscious in a foreign 
country. Another benefit of the pre-flight checkup: your doctor will have a baseline, so if 
you return home the following summer ten pounds lighter, she will know to run some 
additional tests. 

Ask about the vaccinations you will need for the host country, if any. In the developing 
world, Hep A and B are pretty standard inoculations; you may also need jabs for bugs 
you’ve never heard of. Your American insurance provider won’t usually cover 
inoculations, but your overseas provider might. Either way, the meds will almost 
definitely cost less — remember that America has the highest drug prices in the world. 

A common conversation among expats in developing countries is “Malaria: to medicate 
or not to medicate?” On one hand, malaria killed about 430,000 people in 2015, and it’s 
a terribly unpleasant way to die. On the other hand, malaria meds are a beast. There is 
no “maybe” about the severe side effects. Personally, I opt out, since all my posts have 
been in fairly urban areas, far from swamplands and such. No malaria yet, knock on 
wood. If in doubt, inquire locally. 

If you have any specific needs, be they insulin or birth control, make sure they will be 
easy to access. You might find a website specialized to the region that can help you with 
this. Same for people with special diets, allergies, or Celiac disease.

If you live in a developing country, familiarize yourself with the emergency evacuation 
procedures. When and how will you be transported if the need arises? At what point is it 
decided “we need to get you to a real hospital?” Better to know this ahead of time, right? 
I find it often more productive to inquire with the insurance company directly, rather than 
through the principal or HR department. 

Know your banks

Remember when travelers’ checks were a thing? Me neither. These days, it’s all about 
the plastic and how you use it. 
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A few weeks before you leave, contact your local banks. Find out what each institution 
charges for ATM withdrawals and purchases made overseas. Do they charge customers 
a flat rate (usually between 1% and 3%) or do they annoyingly charge a flat usage fee, 
like $5 per transaction? That really adds up if you’re in a country where the largest 
denomination is worth only $100 and you have to pull $1,000 out, but the machine only 
allows $200 per transaction. Do the math on that one. 

The card with the lowest fees will 
obviously be the best card to use 
abroad, but bring the others just in 
case. There’s always a chance the 
card gets lost or stolen, or in my 
personal experience, left in the damn 
ATM. It could take weeks, even 
months for your bank to send a 
replacement card (if they agree to at 
all), so best to keep multiple access 
points to your home stash. 

Inform the banks and credit card 
companies of where you’ll be, so your 
cards aren’t flagged for fraud. Expect 
that despite your best efforts, at least 
one of your cards will be flagged 
anyway, and you’ll learn of this when 
you’re at the checkout counter with 17 
pints of Ben and Jerry’s and the card 
is declined. For moments like this, 
make sure you have all the banks’ 
1-800 numbers plugged into your 
Skype contacts. Fun fact: Skype does 
not charge customers for calls to 
1-800 numbers in the US. 

You’ll likely need to send money 
home at some point, so collect all the 
following information from each bank: 
IBAN, SWIFT code, account number, 
routing number, and bank address. 
Ask them for any other information 
you might need in order to complete 
an incoming international money 
transfer. Note that not all banks have such systems in place. For example, credit unions 
do not always have SWIFT codes. Further, a small town bank, unaccustomed to jet set 
clientele such as yourself, might be hopelessly unfamiliar with the process, and not 
accept incoming wires at all. 
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Be brilliant, not broke

A system that worked well for me the last 
couple years was to make purchases on a 
credit card that earns air miles on every 
dollar spent, and charges no foreign 
transaction fees. I pay it off every month, so 
no interest. The annual fee is about $100, 
but that’s money saved, compared to what 
the overseas fees would’ve cost. Further, in 
the last year I have paid for every single 
hotel stay with air miles. 

For cash, I bank with Ally. Their interest 
checking account imposes no fees to use 
any ATM, anywhere on Earth. They even 
refund fees charged by the other bank’s 
ATM. They also offer a money market 
account with a generous interest rate. It is 
equally easy and free to use for ATM 
withdrawals. 

Why not use the host country banks? I do, 
but only when I have no other option — 
paying rent with a local check, for example. 
Generally, my current setup with back-home 
banks yields the greatest benefits. I earn 
miles to spend on upgrades and hotels, I’m 
immune to point-of-sale and ATM charges, 
and the rate of return on my savings is more 
generous than any overseas bank has yet to 
offer. 



I’ve mainly used big banks like Chase and Wells Fargo for my incoming wires. Their 
systems are fairly streamlined, so from the time my foreign bank wires over the 
numbers, the funds hit my account within a few days. 

Unfortunately, this means I have to deal with big banks like Chase and Wells Fargo, 
who are generally evil bastards. I’ve found their level of service is mediocre on the best 
of days. One particular gripe is the security features Wells continuously adds to their 
online banking. They involve maddening steps like secret codes sent to my US phone, 
which I must know in order to sign in. Of course, I don’t have access to that phone. The 
workaround? I spend half an hour on Skype, grumbling at various supervisors until they 
get me reconnected to my money. 

For years, I used a regional credit union. At first, they were a much better option than 
big banks. The service was friendlier and more personal — no phone tree, someone 
simply answers the phone. The incoming wire transfers took a bit longer, but the fees 
were lower. Unfortunately, I had to drop them. There were situations particular to this 
overseas customer that a credit union simply could not handle. 

1. They could only take calls from 9 to 5, Pacific Standard Time. 
2. When an unscrupulous Thai vendor used my credit card number to pay for a holiday 

in Bangkok, the credit union took nearly a year to reverse the charges and clear my 
credit history. They just didn't know how to handle a situation of that complexity. 

3. Once, I updated my contact details to reflect my overseas address, at their advice. 
For some reason yet to be explained, this caused my entire bill pay setup (payees, 
account numbers, payment schedules) to disappear. I would only learn of this a 
month or two later, when creditors started to ask if I intended to send any more 
payments. 

That last episode was the final straw. I would very much like to support my hometown 
economy, while boycotting “too big to fail” institutions that care little for the people of this 
world. Unfortunately, I also have bills to pay. 

Speaking of bills to pay, bring a few paper checks from each of your banks. If you’ve 
ever enrolled in a direct debit system, say for your gas bill or student loan, you know 
there’s a form to fill out that requires your signature and a voided check. Even if all your 
affairs are in order before you leave the country, unexpected changes happen in your 
absence. You student loan gets sold to a different bank, for example. If you have a few 
checks on hand, you print, sign, and scan. A minor inconvenience, but far preferable to 
calling in your payments every month. 

While you have that archaic checkbook in hand, save to your phone a photo of a voided 
check. Keep also a photo of the front and back of every ATM and credit card. For extra 
security, you can download a “vault” app that stores select photos in a password 
protected location. I especially like the one designed to look like a calculator app. 
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My greatest hope is that this “Know your banks” chapter soon becomes obsolete. Some 
countries are eons ahead of the US in the art of exchange. For many years, various 
apps (some of which are seeing their advent in the US only now) have made it possible 
for folks to instantly send and receive money when splitting a bar tab, paying bills, and 
zipping money to other countries. I’m troubled, knowing that in the US, a person-to-
person money wire can take the better part of a week, when countries around the world 
make it happen in seconds. I mean, this is the 21st century, after all. 

Know how to keep in touch with all those other folks

Open the contacts book on your phone (or on your desk, if you’re old school). If you 
have a house you plan to keep or rent to tenants back home, make sure you have 
numbers for vital contacts. It will save you time googling later, when you’re in crisis 
mode. 

• All utility companies 
• Home security company (if you don’t have one, think about getting one)
• Local police and fire
• Home and auto insurance

Be sure all those companies have your best contact details as well. If you haven’t 
already signed up for a Skype number, here’s a good reason to get one. At the very 
least, you should provide the contact info for a trusted friend or family member who can 
answer that 3am call when things go horribly wrong. Think: burst water main, house fire, 
stolen car. I once had to deal with a burglary that occurred on my property just one 
week after I had left the country. No fun. 

Careful what you tell the insurance company, though. If they know you’re vacating the 
property, they will almost definitely jack up your rates, even if you have tenants. I’m not 
saying you should lie. That would be fraud. Just don’t volunteer more information than 
you need to.

Other people who should be on your contacts list

• The aforementioned trusted friend or family member
• Friends and family members you like to call on birthdays and holidays
• Business contacts, if you have business back home 
• Your senators and congressional rep, so you can stay politically active

Speaking of politics, drop by your county registration office and sign up to vote abroad. 
This is easier to do at home than it is at the embassy. Voting from overseas is really 
simple too. Anytime there’s a local, state, or national election, my county officer emails 
me a ballot. I print it, mark it, scan it, and email it back. No lines, no leaving the house. 
Kind of makes me wonder why we don’t do this for all Americans. 
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Know your ambassador

First things first, save to your phone and laptop a photo or scan of your passport. 
Consider also saving it to a cloud-based account, in the event you lose access to your 
hardware. 

Next, get thee to Google Maps and locate the American embassy. Where is it in relation 
to your new home and workplace? While you won’t likely need to bug out of a country 
like Germany or Ecuador on the back of a Marine corpsman, you’ll want to know ahead 
of time where to go when lesser problems arise. 

Sign up for the State Department’s Smart Traveler Enrollment Program (STEP) at 
state.gov/travel before you fly. It’s paid for by your tax dollars, and helps you stay 
connected while overseas. You’ll be assigned a “warden” who will notify you should any 
natural or manmade crisis arise, and your family back home will have an easier time 
finding you in the event your host city gets consumed in such a situation. Last time I 
registered, I found the online forms confounding and broken; hopefully it’s better by the 
time you read this. If not, set an appointment at the embassy shortly after arrival. 
Consider it the first STEP (ha.) to knowing your local foreign service officers. 

There is nothing so nice, after spending many weeks or months in an utterly foreign 
country, as breezing through embassy security, plopping down in the waiting room, 
opening a dated edition of the Wall Street Journal or National Geographic, and waiting 
for your number to be called while you drink shitty Maxwell House. Welcome home, 
soldier. 

The US embassy staff is hands down amazing. One fine day, my partner put my 
passport through the wash. In ten days, I was due to fly out of country. Thankfully, at 
that time I lived in one of the many international cities where a US embassy is easily 
accessed. The clerk confirmed my passport would not get me through any airports. He 
had me fill out a replacement form, and though he couldn’t promise anything, he’d see 
what could be done. If nothing else, he said, they’d provide me a temporary passport 
card to see me onto the plane. 

Eight days later, I got the call. My passport was ready for collection. 

Consider for a moment what was involved here. The form was filled out in the afternoon. 
Given the immediacy of my situation, the clerk was good enough to expedite service at 
no additional cost. My mangled passport, with fees and forms, was dropped in a 
diplomatic bag and flown literally to the other side of the world, presumably some office 
in Washington, DC. The request was processed by the necessary bureaucrat, and a 
new passport was produced by a Government Printing Office in any one of several US 
cities. It was then dropped back into the diplomatic bag and returned to my local 
embassy. All in a week’s time. 
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If the US government operated with the same level of courtesy and efficiency at home, 
we would be a great nation indeed.

I should add that as an American abroad, especially if you’re working a so-called 
“hardship post,” you may enjoy an especially cozy relationship with the ambassador and 
foreign service officers. 

In Beirut for example, embassy staff was not allowed to leave the mission grounds, 
except under carefully secured conditions, because of the perpetually moderate threat 
level that plagued the city in 2007. My school campus met the stringent security criteria, 
so our rooftop parties provided those poor bastards occasional weekend respite from 
the drudgery of compound life. That was the first time I had beers with an ambassador, 
and it wouldn’t be the last. 

Make friends with other embassies, if you can. For example, the Brits. They do 
embassies correctly. Where we offer shitty Maxwell House, their Kathmandu embassy 
has a proper pub, stocked with imported English ales. A pretty good quiz night too. 

What to bring?

The challenge to relocation is to figure out what comes, what goes, and what’s donated. 
A great deal depends on your destination country. 

• What to wear? Will you need summer and winter clothes? If your host country has 
but one season, will you be prepared to vacation in a country with actual weather? 

• What are the rules? Will you need to pay customs duties on that Xbox? Will you be 
in dire straights if a baggage handler or customs official purloins your Bose speakers 
or heirloom jewelry? Will you get in trouble for packing your Bible or your porn? No 
kidding, at one point Chinese officials routinely confiscated copies of Lonely Planet 
since the publication did not list Taiwan as part of the political mainland. 

• What’s available there? Will you be able to replace things you leave behind? Will 
you have access to your preferred beauty supplies, toiletries, and kitchen 
ingredients? Get in touch with one of your future colleagues, ask. 

• Bring art. Not your entire gallery collection (unless maybe, you are an art teacher), 
just a couple items to make your new place feel like home. No art? Print a couple 
photos. I know you have photos. Word of caution: don’t bring anything framed. I 
promise the glass will shatter. Besides, it’s fairly inexpensive to get stuff freshly 
framed in most countries. 

• Books: the great debate. To Kindle or not to Kindle? You’ve got elitist xenophobes 
like me who harp on about the tactile experience of turning pages. Then there’s the 
rest of you, with your entire digital library stored inside a few ounces of plastic. One 
will obviously make more sense to you. 
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• Is it really important? In addition to books, I also collect rocks. A traveler could not 
have two less cumbersome and expensive hobbies, in consideration of cargo 
logistics. I abandoned the rock collection years ago, but should’ve done so sooner. 
Consider the value of similar keepsakes. For whose sake do you keep them? Have 
you actually used the item in the last year? Does it weigh more than a couple 
ounces? If you cannot bear the thought of sending Teddy Ruxpin to Salvation Army, 
perhaps your parents have some attic space? 

Electrical 

Universal adapters for wall sockets, that’s a no-brainer. Bring a handful of them on the 
plane, but do some research to make sure they actually fit the sockets in the new 
country, and know that some countries have more than one socket type. Also pack a 
surge-protected power strip. You’ll be prepared for that awful moment when you arrive 
at your new flat in the middle of the night and discover it has only one socket available 
for your lamp, laptop, printer, and phone charger. Gear up with additional adapters and 
power strips once you’re established in the new place.

What electrical appliances should you bring? Will they work in the host country? 
Laptops and similar devices are usually rated for 110-220V, so those should be fine. 
Appliances rated for no more than 120V will absolutely fry the moment you try to use 

them overseas. Gadgets with high-speed motorized parts 
like shavers and blenders may claim to be rated to 220V, 
but I usually find they’re not. Leave them at home. If 
there’s an appliance you feel to be indispensable, and 
don’t think it will be available or affordable in the host 
country, search online for “220V appliances USA” and 
order a suitable replacement from a reputable dealer. 
Alternatively, you can purchase a voltage converter (see 
left), sometimes known as a step-up, step-down converter. 
These devices are increasingly lighter and more 
affordable. If you go that road, you’re probably wise to buy 
in the US. They can be hard to obtain elsewhere. 
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The tech of things

You need a Skype account. That’s obvious. You probably used Skype at some point 
in the process of landing this job. What you might not have already is a Skype 
number. For about $50 a year (may vary by state and country), you can have one. 
You’ll use it more than you realize. Every time an elderly, not-hip-to-FaceTime family 
member wants to call you from their landline telephone. Every time you’re sorting out 
a thing with your bank back home and they need to call you back. Every time you’re 
paying for a flight, hotel, or rental online and they request a number where you can 
be reached at any time, should things change. That, my friend, is when you need a 
Skype number. You can customize it to your home zip code, or be fancy and pretend 
you live in the 917 (that’s NYC, if you didn’t know). Buckle down and get one. Thank 
me later. 

Ask your banks and credit card providers if they provide an RSA fob. It’s a decryption 
device tied to your account, adding an extra layer of security for both you and the 
financial institution. It also makes things easier when you need to unlock your 
account or verify your identity, which happens all the damn time when your bank 
notices you’re logging in from a foreign country (even though you informed them 
months ago) and locks you out.  

Get a VPN. If nothing else, you need it for Netflix. Netflix is different in every country, 
and heaven forbid you miss the next season of Binge Watch America. Or maybe you 
need it for China, or some other country whose firewall blocks Facebook, Google, 
and other sites your life requires. Maybe you need it for security, because at some 
point, you may need, under dire circumstances, to access your banking app and the 
only option is the public wifi at Starbucks and believe me, you don’t want to enter that 
cloud of cess unprotected. Or maybe you just want to watch porn and torrent pirated 
movies without your ISP knowing about it. No judgement. 

Most VPNs cost less than $50 a year. Most VPNs allow subscribers to run the 
software on multiple devices, which comes in handy. Be sure to research your VPN 
to be sure you have one that meets your needs (while keeping in mind that Netflix is 
notoriously efficient at spotting and shutting out proxies). Don’t bother with free 
VPNs. They don’t work well and will probably dump malware on your device. Do be 
sure to subscribe to your VPN before leaving the US; you may find it cannot be 
downloaded in the host country. Very importantly, if you plan to use your VPN for 
some Dark Web scumbaggery, know that other people’s governments are often 
better than ours at spotting such activity — no 4th Amendment. Furthermore, you 
might be in the wrong profession. 



In countries with shaky electrical grids, you should 
definitely purchase a voltage stabilizer (see right); they 
are widely and cheaply available in such places. I know 
people who add an extra layer of protection to their 
highly sensitive electronic gear (Playstations, for 
example) by running the power through an uninterrupted 
power supply (UPS). You may have seen these in the 
server room or front office of your current school. Where 
a voltage stabilizer helps protect against surges, a UPS 
prevents damage from sudden power loss. They’re a bit 
pricier, and due to the weight, you’ll probably want to wait to buy one after arriving.

To review then: in order to protect sensitive, expensive electronics, run the power supply 
through a voltage converter, voltage stabilizer, and a UPS. That may seem like overkill, 
but I’ve lost more than one expensive appliance to shoddy power grids. Protect your 
gear. 

Classroom supplies

Different teachers, different preferences. We all know the “Pinterest Teacher” (often an 
Über Teacher) who decorates her classroom to the hilt, different themes and color 
schemes every other week, a rotation of new stationery and tack board borders for 
every season. To that teacher, I advise you to hire a relo company, because it will take 
more than a few Rubbermaid crates to pack that much crazy. 

There was a time I operated at that level of crazy. I traveled with nearly every teaching 
resource and textbook acquired since grad school. I raided teacher supply stores every 
summer for workbooks and science kits and so on. I plundered thrift shops for old 
issues of National Geographic and young fiction novels and fabric swatches. My 
traveling teacher junk comprised of no less than one full suitcase. 

One year, I snapped out of it. I realized that 90% of that collection went unused, one 
year after the next. The remaining 10% comprised mostly of paraphernalia I could 
acquire in the host country. 

Know that a school with steady connections to suppliers like Scholastic and Evan-Moor 
will let you order just about anything, within reason. At the same time, be warned that 
every school administrator will adamantly insist their school is already equipped with 
everything you need. Best to ask your future colleagues before shipping out: what 
classroom resources do you miss the most, that you cannot obtain in the host country? 

Medical supplies

Even if your destination is London or Toronto, you should stock up on basic meds. 
Antidiarrheals, antihistamines, antacids, laxatives, and pain relievers always top my list. 
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I recommend activated charcoal tablets too — very good for an upset stomach as well 
as hangovers. Most of these will likely be available in your host country, but they’re 
often sold under names you don’t recognize. Moreover, you won’t feel like shopping for 
mystery-name remedies when you’d rather stay home, close to the toilet. Invest in a 
cheap little first aid kit so everything’s in a central location, easy to access. 

Travel kits

Put together your essentials pack. This is the pack that doesn't leave your side during 
travel. It should be fairly secure and difficult for others to access, kept in a lockbox at 
home and in the razor-proof pocket of your backpack while on the road. In the event of 
everything going to shit, this pack will get you the hell out of Dodge. Include the 
following: 

• Passport, kept in an RFID-blocking wallet. With it should be the credit card you used 
to book the flight — sometimes the airline desk asks to see it. 

• An assortment of other credit and debit cards, except for one, which you’ll keep 
stashed someplace as a backup. 

• 200 US dollars in $20 bills: this will get you out of most problems, most anywhere in 
the world. 

• Earplugs and an eye mask (lifesavers in so many ways)
• A copy of your medical insurance card

Consider stocking another pouch with less crucial but routine travel items like earbuds 
(no one likes those janky things they sell on airplanes), airline loyalty cards (unless 
you’ve already smartly loaded them onto your phone), and your international driver’s 
license (available from any local AAA office).

I also keep a third pouch for things I need in select countries, such as SIM cards, 
foreign driver’s licenses, vaccination records, scuba certification, and assorted 
membership cards. If you’re a gadget junkie, fill a fourth pouch 
with universal adapters, computer cords, cell phone chargers, 
external hard drives, and USB paraphernalia. 

Whether you plan to check your life onto a jet, or pay 
somebody to relocate you, these kits should travel in the carry-
on luggage of that initial trip, readily accessible when you first 
land. 

These pouches are widely available at thrift stores and yard 
sales, thanks to people who overpacked for their weeklong 
honeymoon in Jamaica. Of course Amazon is another good 
option if you don’t mind forking out a bit more. Many of these 
go-kits are now tailor-made to organize everything from 
toiletries to dirty laundry.
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What not to bring

You’re well-advised to leave at home anything that’s breakable, irreplaceable, or 
frivolous. People have the hardest time judging the relative frivolity of an object. I find it 
helpful to play Janet Jackson’s “What Have You Done for me Lately” on repeat as I 
rummage through dressers, closets, and cabinets. 

Got a job in Malaysia? Great. Won’t need that snowboard. What’s that? Think you might 
hit the Alps this winter, and you’ll need the snowboard then? When was the last time 
you actually went snowboarding? College? Sell it. 

The heirloom jewelry box that happens to weigh twenty pounds? Pull your favorite 
pieces out, give the box to your niece.

Don’t bring your desktop computer, please. Embrace your mobility and upgrade to a 
laptop. Consider dumping that industrial-sized printer too. They rarely last longer than a 
year, and specific ink cartridges can be hard to find in other countries. In most places, 
new printers are cheap as chips. 

That piece of mural art you did in university? The one that dominates a full wall? Listen: 
get rid of it. You know it’s not your best work. You mom only said she liked it so you 
wouldn’t drop out of the art program. Find it a new home. 

And how exactly do you get rid of unwanted deadweight, compassionately? If it’s 
sellable, there’s Craigslist and yard sales. For everything else, there’s Salvation Army, 
Habitat for Humanity, local women’s shelter, the list goes on. SPCA always needs 
blankets for its animals. Many of those organizations will send a truck to collect 
belongings from your front porch, so long as you give a few weeks’ notice. 

Even still, there will be a number of items with significant personal value. Items that 
aren’t worth much money, but you can’t stand to see them disappear into the sale racks 
of some charity shop. For belongings like this, there’s “Give Your Stuff Away Bingo.” 

The rules of GUYSAB are simple: 
1. Pile all your stuff in the living room. 
2. Create bingo boards — a quick search on Pinterest or Google Images should do the 

trick. Get some markers too. 
3. Buy a few bottles of wine. 
4. Invite friends and family. 
5. Call out numbers and letters. Every time a person wins, they get an item. 

GUYSAB is cathartic. You get rid of all your stuff. Because it’s now with friends and 
family, you know it’ll be cared for and you can visit your old stuff any time you come 
home. 

Leave no trace
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Most overseas teachers advise that when you leave, you abandon all your worldly 
possessions. Sell it all, give it away, burn it with fire, do what you must. Yet there’s that 
streak of reluctance, deep in our materialistic souls, begging us to hold on. That 
reluctance comes also from a place of practicality: I should keep these tax records 
somewhere because what if I’m audited? Maybe I’ll get someone to hold onto my car — 
it’d sure be nice to have when I come home next summer. Perhaps I could rent out a 
tiny storage unit — just for the first year, of course. It’s a slippery slope; I know what that 
voice sounds like because we fight to the death every year I return home. 

Occasionally, that voice falls on the side of pragmatism, like keeping one single box in 
my parents’ garage full of tax records and such. More often though, holding on to things 
makes very little sense. Living overseas, an excess of stuff brings you nothing but extra 
costs, be it shipping or storage. 

If I could single out the one personal possession that vexes me the most, it’s a car. You 
don’t need an accountant to break down the costs: you pay hundreds of dollars a month 
for the privilege of not driving a car that sits in someone’s driveway, or possibly in an 
expensive storage unit, for ten months out of the year. Do you have someone minding it 
for you, driving it around the block every couple weeks? What does your state, bank, 
and insurance company require? What if the car is vandalized? Or someone pulls a hit 
and run? You’ll find it’s less expensive to rent a car for the summer than to make 
payments all year long. 

Those are the costs. But consider the cost-benefit. I can say from experience, when a 
job has unexpectedly fallen apart (looking in your direction, Lebanon), there’s nothing so 
nice as having a car ready and waiting. It’s one less major step required for getting 
yourself back on track. So maybe it’s worth it for the first year. A real conundrum. 

As for the storage unit, there’s nothing practical about that. You’ll spend thousands on a 
bunch of stuff that yields no returns. Shake it off. 
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Do bring (might be hard or expensive 
to find locally)

Don’t bring (easy to find locally) 

Bedroom

High thread count Egyptian cotton bed 
linens, if you’re a bed snob.

Hypoallergenic pillows, if you have 
sensitivities

IKEA-quality towels and bedding. Most 
large cities have an IKEA. 

Kitchen

Specialty spices and spice blends. 

Name-brand items like your Williams-
Sonoma cassoulet pot or Wusthof chef 
knife 

Oddball non-electric appliances that 
only a hardcore foodie could need (e.g. 
salad spinner, food ricer, mandoline)

Spices that are indigenous to your host 
country. For example, vanilla is very 
affordable in Southeast Asia.

Generic kitchenware - spatulas, plates, 
silverware, etc. 
 

Appliances that aren’t rated to 220V or 
more. Appliances with fast-spinning 
parts, like blenders, tend to malfunction 
on 220V, even if they’re supposedly 
rated. 

Bathroom

Replacement parts for your fancy 
electric toothbrush

Tampons are hard to find and/or 
expensive to buy in some corners of 
the world, especially Asia. 

Generic dental hygiene products

Sanitary pads

Devices

Good-quality laptops, smartphones, 
tablets and e-readers. 

Specialized chargers, like for camera 
batteries: bring a replacement for just-
in-case situations.

Printers: less expensive and easier to 
refill. 

Generic device chargers for cars, USB 
ports, and wall sockets. Also, universal 
wall adapters. 

Vice and other 
fun stuff

Preferred brands of cigarettes and 
alcohol can be hard to find if they’re 
highly specific (e.g. Parliament lights, 
Tito’s Vodka). 

Bic lighters for some reason don’t exist 
in many corners of the world. Just the 
flimsy ones that break apart after a few 
dozen flicks. 

Sex toys, if you’re into that kind of 
thing, can be found overseas, but 
usually of lesser quality. 

General brands like Marlboro and 
Absolut are fairly ubiquitous around the 
world, and in many cases, far cheaper 
than you’ll find in the US. 

Drugs. I shouldn’t have to say this, but 
don’t bring your illegal drugs on the 
plane. Police are super talented at 
finding drugs. 

Porn. Even seemingly liberal countries 
tend to frown upon foreigners who would 
import smut. Besides, who the hell owns 
porn anymore? 
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Fixers in my life

Notes from my blog, the week I did my health inspection in Qatar. 

That’s when I see him. He approaches like a phantasm, his flowing dishdasha 
swishing in the air despite the lack of breeze. He seems not to walk but rather to drift, 
drift like Saudi teenagers in Mercedes Benzes.

He gently grasps my elbow, removes his too-damn-cool-for-a-name-brand 
sunglasses, and says with the gentle authority of the universe itself, “Mister 
Sam. Come with me now.”

Lines, arrows, and ropes form a labyrinth, reminiscent of my bygone hours spent in 
DMVs. Nidhal gestures for me to follow him past the crowds of puzzled businessmen, 
engineers, and other foreigners who were told this process would only take an hour.

He pauses outside a door marked only by a number, deep in thought, conspiratorial, 
like George Clooney right before he does anything. Now that I think about it, with that 
close trimmed beard and square jaw, Nidhal looks an awful lot like George 
Clooney. Except taller.

Speaking in a voice like the wind whirling the desert across the dunes, Nidhal says a 
few words in Arabic that, like so many words in Arabic, speak volumes more than 
English.

The doctor responds immediately by taking out an ink pad and stamping insignias 
across a document with my name on it. Nidhal thanks him. We leave.

My favorite fixer was a man in Beirut I’ll call Hassan. We first met at the airport, as I 
stood in the immigration line. I’m not sure how he was able to access the terminal’s 
airside, but similar to Nidhal, Hassan whispered to a few uniformed men, and 
suddenly he whisked all of us new teachers out of the line and into arrivals, passports 
all stamped up and ready for action. 

When my shoddy cardboard boxes of useless stuff arrived (remember, I’ve made 
many mistakes with relocation), he accompanied me to the post office. The camo-clad 
bureaucrat with the gold chains told me I’d need to pay a substantial sum for duties, 
taxes, and assorted “fees.” Again, Hassan took this man aside. A few spirited words in 
Arabic and then the men… embraced. They laughed heartily, I shifted around 
uncomfortably. The man changed his number to something less than $10 and Hassan 
and I set off. 

I’d learn later that evening, while dining with Hassan’s family at his insistence, that the 
two men were from the same remote Druze village. They were in fact cousins. Small 
country, small world. 



Relocation
Life won’t fit on a plane.

Over the years, I’ve made lots of mistakes with relocation, most of them costing 
hundreds upon hundreds of dollars each. I’ll probably make many more mistakes in the 
years to come. My hope is to guide you through this process, past all the pitfalls, 
because while I’m sure you’ve moved house once or twice in your life, moving house 
internationally is a totally different animal. 

Relocate on the cheap

First things first: cardboard boxes? You're doing it wrong. Do not use cardboard boxes 
to move anything by post or by plane, ever. The results are disappointing. 

If you’re thinking suitcases, you’re on the right track, 
but if you want to maximize carrying capacity for the 
given weight allowance, think Rubbermaid. I’m not 
huge on brand endorsement, but nice deep 
Rubbermaid-branded tub like the one pictured right is 
precisely what you need. It’s the only make and 
model I trust. I bought a set ten years ago and those 
tubs have made every single trip, no signs of giving 
up. All other brands have crumbled, sometimes 
before completing even one relocation. 

At the very least, make sure your container is 
constructed of soft plastic, not hard. Also, no wheels. 
Wheels seem like a good idea — who wouldn’t love to roll fat Rubbermaid stacks like a 
boss? — but I’ve yet to meet a wheeled container designed to roll with 70 lbs of books, 
kitchen appliances, and freaking statuary. Those wheels will pop off before you even 
clear security. Besides, any decent airport will have pushcarts. Drop a few damn dollars, 
rent a cart, be happy knowing that the carts are likely to be free once you get out of the 
US, because that’s how it ought to be. 

Let’s talk about weight and size. Invest in a yardstick with metrics on the reverse side. 
The one in your old classroom will do nicely. Invest in a bathroom scale, preferably a 
small, lightweight one, so you can take it with you for the next relocation. You might 
have one of those hanging suitcase scales, but we’re not weighing suitcases, we’re 
weighing giant crates that hold your life. You’ll probably need a friend to help. 

Airlines used to have a fairly generous carry-on baggage weight allowance, but many 
now cap it at a mere 15 pounds. While US carriers don’t usually bother to weigh carry 
on, international carriers sometimes will. Middle Eastern carriers are especially 
notorious for this. They also tend to be more particular about maximum dimensions. 
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Carry-on luggage can be interpreted many ways, as can that “1 carry-on + 1 personal 
item” policy some carriers have. My “personal item” has been many things. A second 
hand bag. A laptop case. A bunch of spare bicycle tires. A banjo. You won’t really know if 
you’ve pulled it off until the plane departs. For best results, hide your carry-on as much 
as possible, and if you catch any grief, explain that you're in the process of relocation, 
and if that doesn’t work, make a fuss and shake your fists (politely). 

Weight allowances for checked baggage vary widely, but typically start at 50 pounds. 
The dimensions should allow for just about any suitcase, right up to one of those sizable 
Rubbermaid units. Check airline website(s) for details. If your flight itinerary starts with a 
domestic leg before your international port of departure, the airline that checks you in 
should ensure your bags are “checked all the way through to final destination.” Use 
those exact words when you’re at the check-in counter. Nothing fun about a gate agent 
in Singapore trying to hassle another $300 out of you before boarding. 

Unlike domestic flights within the US, international flyers typically get at least one free 
checked bag. For a bit more money, you can add more weight and/or volume. For yet 
more money, you add additional bags. Most of the time, you get a discounted rate by 
signing up for extras 24 hours before the flight. Prices range from tens to hundreds of 
dollars. 

Some carriers allow lots of extra bags, some offer none at all. British Air, my favorite 
midrange carrier, allows up to ten extra bags, so long as the passenger is willing to pay. 
Emirates Air, my least favorite of the top tier companies, won’t allow even one additional 
bag, no matter how badly you need it. 

Every airline has its own shell game; it’s on you to figure out the rules. Before you book 
flights, research the baggage policies of each potential carrier. Look online, then call in 
to confirm. Know though, that the final ruling happens at the check-in counter. That’s 
probably the most important thing I’ve learned about flying in recent years. 

For example, on a recent flight out of Manchester, I was surprised when the check-in 
agent told me my bags were beyond the weight allowance. This ran contrary to the 
information on the airline’s website. We went back and forth, and finally the guy relented 
— in part because his supervisor noticed the long queue of people behind me. 

Remembering this uncomfortable episode, I cared not to repeat the incident on a flight 
later that year, where I would board a domestic JetBlue flight in the US, then continue 
on to my international leg with Etihad out of JFK. I’d stocked up on sundries that 
summer (it’s hard to find corn tortillas and Duke’s mayonnaise in Nepal) so my bags 
were plenty heavy. I researched the baggage policies of both airlines, and called them 
both to confirm details, especially those that pertained to potential excess baggage 
fees. Incredibly, no one was able to give me a straight answer. No one knew if JetBlue’s 
policy or Etihad’s policy would be the prevailing policy. In the end, the best advice I got 
was, “Drop by the counter from where you’ll be departing on your first leg. They’re the 
ones who decide.” 
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That turned out to be great advice because:
1. The desk agent confirmed everything and added a memo to my account so there’d 

be no confusion later. 
2. Hearing about all that I’d dealt with, trying to resolve the problem over the phone, he 

quietly upgraded my flight. 

Still, even with the best research, preparation, and careful packing, you’re bound to 
have at least one experience where you’re that poor sap on the floor in front of the 
check-in desk, madly shuffling underwear, hiking boots, and kitchen appliances from 
one suitcase to another, in order to meet the whimsical demands of a rogue desk agent. 
The shrew behind the counter will stab you with her horrible eyes, while passengers 
gaze at your dilemma with a mix of pity and impatience. Screw them all. You’re 
relocating. They can all wait. 

Most of the time, you can breathe easy once your checked baggage rolls down that 
conveyor belt. You don’t need to look at it again until arrival. Except in some places. 
Moscow’s Sheremetyevo International Airport, for example, requires passengers to take 
their checked bags off, carry them sometimes across several terminals, then check 
them back in. They also confiscate any duty-free bottles at security. Insert obligatory 
drunk Russian joke here. 

Be mindful that customs may be due upon arrival in the host country. Most of the time, 
walking through the “Nothing to declare” lane, stone-faced, will get you past any 
hassles. Just the same, it pays to research customs laws you’ll face upon arrival. 
Certain technology is subject to duties in some places. Sometimes it’s oddly specific — 
Nepal, for example, taxes incoming televisions, but only if it’s a flatscreen larger than 32 
inches. Typically, duties apply if you bring in more than a couple bottles of hooch or 
cartons of cigarettes. Some countries will tax, or completely prohibit, even one of these 
items. In such cases, judge for yourself if that extra bottle of port or carton of Camels is 
worth the risk of popping through customs with undeclared contraband. 

Relocate on the not-at-all cheap

God help you, should you opt for a relocation service. 

Enter this level of hell, knowing that there is no such thing as an ethical moving 
company. Every single damn one of these bastards is out for your hard-earned money, 
and they absolutely will stop being nice to you as soon as the bank transfer goes 
through. 

You might — might — get treated right by the extraction team. In any case, watch them 
with the kind of cautious paranoia you’d apply to a junkie friend who’s crashing your 
couch for the weekend. Movers will protectively wrap every single thing you own. That 
makes sense for dishes, glassware, or similarly genuinely fragile articles, but do you 
really need each one of your Duran Duran cassettes enveloped in seventeen layers of 
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The Backpacking Test

International teachers tend to live in an “expat bubble” that clouds their judgment. The 
societal rules that normally dictate their lives at home are suspended, and especially 
in the first year, they blissfully float through a perma-holiday mindset, making terrible 
choices. They have no trusted friends or family to say, “Isn’t that illegal?” or, “You sure 
you know how to shoot one of these?” and, “I don’t think that person is right for you.” 

To that last point, single teachers are really good at bad hookups. It makes sense. 
The dating pool is usually quite small, limited to coworkers, fellow foreign 
professionals, and local singles. All three of these categories have their pitfalls. 

Sometimes hookups grow into something more. Before long, you’re making specific 
plans and doing romantic things. Could this person be the one? Time for the 
Backpacking Test. 

The Backpacking Test pits the couple against the trials and tribulations of travel. 
Whether they’re roughing it on the Machu Picchu trail, or taking a leisurely dive 
holiday in the Gilis, there will be trouble. Delayed flights. Disagreements about 
timings. Discoveries that the other person is annoyingly picky, or a slow walker, or a 
little too much into massages. This seemingly perfect person is now far from perfect.

In my experience, the Test ends one of two ways. 

I met someone who was funny, sexy, and keen to travel. We bounced around China, 
we hiked, we absorbed culture. We also drove each other nuts — not in a good way. 
We argued constantly about directions, hotels, and itineraries. There came a point 
where we completely stopped talking to each other. The trip ended, and as the taxi 
dropped us home from the airport, she turned to me to say, “This isn’t working out. 
We should really stop dating.”  

I was in complete agreement. 

I met someone else. We took a river cruise down the Yangtze. The diesel-belching 
vessel was full of vermin and inedible food. We lived on that deathtrap for three days. 
Yet we had a remarkably good time. We played cards, read books, and generally 
enjoyed one another’s company. Everything that could’ve gone wrong, went wrong, 
but we persevered, and from that experience, we fell in love. 

I decided to marry that woman. 

Now, the Backpacking Test is utterly different from the Marriage Test (really, it’s less of 
a test and more of an endgame) so I’m not recommending you backpack to find your 
life partner. However, it might be a nudge in the right direction, or to at least filter out 
who’s not the one. 



packing paper? Be prepared to say, “Hey, just toss it into the box.”

Better yet, pack your own boxes. Wrap fragile items yourself. Some companies will say, 
“Whoa buddy, we need to inspect every single item that gets packed, then repack it for 
you,” but they’re just kidding. It’s lip service. When the actual moving team arrives, 
they’re usually relieved that you’ve pulled the hard yards for them, and those boxes go 
straight onto the truck. You’ve probably filled out the declaration of goods already, so 
everyone’s happy and set to go. Only once has a company insisted on packing my stuff, 
to the point where they unpacked everything that I’d just finished packing. 

That being said, moving companies remove more than your worldly possessions. To 
their credit, they remove a great deal of grief on the leaving side. They will send one or 
several sturdy-looking gentlemen to pack your belongings and throw them onto a truck. 
They will take away the trauma of selling or donating your piles and piles of — let’s be 
honest — mostly impractical possessions. They disappear the logistical nightmare of 
putting your remaining remains into Rubbermaid crates which you’ll later need to check 
on and off (and possibly, on and off) airplanes. Maybe moving companies aren’t so bad. 

Until we consider the arrival process. Getting your stuff from the port of your new host 
country to your new front door is a completely different kettle of fish. Still plenty of 
logistics to sort out, still plenty of angry phone calls, plenty of fist shaking and wristwatch 
checking. Except now, they have your stuff. What’s more, you’re in a foreign country 
and you have no idea as to your legal recourse if the moving company won’t cooperate. 
Maybe there is no legal recourse. 

Many companies advertise “door-to-door” service, which in theory means they pick up 
your gear at one domicile, then deliver it in exactly the same order at your new domicile. 
All too often, I find they forget the second half of that deal. Once (if) your stuff arrives, 
ensure that somebody at the company is getting everything onto a truck, lorry, or 
donkey and moving it in your direction.

What’s my best option then? 

As much as I miss the halcyon days of packing my life into a few Rubbermaid crates, 
much as I reminisce on the days of owning so little, I have very little incentive to accept 
a position from any school that doesn’t offer a decent shipping allowance. Yes, the relo 
companies can be a real pain, and customs is can be a bit more of a chore when it 
comes to shipped goods versus carrying off the plane. Yet there is a feeling of serenity, 
as I watch the truck pull away with all my boxes of crap, knowing that part of the 
process is entirely out of my hands now. 

Moving with kids

Too often, my friends back home say, “Gee. I’d love to work overseas one day. But I’ve 
got these damned kids.” 

�172



I say back, “You can still work overseas, man. I know plenty of families that do.” 

Then my friend develops a subtle scowl across his face and changes the subject 
because he thinks there’s simply no way it could ever work out with his family. 

I’ve known overseas families with kids. Three, four, five kids sometimes. Newborn 
babies, teenagers. Kids with medical problems. Kids in wheelchairs. Kids with specific 
learning needs. Kids who are little assholes. Kids who are freaking saints. Trust me on 
this: it is possible to teach overseas with kids in tow. 

But you’ll never hear me say it’s easy. 

The first piece of rule I hear from most relocated families is “you can bring one stuffed 
toy.” 

Moving with pets

Make sure you’re moving to a country that’s okay with dogs. Most are. But research.

Got money? Lots of it? Pay someone to organize the rest for you. Google will introduce 
you to dozens of companies eager to take your money and do the job. It’ll cost you a 
few thousand. If you prefer to spend less — like hundreds instead of thousands — then 
read on.

If at all possible, begin planning no less than two months from the fly date. As you note 
the requirements from involved firms and agencies, construct a timeline. The timeline 
will vary from country to country. How recently must your pet have been vaccinated? 
How close to the fly date should you schedule the wellness check? If signatures and 
stamps are required, how long will it take to obtain them?

Don’t panic as you read through the next steps. They seem like an insurmountable 
series of challenges, but it’s all part of a process. Pet relocation can be accomplished 
with thoughtful, researched, organized planning and action. Repeat to yourself: It’s just 
a paper tiger.

1. Find an airline that will fly your pet to the destination. Call them, inform them of your 
plans, and book tickets with the understanding that you are only interested in flying if 
your pets are on board. Be sure to ask about costs, weight allowances, required 
documentation, and how they will see to the pet’s needs during the flight (think: food, 
water, potty).

2. Contact the Ministry of Health (or equivalent bureau) in new host country. Ask for 
specifics on what their government will require for your pet’s entrance to the country. 
Make sure you have a firm understanding of their quarantine policy, if any. To minimize 
miscommunication, ask the same question three different ways. EMT’s do this in the 
field to ascertain a patient’s injuries. Something about human psychology. Even still, be 
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prepared for surprises at customs. The 
import requirements of many countries 
are buried in the USDA’s website, but I 
cannot vouch for the accuracy of that 
resource.

3. Contact your nearest USDA office. 
Ask if you’re speaking with the federal or 
state office. Ask what will be required for 
your pet to leave the airport, and what’s 
required when your pet returns to the 
US. Take names and ample notes. If you 
spoke with the federal office, contact the 
state, and ask the same questions. If 
you spoke with the state, contact the 
federal, and… you get the idea. The 
USDA attempts to explain all this on their 
website, but it reads like sanskrit, and 
isn’t totally accurate or up-to-date.

4. Contact the CDC. Their focus is pets 
returning to the US. What they say will 
likely parallel what you heard from the 
USDA, but policies change all the time.

5. Contact your vet. Make sure the vet is 
certified by the state and USDA. The vet 
will need to complete the USDA’s APHIS 
7001 form, as well as any health forms 
required by your state, and any 
international health certificates required 
by the host country. State forms your vet 
should have on hand, but you will likely 
need to provide the 7001 and 
international forms. The international 
forms may require translation service. 

6. Assemble your pet passport. It’s 
essentially a running record of the pet’s 
vaccinations and other medical details, 
as much original documentation as 
possible. This is not necessarily required 
by the host country, but it makes 
everything easier, and provides peace of 
mind.

�174

Some of my favorite horror stories with 
moving companies

Awaiting a pickup in Sweden, company 
informs me they have “lost” the driver. He 
turns up in Germany, having passed through 
the entire country of Sweden. Same 
company tells us they’ll be happy to send 
another driver, but as this driver is “out of 
network,” it will cost an additional $500. We 
insist that of course their company will eat 
those costs. It took a few angry phone calls, 
but they finally agreed. 

My brother was relocating to Madrid from 
San Francisco. He gave the moving team 
specific instructions. There was a stack of 
boxes, ready to out the door. That’s all they 
had to do. Move those boxes. As a 
precaution, he stated very specifically don’t 
move any furniture. He came home from 
work that evening, and as he retired to bed, 
he reached to turn on the bedside table 
lamp. Except it wasn’t there. Nor was the 
table. Best part? In the table was a drawer, 
and in that drawer was his passport. He was 
supposed to fly in two days. 

In 100% of our relocations, the crate has 
arrived late. More frustrating is when we’ve 
gotten a call — “Your crate has arrived.” — 
but many more days and weeks pass as it 
goes through “clearance,” which may or may 
not require a fixer. 

In Lebanon, the fixer took me to collect my 
belongings. A stony-faced customs 
bureaucrat in army fatigues grunted some 
obscene amount of money he'd need in 
order to clear my goods. My fixer had a quiet 
word with him. Turns out, they hailed from 
the same village. They embraced lovingly, 
and the rate went down by half. 



7. Make copies of everything. You may be surprised what customs requires when you 
arrive, and trying to find a copy machine at an airport in a foreign country after a long 
flight is no fun.

8. Start throwing money into a hole. Expect to spend at least $400 on the shipping fee 
(less, if airline allows you to bring the pet into cabin with you). You will likely need to buy 
a travel-worthy kennel (different airlines have different size requirements). You will need 
other doggie accessories, such as a sip bottle (like the kind in a hamster cage), cold 
weather jacket if the climate demands it, and other things that you think might be 
unavailable in the host country. Amazon Prime is your friend; otherwise, PetCo and 
PetSmart offer lots of online shopping incentives and a generous return policy. Expect 
some previously undisclosed “duties” and “handling charges” along the way, especially 
in the host country.

9. Throw your hands in the air. At some point, with the flight just hours away, you’ll 
realize there’s nothing further you can do to prepare. There will be last minute fees, 
forms, and general unexpected hell. Do what you can. Take a deep breath, pour a stiff 
drink. You and your buddy will get there eventually.

10. Put the pet on the plane. If you’re carrying your pal onboard, life is much easier for 
everyone involved. The crew may or may not have procedures for potty time. If the pet 
flies below deck, then your pet’s life will suck during the entire flight, but you can 
minimize that suckage. Provide plenty of blankets, food, and water. Hope you shopped 
hard for that sip bottle, and found one where the top will not easily pop off and spill 
water all through the kennel, like mine did. Make sure the captain is aware he has live 
animals down there, so he keeps the climate controlled appropriately, especially when 
parked on the tarmac. Make sure the flight crew is aware of your situation. An able flight 
crew will make sure your pet is fed and watered, but sadly, you can’t count on that with 
every airline, so yeah, a trans-oceanic passage could be pretty awful. Sure you don’t 
want to leave Fido with your brother or something?

11. Walk the pet out of the airport. Customs will most definitely want to talk to you. If you 
landed in a fairly developed country with transparent government policies, you will 
probably have all your documents together, and you’ll breeze right through. If you 
landed in a somewhat backwards country, you might be stuck in customs for some time, 
while they sort out whether you’re allowed to enter the country with the animal or not. 
They won’t care if Mr. So-and-So at the Embassy of Backwardistan assured you all 
papers were in order. You’ll have to do as they say. Hopefully your employer knows a 
good fixer. Save all documentation you get from airport officials. Your pet may need it 
later to leave the country, or to re-enter the USA.
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Arrival and Adjustment
How to temper the symptoms of culture shock with minimal self-medication

You’ve made it. It’s that first morning, where you wake up in an unfamiliar bed in an 
unfamiliar country. The world is your oyster. Hopefully, you have one or two settling-in 
days before things kick up at work, so make good use of them. Take a walk around your 
new neighborhood. Get to know the other new teachers, as well as the returners. Then, 
orient yourself with what will be critical to your mental well-being over the next couple 
years. 

Know your fixer

Most every school has one of these guys. The fixer is such an integral part of day-to-
day operations in the Middle East and East Asia that he’s a household name. Heater 
broken? Call Ahmed. Need to contest a charge on your local debit card? Call Ahmed. 
Need to hide a body? Call Ahmed. Ahmed, or alternatively, Hussein, Li, Gustav, Putu, 
Taiwo, or Javi. 

Fixers serve the school and its teachers. Since most school heads are foreigners, they 
recognize they will always be stonewalled on certain important things, such as building 
expansions, licenses, and local taxes. Newly arrived teachers are but wee helpless 
lambs who need bank accounts, work visas, and residences. Even long standing 
teachers need help locating a guy who knows a guy who can reattach a cabinet door or 
arrange a weekend motorbike rental. 

No school can deal with local headaches on their own; decent schools have fixers. With 
a local professional jack of all trades, palms grease, elbows rub, and more often than 
not, ridiculous sums of cash get distributed in shady deals. Love it or hate it, fixers make 
everything move forward. 

My current fixer is named Santa. That is his real name. When I need a hole drilled in my 
poured-cement wall, when I need to find lantern oil, when I need to move house, I call 
Santa. Santa delivers 100% of the time. That sounds cute and funny, but try asking Siri 
right now to “call Santa” and see how she responds. 

Get to know your fixer. Invite him over for dinner or take him out for a beer. Ask about 
his family. He is arguably the most important person you will meet in the host country. 

Know your embassy

Remember when you looked that up a couple months ago? Make sure you know its 
location and how you can quickly get there by public transit, Über, or taxi. Find out who 
your ambassador is and be on the lookout for embassy-sponsored events like garden 
picnics or the Marine Ball. You should receive an introductory email this week from your 
warden; if not, check the embassy to ensure you’re enrolled in STEP. 
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Know your workmates, but not too well. 

Working at an overseas is much like a zombie movie. A ragtag band of teachers, all 
strangers in a strange land, become comrades largely out of necessity. They’ll struggle 
against adversity, face their inner demons, and grow stronger, together. But steadily, 
one by one, comrades disappear. By the end of the film, everyone’s trying to eat each 
other.

The first week of my first overseas contract, a colleague offered solid advice: 

Every school has its problems, don’t let yourself fall into the spiral of negativity; find the 
positive people at this school, and stick close to them. 

Easier said than done. 

There are colleagues from some gigs who, years later, are still very good friends of 
mine. We chat regularly online, we attend each other’s weddings, and one day, we’ll 
probably attend each other’s funerals. They’re more like family than friends. I dearly 
miss working with them. 

There are colleagues from other gigs, who, for whatever reason, I have no desire to see 
or hear from again. Don’t misunderstand me. We were chummy in the months or years 
we worked together. We supported each other in hard times, and toasted the good 
times. But those times are gone. Maybe it’s like Sandra Bullock’s line in “Speed,” how 
“relationships based on intense experiences never work.” I don’t know. I’m a teacher, 
not a psychologist. 

Then there are those former colleagues who still make cameos in my anxiety dreams. 
Utterly dysfunctional sociopaths. The types of people who started working overseas 
because no stateside school would have them. It takes all kinds, right? 

Schools can be interesting sociological laboratories; this phenomenon is amplified in a 
foreign setting. 

The pattern goes something like this: 

Week One — The students have yet to start classes, so the only people in the building 
are admins and faculty. Everyone gets to know one another in a friendly, informal setting 
as they prepare the classrooms for learning. Teacher housing tends to be consolidated, 
so coworkers are commonly neighbors, which leads to long nights of “Where you from, 
where you been?” conversation. Some schools sponsor events like a city orientation 
tour, or an excursion to a national landmark, which encourages further mingling. A TGIF 
(or in the Middle East, a TGIT) will be in order, giving everyone an opportunity to show 
off how they act while drunk. Everyone is talking about what a fantastic group this is, 
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and how they can’t wait to spend the next two or more years working together. The 
gossips and busybodies quietly begin to judge others. 

Month One — Cliques and sub-cliques have formed, which, especially among young 
single teachers, leads to animosity and jealousy. The only people who still fly the “we’re 
one big family” flag are administrators, but doubt lingers behind their eyes. The initial 
round of drunken hookups and walks of shame has happened, the next round will soon 
commence. Teachers who insist they never wanted a workplace relationship will eat 
their words. It can’t be helped. Surrounded by a foreign culture, human nature dictates 
that we reach out to what’s familiar. Times like this, married teachers are happy they 
don’t have to deal with such crap, though they secretly feel a little depressed when 
they’re not invited to the hip young people happenings. 
 
December — Time for the holidays, though only a few people opt to go home. For first-
time overseas teachers, this may be their first time spending Christmas away from 
family. Like everyone else, they intend to compensate with an adventuresome travel 
itinerary. Some of those late night hookups have developed into nascent relationships, 
and those couples will do their first “backpacking test” together. Teaching is pretty much 
on autopilot; most everyone is obsessed by the upcoming break. It’s been a hard year. 
That camaraderie we encountered in Week One is long gone. Colleagues have 
solidified their opinions of each other, for better or worse. Some are wondering how 
they’ll be able to look any of these people in the eye come January, much less for 
another eighteen months. Again, it’s been a hard year. 

January — Hey wait a minute. Do we have less teachers than we did in December? 
Looks like somebody pulled a Christmas runner. Administrators scramble to pull in a 
replacement, who will spend the remainder of the academic year trying to figure out 
their job, whilst receiving only half the support of teachers who arrived in August. For 
everyone who has returned, the post-holiday glow soon gives way to the regiment of 
day-to-day instruction. 

Summer — Everyone talks about how fast the year went by. Some teachers finish their 
contracts and move on to hopefully better things. Others renew their contracts because 
they feel the school to be quite good, or because they are lazy sods with nothing better 
to do. Those who leave will be toasted at a send-off, even by people who considered 
them to be real assholes. People who made the wonderful, terrible mistake of falling in 
love with their colleagues are in for either deep heartbreak or lengthy commitment. Most 
teachers spend the next couple months back home, where they try to relate their 
experiences to stateside family and friends, met only by vacant stares. They’ll be eager 
to return to the fray. 

Week One, Year Two — Teachers who return for their second year are cocky self-
proclaimed veterans. Some attempt to use this status to their advantage, seducing 
young incoming singles. The true old hands, teachers who’ve lived in the host country 
far too long, shake their heads in the knowledge that it’s going to be the same old shit 
all over again.  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Know how your money works locally

As discussed earlier, a local bank account will be essential. However, your local 
financial institution may prove to be as difficult to figure out as the local language. A 
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A word to the single teachers

You host country will either be the best or worst thing to happen to your romantic life. 
I’ve lost count of the number of colleagues who met their partner while working 
internationally. I’ve also met some chronically frustrated individuals… though to be 
fair, sometimes it has more to do with those individuals than their chosen locale. 

Should you land someplace with a sexually liberal population, the dating life 
overseas may be a step up compared to home, especially if you’re from more of a 
“flyover state” than a godless urban metropolis. Male or female, whatever your 
sexual orientation, you’ll have no shortage of potential matches. 

There are some places where the odds favor one gender over the other, far as 
dating locally is concerned. For example, in much of East Asia, men generally do 
better. I found many women happily partnered with local men in South Asia and 
Latin America. Some would suggest this is because locals are looking for a way out, 
or desire an American passport. Personally, I think that’s a pretty cynical world view. 
Love happens in all kinds of ways. 

Not into the local scene? Prefer to meet someone who shares your cultural 
background? Research your potential host country, make sure there’s an expat 
scene beyond the school. Single folks I know overseas, most of them want to know 
at least a few locals, but they universally feel the need to stay connected to an expat 
population as well, preferably outside their workplace. 

Consider too, though, that an expat wonderland like the UAE can be a real mixed 
bag, far as dating is concerned. Roughly 90% of the population is not Emirati, so on 
a night out, you’re more likely to meet a fellow American than a local national. 
Chances are, that person will be male, and into some kind of power broker business. 
That may be just what you’re looking for. But for the majority of single men and 
women I talked to in the Gulf, they reported abject loneliness, interspersed with the 
odd one-night stand. Despite an impressive salary, most were eager to flee the 
region soon as their contract ended, in search of sexier pastures. 

There are some places that no singles should even consider. Avoid countries that 
veer towards the right of Alabama. Warning signs include religious bigotry, 
repression of women, and general intolerance. This is especially true if you are 
single and gay. Leave places like this to the married couples. 



decent school will help you get established, and their fixer or HR manager should be 
available to handle things you don’t know how to handle, like transferring funds back 
home, claiming a lost or stolen card, or signing up for extra services. A very good school 
will provide you options by inviting reps from a couple local banks to discuss options 
with you in person. Be aware of the terms, should you choose to borrow money at any 
point. People still go to debtors prison in some corners of the world. 

Probably the hardest part about banking locally is those occasions that require you to 
appear at the branch in person. Do you walk right up to the counter? Do you take a 
number? If so, which button do you push for which ticket? Do you go to this desk or that 
desk. How long am I going to be here? Hours you say? I’ve only got my lunch break. 

Probably your best bet, if bank visits prove too confusing, is to seek counsel from one of 
your colleagues who has spent time in the country already. Ask them to accompany you 
to the bank. Buy them a coffee for their trouble. 

How about that currency?

Within your first week, you’ll probably develop a system of mental conversion. If you’re 
lucky, it’ll be a simple base-10 conversion like 100 rupees to a dollar. It could be a bit 
more convoluted, like 100 yuan buys 16 US dollars, so this waving cat ornament, priced 
at 31 yuan is… is… brain hemorrhage. 

Here’s the thing: the only time dollar values will matter again is when your contract ends 
and you pay one final visit to the bank on your way to the airport. You exchange all your 
local savings into dollars, and hopefully crap yourself when the teller hands you fat 
stacks of hundred dollar bills. 

I’ve been advised time and time again to stop thinking about the US dollar, and I really 
do try. Likely, it will be no different for you. You’ll do the conversions all the time, every 
day. It’s natural. You want to know you’re not overpaying when the bartender charges 30 
Qatari rial for that beer. 

Let’s talk a little more about that beer. That beer just cost you about $8.25. That’s a 
pricey beer, if you live anywhere outside of New York City. But you’re in Qatar, not 
America. Because you’re in Qatar, you are in a luxurious hotel bar, one of only a few 
places that legally serve alcohol, alcohol that’s taxed like crazy by the Qatari 
government. On the plus side, you’re probably making 50% more than you did teaching 
in the US, and it’s tax free. Also, you’ve no obligation to tip the bartender in this country. 
So drink up. Enjoy. For eight bucks, this had better the be the best Budweiser on Earth 
(it isn’t). 

My point here is, if you stay anchored to your home currency, you will go mad. Dollar 
value doesn’t matter anymore. As you settle in to the host country, start thinking of your 
pocket cash in terms of local purchase power. Think of your salary, and how it compares 
to that of people in your community, local and foreign. In Europe or South America, you 
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will be relatively middle class, although there are a small handful of international schools 
that pay considerably well. In the Middle East, you’re doing better than the Filipinos and 
Nepalis lured over on false promises, but you’ll pull less than the German engineer and 
the Danish architect, and none of you will ever make money like the Emiratis. In many 
parts of Asia, you’ll be nouveau riche. That’s important to know, so you don’t become a 
ostentatious prick. Is it really worth haggling over 100 rupee for that taxi ride, when it’s 
only a difference of one lousy dollar? 

Damn. There I go again, unconsciously converting. 

About that taxi ride. Know that in many parts of the world, you can expect a “foreigner 
tax.” In some countries, especially countries without price tags on things, the foreigner 
tax is publicly denied but privately exploited to no end. Some countries, it’s fully 
acknowledged, even institutionalized. 

You’ll notice it the first time you visit the local corner shop, buy a coke, and pay say 50 
dingbats. A local guy comes in right after, grabs the same thing, and as you leave the 
shop, you swear the clerk asks him for 30 dingbats. It’ll be the sign at the local 
monument that announces an admission price of 90 dingbats for local people and 200 
dingbats for foreigners. And it will be the taxi drivers. Always the taxi drivers. Taxi drivers 
with meters that are reportedly broken that day. 

The rationale for the foreigner tax is, foreigners can afford it. And probably, that’s right. 
What is pocket change to us is the shopkeeper’s bread and butter. If you are to live in 
their host country, you will pay the tax. If you resent being treated differently from the 
locals, consider this next tip… 

Learn some language 

Many international schools out there, you won’t need to know the language. I know 
people who’ve lived in their host country for decades, yet never lifted a finger to speak 
local. To be honest, I’m pretty much crap at new languages, but still try to learn a few 
basics. 

Most anywhere, these are your local survival words to learn:

please, thank you, excuse me, I’m sorry, I need, I’m going, left, right, straight, u-turn, 
stop, I don’t want that, how much, what’s your best price, that’s too expensive

Know also your address, as well as the addresses you frequent. Carry their business 
cards or have a local colleague write down the information for you, until you learn how 
to say it in taxi driver dialect. Pin locations on Google Maps (though Maps may prove 
useless where you live). 

It bears repeating: collect business cards. It will make the difference between getting a 
safe ride home to bed, and wandering around drunk and aimless until dawn. Some 
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great apps out there allow you to scan cards directly into your phone’s contacts list. 
Services like Über and Lyft are becoming ubiquitous to major cities worldwide; copy-
paste the business card address to the ride app’s destination field, and that can 
altogether eliminate “lost in translation” moments that land you on the wrong side of 
town. 

What was that crazy delicious thing you inadvertently ordered when you blindly pointed 
to a menu item that was written in a language you can’t read? Photograph it. Learn how 
to say it. Order it every time you go there. Impress your expat friends. 

In some places, your feeble attempts to talk local will be met with encouraging grins, 
occasional laughter, and reassurances that you speak “very good” language. Other 
cultures will grimace and ask to please just use English for future communication. 

People who achieve a conversational level of language report that it’s infinitely 
rewarding, even if they must overcome near impossible learning curves to get there. 
Locals are more likely to invite you to local experiences, taxi drivers will talk politics, and 
shopkeepers will treat you like a regular (as opposed to a foreigner who gets charged 
“foreigner tax”).

Know the parents

I really cannot stress this enough: parents can make or break your career at a new 
school. If you’ve been teaching even a little while, you know this already. The stakes are 
higher now. Displease the wrong parent, and you could be on a flight home before 
December. Here are some of the parents I’ve encountered at home and abroad — 
some of them may sound familiar. 

Remarkably Terrible Parents. No law says that one must meet certain criteria to become 
a parent. Remarkably terrible parents make us consider the merits of such legislation. 
These parents, forced to choose between buying school supplies for their 
kindergartener at the start of the year, or putting food on the table for the week ahead, 
will instead opt for a carton of cigarettes. Remarkably terrible parenting does not stop 
with poverty, though. I’ve had plenty of students from well-off families, raised with zero 
discipline, no bedtime, and unlimited internet access. In international schools, you’re 
likely to encounter students who know their nannies and drivers far better than their own 
parents.  

Passive Parents. In American public, I find this describes most parents. They drop their 
offspring at the gate in the morning, and pick them up in the afternoon. The best parents 
make it to most of the conferences, and keep after their kids about homework. They 
generally trust the teacher to do her job. The worst of them trust the teacher to do her 
job, as well as theirs, when it comes to raising the child. 

Helicopter Parents. These are the ones to watch out for, because believe me, they are 
watching you. Your initial meeting of these parents — and they always attend that Open 
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House at the start of year — is for them less of an Open House and more of a Spanish 
Inquisition. Other parents might sit quietly through your presentation, but these parents 
won’t even wait until the end for questions. They will ask about things that, especially as 
a new teacher, you’ve no way of knowing, like how many students will be allowed on the 
swim team this year. And when you don’t know, they will interpret that as incompetence, 
and they will remember. And the questions will continue, all year long, in person, in 
emails, and in quiet emails to the principal, if you don’t provide the answers they’re 
looking for. They are distressingly efficient at mobilizing other helicopter parents. They 
are known, in severe circumstances, to destroy teachers’ careers and credibility. 

Parents of Exceptional Children. These parents can be defined through different lenses. 
They might be Helicopter parents, always on the attack, in defense of their precious 
(also often spoiled, lazy, unmotivated, and/or sociopathic) sons and daughters, justifying 
their attacks with "Yes but my child is exceptional!” They can also be parents who 
require extra effort from the teacher, but for the right reason: their child is in fact 
exceptional. This exceptionality may come from a learning disability or physical 
handicap. It may come from giftedness or talent. You went to teacher college, so you 
know that we have a duty of care to exceptional students such as these, and their 
parents. 

Golden Parents. These parents you need to keep on side. These parents don’t just say 
how much they appreciate you, they also show it. They read with their children at home. 
They volunteer in the classroom. They bake cookies for holiday parties. They gift you a 
bottle of wine or a massage voucher at the end of the school year. More importantly, 
these are the parents you can call on if the Helicopter Parents start to mobilize: Thanks 
for that kind email last week. I’m glad Johnny feels more secure with his times tables 
now. Say… if you have a minute, would you mind passing that along to the principal? 
She loves hearing success stories from the classroom. On the same note, you can call 
on these parents for a reference when time comes to apply for a new school. 

You may think you’re pretty good at keeping parents happy. Right now, you probably 
are. Overseas, you’ll encounter a different caliber of parents. Your current level of 
Parent Pleasing may not yet be adequate. 

My first international school, parents hit me with a barrage of questions, questions that 
in American Public, I never had to consider before. Of course, it was Open House. 

“How are you assessing the children? Why do you assess them in that way?” 

“Why does my child’s work look different from this child’s work in the other class?” 

“It’s the third week of school. You say my child is doing well in class. How do you 
know?” 

These were not middle-class, blue collar parents. These parents were diplomats, 
politicians, aid workers, Fulbright scholars, and oil magnates. They were educated, well-
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to-do, and influential. Had this been one of those town-hall-style presidential debates 
where the questions and answers are prepared ahead of time, I might have survived. 

Instead, I was young, inexperienced, and naïvely self-assured. Their questions were 
tougher than I’d had in most job interviews. Maybe I did okay on some of the answers, 
but not most of them. Parents grew concerned. Unbeknownst to me (never be 
unbeknownst!) they started a little witch hunt, looking for all kinds of reasons my 
teaching style was ruining their children. They set clandestine meetings with the 
principal and head of school, and threatened to pull their children from the school if I 
were allowed to remain. 

The axe came down the day before our Christmas assembly. Having never been fired 
before, I was gobsmacked. Nothing fun about looking for teaching work in January. 

In the years since then, I’ve put together a list of must-do’s when it comes to parent-
pleasing. For some of the readers, this will be a no-shit-Sherlock list, but as a young 
teacher, I was pretty dumb, and could’ve really used this advice. 

Class website. Post a short bio with your credentials and experience. Update the site 
every week, at minimum, with homework assignments and what the class will learn 
about in the week ahead. You might also post photos of what’s happening in class, but 
check your school’s safeguarding policy first. Some teachers maintain a blog, which 
seems like an alright idea if you can make the time for it. 

Class newsletter. This might be redundant if you already keep a website, but it’s a good 
option for the technologically less-able teachers. Don’t forget photos. Parents love 
photos. 

Twitter feed. Again, your school’s safeguarding policy may not be cool with this, but 
techie parents love to receive live pics of their children learning. 

Remind app. This is a super cool app that recently went international. Once parents are 
signed up to your Remind feed, you can info blast their phones via SMS. Why do this, 
you may ask, if they already have a website, newsletter, and Twitter feed? Because 
even with all those channels, you’ll still get parents who complain that they have no idea 
what’s happening in the classroom. But even if people choose to ignore your many 
channels of communication, everyone checks their text messages. 

Face time. No, not the app. I mean real, actual face-to-face interactions. Be present 
when parents drop their kids at school in the morning and pick up in the afternoon. You 
don’t have to engage every parent you see; for many of them, it’s enough to know that 
you’re available any day of the week for a quick informal chat. Be sure to memorize this 
script though: I would love to continue this conversation, but our class is just about to 
get the morning started. Could we set a time and day to meet after school? This is 
especially important when dealing with Helicopter Parents. 
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Information nights. This is different from the Open House or teacher-parent 
conferences. This is where you prepare a talk or a workshop on something that people 
should know more about, and invite all the school’s parents to attend. School leaders 
always lament, parents never come to these. Which is exactly why your information 
night can be a win for everyone — parents, principals, and of course, you. To make it 
work, it has to be an authentically engaging topic, and it must be marketed smartly. For 
example, instead of calling it “Technology at Home,” call it “Protecting from Predators: 
10 Tips to Keep Your Children Safe.” Instead of “Homework Policy Explained,” call it 
“Five Ways to Make Them Fall in Love with Books.” On the night, don’t just show a 
Powerpoint. Make it interactive, with group tasks and out-of-seat activities, just like you 
do for your regular classroom. It’s true, you might only attract a few parents the first 
time, but more will come, once they hear about how fun and informative these nights 
are. Snacks help too. 

Keep a paper trail. In fact, keep two paper trails. One is through school channels — 
school email, school calendar, and any student information systems the school might 
utilize. The other one is personal. Online or offline journals and calendars are a fine way 
to keep track of meetings, information nights, and so on. This way, should anyone — a 
parent, a supervisor, or a student — ever bring into question your professionalism, you 
have a paper trail to support your work. 

Are you a teacher who provides to parents your personal email, or even your mobile 
number? Stop doing that. It is a disaster waiting to happen. Though your intentions are 
good, the potential consequences can wreck your life. Think of how personal emails 
recently derailed an entire presidential campaign. The same can happen to a teacher. 

What’s communicated through a school server is official business, monitored and 
archived. Your ass is covered. Even if you provide bad information, or say something 
the wrong way, your school has an official starting point from which they can begin to 
make things right for everyone. But if a personal email needs to be investigated, are you 
comfortable with people digging through your inbox and outbox? Even the rumor and 
speculation surrounding a potential investigation can damage your career. We know 
how teachers love to talk. 

Set boundaries. It bears repeating: personal email and phone number is a big no. 
Should parents ask for that information, politely tell them how they can reach you 
through school channels, and that you can be expected to respond within 24 hours. If 
they press the issue, be a broken record. No need to explain why it’s inappropriate for 
them to have your personal number, with the ability to reach you any time, night or day. 

Consider setting up an out-of-office auto reply for holidays. While most parents 
understand that you are away from work during the holidays, there’s always that one 
parent who doesn’t seem to understand how vacations work. 
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Your new school may already have home-school communication policies in place. If not, 
make your own, and make sure parents are aware of them from day one. Leave parents 
in the dark, they will make your life hard. 

Put these preventative strategies in place, and not even the most troublesome parent 
can fault you for being disconnected or uncommunicative. That first year overseas (half-
year, really), was an enormous learning curve for me. I now know the value of an ounce 
of prevention. As a result of my Parent Pleasers, my Helicopter Parents respect me, and 
from the other parents, I’ve enjoyed a decade of overwhelmingly positive feedback, as 
well as some really terrific bottles of wine at the end of the year. 

Culture shock

When it comes to living and working in new countries, I’m often reminded of a bit by 
American comedian David Cross, in which he tells of his attempts to communicate with 
people in Turkey during a holiday. “I can’t! I don’t know! I don’t know what you’re saying! 
I don’t want this to be like this!” 

Indeed, this sums up the first few weeks, perhaps months, of adjusting to any overseas 
relocation. New sights, smells, tastes, and languages overwhelm the senses and the 
expat wonders, “Will it always be this crazy for me?”

Anthropologist and educator Kalvero Oberg was among the first to label this 
dumbfounded-ness as “culture shock.” It is a neurotic condition, but thankfully, it is only 
temporary. Culture shock passes more easily once the expat recognizes the symptoms, 
and develops systems of overcoming them.  

The Honeymoon Phase: Everything is new and therefore exciting. Oftentimes, locals will 
take the newly arrived expat around town to show off their city. Save for the occasional 
faux pas or mistranslation, things are going smoothly. Holiday travelers rarely graduate 
beyond this phase.  

The Rejection Phase: The expat finds it difficult to locate favorite foods or merchandise 
from the home country.  Systems such as transportation, utilities, or ordering food at a 
restaurant are different from home and therefore strange and uncomfortable. Where the 
language was once “interesting” it is now considered “impossible.” This phase can be 
especially harmful because the expat may notice only the difficult parts of living in their 
host country.  

The Regression Phase: If stage two is allowed to fester, then the expat begins moving 
backwards to his own culture, rather than adapting to the host culture. The choice of 
food, entertainment, and friends all bear the likeness of those from the home country. 
Energy focuses on griping about what’s “wrong” about the host country, all while 
remembering with great fondness only the positives of the home country, as if life there 
were always perfect.  
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The Recovery Phase, or At-Ease-At-Last Phase: Seasoned expats may skip stage three 
completely, but eventually, all expats reach the recovery phase (or else they go home). 
At this point, the foreigner feels confident and comfortable enough to leave the house 
without anxiety. She begins not only to take in the local food, entertainment, and friends, 
but also begins to enjoy them... sometimes even more than the food, entertainment, and 
friends from back home. Bottom line, the expat learns that life is no better here, there, or 
anywhere. It’s just different.  One may regress to previous stages on any given day, but 
once the expat accomplishes stage four, it is always within reach.  

The Reverse Culture Shock Phase: Just when you’ve adjusted to the host country, it’s 
time to go home. The home country seems different from how it was remembered 
during all those months overseas. Food is less interesting, entertainment is boring and 
predictable, and the friends, well, they’re still your friends, but they seem somehow 
less... cultured? Moreover, even your own family may have trouble relating to your wild 
tales of life abroad. You feel like a foreigner in your own country, and can’t wait to go 
abroad once more.  

Speaking for myself, nearly a year had passed before I got to the At-Ease Phase in 
China. I found the best therapy during that year was to be kind to myself and others, 
keep writing about my adventures, and gradually accept what I could not change. And 
wouldn’t you know it, when I returned to America last summer, I found myself missing 
hot pot, kung-fu movies, and friends who know how to eat “family style.” 

Get out. Have fun. 

Probably the best way to overcome the Rejection and Regression phases is to 
consciously make the most of where you are. Take every opportunity to walk the city, 
visit local landmarks, eat weird, and connect with new people. You can do that here in a 
way you never could in the US. 

The majority of international educators I know are “Lifers.” They decided some time ago 
that overseas teaching is far preferable to teaching back home. A few of those teachers 
started off with the mindset of “I’ll give it a couple years, then come home,” but they 
soon fell into the Lifer category. Speaking for myself, I’ve come back to do the odd 
teaching stint in America, and found it to be a sharp reminder as to why I’d rather be 
overseas. 

The antithesis of Lifer is a teacher who routinely spends his weekends in the flat, binge-
watching Netflix, rather than out and about with new friends. She looks like the kind of 
teacher who waxes endlessly about how different (and inherently better) things were at 
her last school or her home country. That kind of teacher is someone stuck in the 
Rejection Phase. They’ll complete one contract (or not) then get back to their more 
comfortable, familiar routine back home. No hard feelings. This isn’t for everyone. 

Your life as a Lifer
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International teaching amplifies the challenges we already face as teachers, regardless 
of where we live. Modest salary schedules become wildly unbalanced, non-scaled 
salary schedules. Weak teacher unions become nonexistent teacher unions. 
Megalomaniacal bosses become megalomaniacal bosses with no board of directors to 
reel them in. It also presents a slew of new challenges: unfamiliar systems of 
government, finance, and infrastructure, waves of culture shock, legal gray areas, and 
the potential for everything to bottom out given a natural disaster, militant uprising, or 
sociopathic head of school. 

However, if you stay positive and resilient, smiling in the face of adversity, you should do 
fine. 
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Jumping Ship
Art of the Christmas runner

Keep Your Eyes Open says:

Do not even whisper a word of your intentions to anyone at all. Play the game, appear 
to be okay with everything. Then, in a week or two, announce you are going for a 
weekend in a neighboring city, This way no one will question why you are getting into a 
taxi with suitcases. Head for the airport and get the heck out of there. If you tell them in 
advance you are leaving they may be able to make it so you can’t leave the country. 

There are some super horror stories on this web site of what happened to teachers 
when a vindictive school decided to block their exit. Do not use the school’s travel agent 
or an agency that belongs to one of the student’s parents.

I worked at a school and as a small group we decided to not return the following year. 
The board of directors had their own ideas and fired all the American teachers on the 
last day of school. Without notice. They had no idea we were planning on not coming 
back. They could give a damn about us and we knew it and the firing which took place 
at the last day of school breakfast just further justified our leaving. Long story short, for 
tax purposes they claimed to be an American corporation and had such status. They 
gave each of us a letter of dismissal. With the letters we all collected unemployment. At 
first the school claimed we had all quit, but a short review proved we had been fired. 
Especially since we had the letters. The school was found guilty of attempted fraud and 
forced to reimburse the unemployment offices for our unemployment. They had no 
choice since their bank account was in the States and it was easy for the government to 
freeze it. So there is some justice out there.

But do be careful, getting trapped in a foreign country where you have no rights can be 
devastating. You can’t imagine if you haven’t experienced it.

via International Schools Review

Don’t do it

No one — and I mean no one — will tell you that jumping ship is a good idea. If your 
contract says two years, you need to stay two years. If your contract says one year, you 
should still plan to stay for two years, because one year makes you look like a reviled 
“backpacker teacher.” Three years, five years, every additional year at a school makes 
for an exponentially more impressive CV; short stays will absolutely murder it. 

Keep in mind: by leaving before end of contract, you stand to lose return airfare and 
relocation, medical coverage, and possibly a few other benefits. You’ll pay for all that out 
of pocket, so any savings you managed to amass in your short time at the school will 
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reset to zero pretty damn quick. Unless you’ve really planned this through, it could take 
months before you’re up and working again. Meanwhile, you’re sitting around not 
making money. 

The absolute death knell is the Christmas runner. All too common in Tier-3 schools, the 
Christmas runner is the exodus of disgruntled teachers over the December holidays, 
sometimes en masse. These teachers fly out of country on pretense of holiday, and 
don’t return in January. As one might imagine, this greatly inconveniences the school 
but absolutely destroys the credibility of the teachers in question. They cannot list the 
school as a reference, and if the hire occurred through a recruitment agency, the 
teachers are likely to be blacklisted. 

But then again, it does make a school look like garbage, and that can feel pretty good in 
the short term. 
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Blacklisting: Truth and Fiction

There is a great deal of speculation across the international teacher blogs and 
discussion boards. Do the recruitment agencies really blacklist, and what does that 
look like? 

Hired through Search-Associates? As per their recruiter contract, teachers who 
break contact “without good reason” (subject to interpretation, I suppose) will face a 
$1,600 fee from the agency. Additionally, SA promises to send “an email to all 
recruitment organizations and all referees informing them of the candidate’s 
actions.”

ISS has a similar “scorched earth” pledge on their website. 

Assume that other agencies have their own blacklist protocol, even if it’s not 
published. In reality however, I know of no teachers who have been formally 
documented as a pariah, though I do know of a few who’ve been refused admission 
to future recruitment fairs or otherwise excluded on unofficial terms. 

That said, there is no way for a teacher to be completely excluded from future 
recruitment. As long as there’s a profit motive for an agency to place, as long as 
there are schools in need of teachers, there will be a place for even the most 
transient teacher. But know too that with every broken contract, there will be one 
less positive reference, and the need for one more explanation as to why you were 
at School X for only part of a typical two-year period, and that won’t make your next 
job hunt any easier. 



Do it

There are exceptional situations, of course. My personal credo says that an early 
departure is justified in the following cases: 

1. The salary is late twice. Once is an honest mistake. Maybe a bookkeeping error. 
Especially understandable with brand new schools. Just don’t fool me twice. I’ve got 
people to pay back home, and they don’t care about my employer’s bookkeeping 
error. 

2. The medical plan is not as promised. Usually this is discovered in the heat of a 
medical emergency, which puts me in an especially unforgiving mood. If the school 
fixes things in a timely manner, fine. But if they keep stumbling every time I need to 
see a doctor for my fractures, ruptures, raptures, blisters, seizures, and food 
poisonings, I am not hanging around for the sudden death round. 

3. Threat of liberty or personal safety. Peruse the archives of International Schools 
Review, and read countless shocking anecdotes about heads of school that publicly 
berate, privately intimidate, or physically threaten their teachers. Sometimes it’s a 
matter of cultural misunderstanding. In some countries, belittling your employees is 
acceptable behavior, so local school heads don’t see any problem shaking their fist 
at foreign hires. Sometimes it’s a Western administrator who’s been in country too 
long, and has adopted the local customs. In any case, it may be time to fly. 

A cautionary tale about Christmas runners. Some countries, such as Kuwait and Qatar, 
have laws that limit your ability to leave the country. Teachers — as well as laborers, 
engineers, and anyone else hired from abroad — may only leave with the permission of 
the company that sponsored their residency visa. Not even your embassy can do much 
to help. Employers will claim this is merely a formality, but it essentially legalizes human 
bondage. If you’re into bondage, then the Gulf States may be for you. 
 
Burning bridges? 
 
Is there any way to leave a job mid-year without burning bridges? Here’s some of the 
advice I’ve gotten over the years. 

Talk things over with your administrator. Explain the circumstances that compel you to 
leave. Work out an amicable agreement. 

Leave a transition kit for the teacher who will replace you. This way, you’ll be fondly 
remembered as a team player, right to the end. 

Don’t involve the students or their families in the circumstances that have led to your 
departure. If asked, explain simply that you are “pursuing new paths,” or that you have 
“family business” that requires your attention back home, or simply that its for “personal 
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reasons.” Discuss your strategy with management, so all concerned parties are on the 
same page. 

Maybe somewhere, at some school, this advice actually applies. I mean, things like that 
would sure make it easy for the school. The school that made your working life so 
difficult. The school that brought into question your mastery of the craft. The school that, 
despite your willingness to depart with grace and professionalism, and despite their 
promises to the contrary, will absolutely destroy you in a reference. It comes subtly, as a 
“whisper of truth” in your (non)recommendation letter, or a cowardly, damning review on 
a confidential reference. They’re probably talking trash about you right… now. 

Come to think of it, forget the bridge. Let’s burn the village. 

Burning the village

There are layers to village burning. Bear in mind, I cannot be held responsible for any 
potentially damaging ethical or legal decisions you make. 

Many disgruntled teachers feel that an earlier-than-expected severance does enough 
damage. They’re probably right. We can never know for sure, but surely, enough 
parents will know that things ended badly, and if the teacher was popular, the admin will 
be swamped with upset tuition-payers. So there’s that. 

There will be the temptation to send out an all-staff or all-parent email that addresses 
the grievances that led to your departure. I’m in no position to say DON’T, but this is the 
sort of thing that could bring about more problems than you anticipate. Problems that 
will outweigh any glory felt from the click of that “Send” button. At least sleep on it. 

Better to put your grief where it will do a great deal of good. International Schools 
Review is the renowned grinding stone of many a malcontent educator. Your review 
could be the tipping point for a subscriber who is considering a contract with those jerks. 
Your review will be especially helpful if no one has yet posted an entry for the school. If 
the school is already riddled with poor reviews, then more fuel for the fire. 

And shame on you for not checking ISR before signing the contract. 
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Picking up the pieces and starting again

One of the scariest things I’ve ever survived was losing my job overseas. Twice. In both 
cases, it happened in December, which is just about the worst timing, in terms of finding 
new work. In both cases, I went back to my hometown, the very hometown to which I 
swore never to return. Twice. 

Though it was scary as hell at the time, things did eventually work themselves out. In 
large part, this is thanks to my parents, who were cool about their 30-something-year-
old son bunking up at home for a little while. Also, I maintained my networks. Shortly 
after my job ended in Beirut, my agent at Search started suggesting new jobs, and 
would eventually place me in Indonesia. After Qatar, an old buddy from high school saw 
on Facebook that I was back in the US and asked if I needed work. I had a job by the 
time school restarted in January. Everything worked out, but I wish to never repeat the 
experience.  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True stories of human bondage

A colleague of mine was working in the Gulf when he received unexpected news of 
his brother’s death. He immediately set about preparing for the funeral, and informed 
his employer he needed to be on the next jet home. The office staff dragged their feet 
pushing the paperwork for his exit visa. As a result, rather than arrive the day before 
the funeral, he arrived during the funeral. 

Another colleague booked a flight at the end of her contract with a Gulf school. They 
assured her all the arrangements had been set for her exit visa. However, 24 hours 
before she flew, there was still no exit visa. The admin office was pretty nonchalant 
about everything, though it really was a serious matter. Her embassy was of no help; 
they didn’t even answer the phone. The document finally came through at the zero 
hour, but at the expense of much stress and many white hairs. 

Read up on countries like Kuwait, and you’ll hear about teachers who were effectively 
held prisoner at the airport, attempting to flee hostile employers. The US Embassy 
does whatever it can to help, but all too often their hands are tied. 

Is the risk worth the money? 



Managing Expectations
Parrot pictures, emotional baggage, and general naiveté

Here’s the other shoe, dropping. I wish to present in this book an accurate as possible 
portrayal of overseas teaching. At least, a more accurate portrayal than I had.

While working on my certification, I attended a workshop on international teaching. It 
was held by a nice middle-aged couple from middle America. They’d worked in Asia and 
South America. They presented a slideshow suitable for any family reunion. Rickshaws. 
Parrots. Tiananmen Square. Sunny beaches and fruity cocktails. Pagodas and temples. 
No doubt they piqued my interest, and they provided a short but helpful list of 
recruitment agencies, but looking back now, I realize they painted a terribly unrealistic 
picture of international teaching. It’s not a vacation, after all. It’s your life. 

I’ve already talked about the “waking dream” aspect of this work. Total immersion in an 
utterly foreign culture. New foods, languages, and adventures. Your perception of the 
wide, wonderful world, and the human race that lives here, will change forever. But 
there’s more. 

The life of an overseas teacher is at times gritty and cruel. It is possible to spend an 
entire day at a mundane task, such as finding a barber or a tin of anchovies, yet never 
complete it. People spit in the street and generally have detestable hygiene. It is an 
uncomfortable world of drunkards and hooligans, confidence men and opportunists. 
Mouth-breathing simpletons and arrogant racists. And that’s just your fellow expats. 

One recruiting website lists reasons to teach overseas. More money, (sometimes) 
easier classroom management, endless cultural experiences… then they add, “If you 
feel like there are things you should leave behind in your life, going overseas is an easy 
way to accomplish this transition.” 

Those are dangerous words. Yes, a change of global address will get you away from 
certain things. I know teachers who went overseas to escape abusive relationships, 
shitty family members, or struggles with drugs and alcohol. Yes, they escaped the 
influence of destructive people at home. But their relocation was part of a new struggle. 

Samsonite is not the only kind of baggage that travels with its owner. Those troubled 
teachers I knew, they were the same neurotic mess overseas as they were at home. 
Some of them picked up old habits. They dated scumbags. They fell off the wagon. 
Others recognized they had a renewed lease on life and took advantage. They sought 
counseling. They attended meetings. Moving overseas probably saved their lives. 

If you have a passion, if you are curious about the world, if you know how to manage 
expectations, if you appreciate the good things that come your way and adapt to the 
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bad, then overseas teaching could be just your thing. But it’s not all rickshaws and 
parrots. 
I’m writing this book in the hope of getting talented teachers out of the US (where things 
ain’t exactly great for us right now) and into the international lifestyle. I’ve made a lot of 
mistakes along the way, which is exactly what makes me an expert. 

Eliminate .’s
Eliminate ing
Eliminate ly
Eliminate passives
Eliminate just and very
Watch ‘it’
Watch he/she
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