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Abstract 

The authors explore global citizenship education at a boarding school in Jordan that aims 

to prepare democratically minded leaders for the Middle East. 
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“If you want to get a real sense of who we are as a community, you only need to go to the dining 

hall when we’re all there,” insisted Mr. Meyer, language teacher and assistant headmaster. The 

dining hall at Olive Grove Academy1, an elite coeducational boarding school in Jordan, is often 

described as “the heart of the school.” More than simply where faculty and students eat three 

meals a day, the dining hall is a space for everyone to come together “to strengthen friendships, 

exchange ideas, and build the community spirit that distinguishes the school,” claimed Dr. 

Thomas, the headmaster. Mr. Meyer added that lunchtime, in particular, is mainly about “sharing 

conversation, engaging in meaningful interactions with students and faculty, paying attention to 
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manners, taking interest in one another, and reinforcing the sense that we are all contributing to 

make the experience meaningful.” 

All students take turns waiting on tables for lunch and dinner; teachers and administrators 

emphasize that members of royal families who attend the school are no exceptions. When it is 

the students’ turn on the schedule, they retrieve food from dining staff, serve that food to the 

seven other students and teacher or administrator sitting at their table, and clear the dishes when 

everyone is finished. Students fulfill these tasks for the purpose of developing “a sense of 

camaraderie” and encouraging “service to the school,” explained Dr. Thomas. 

Table assignments rotate every 3 weeks to provide students opportunities to meet and 

engage in conversation with different peers and teachers. These family-style meals are just one 

of the ways in which students at Olive Grove are taught selective lessons about what it means to 

be a global citizen. These lessons encourage students to build and maintain relationships across 

differences, to develop an awareness of diverse perspectives, to accept and appreciate human 

differences, to be in the service of others, and to value democratic ways of knowing and doing. 

Flags of nations around the world hang from the ceiling, not only emphasizing the diversity of 

this community, but also, Dr. Thomas noted, “reminding us how challenging it can be to bring us 

together around collective values and ideas” that are the foundation of these lessons. 

The prevalent forces of globalization—and the need to respond educationally to myriad 

problems, challenges, and opportunities of these forces—have formed a global imperative in 

education (Dill, 2013). Throughout the world, increased pressures are placed on schooling to 

“engage the global” through global citizenship education (Pashby, 2011, p. 428). Despite 

competing understandings of the term, most scholars agree that global citizenship education 

(GCE) involves providing students opportunities “to develop an awareness of global 

connectedness, a reflective distancing from one’s own cultural affiliations, and an orientation of 

openness towards the other” (Langmann, 2011, p. 400). 

Olive Grove’s global citizenship education reflects this common understanding, which is 

demonstrated in many forms: (a) The campus is built on the ideas reflected in the distinctive 

culture of a prestigious American boarding school, and the school maintains close philosophical 

affiliation with seven other boarding schools in the United States; (b) the approximately 600 

students come from nearly 40 countries; (c) the faculty members represent an equally 
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international mix, and most have worked all over the world; (d) the primary language of 

instruction is English; (e) Harkness tables (oval tables designed to encourage open discussion) 

are found in most classrooms to encourage inquiry-based learning; (f) students are required to 

participate in local community service, international service trips, and the sports program; (g) the 

school offers exchange programs with schools around the globe and participates in international 

projects, conferences, and academic events such as Model United Nations and debate 

competitions; (h) cultural programs and events are held regularly; and (i) the academic program 

offers a college-preparatory course of study based on the American Advanced Placement 

curriculum. Olive Grove aims to reinforce the democratic ideals behind what it means to be a 

global citizen in nearly every aspect of students’ educational experience, with a particular focus 

on relationships and empowerment. 

Within the literature on GCE, one of the prevailing concerns in the way GCE has been 

framed and adopted by many countries, organizations, and schools is whether their approach 

represents a normative and arguably Westernized set of values (Andreotti, 2011). We (the 

authors) have been examining Olive Grove and other elite schools in various parts of the world 

to determine whether school leaders see GCE as problematic in any way and whether they adapt 

a commitment to GCE that is contextually located. In the case of Olive Grove, we consider in 

this article whether the school administrators—in their commitment to producing future leaders 

for the Middle East who are committed to democracy and freedom—sought to promote these 

values with reference to the school’s Middle Eastern context.  

 

Embedding Democratic Ideals 

Olive Grove was founded to deliberately bring together students and teachers of diverse 

nationalities, cultures, faiths, and backgrounds to serve as an example of democracy in action 

through education for the Middle East. The school is one of very few coeducational, secular 

boarding schools in the region. Olive Grove administrators understand GCE to be constituted of 

working across and with diversity, as well as promoting interconnectedness. Thus, students come 

from all over the world, but especially from other Middle Eastern countries, while staff are 

mainly of Anglophone origin given that the main language of instruction is English. This latter 

fact creates an immediate tension for the delivery of GCE; we argue that GCE must be critical in 
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its approach and integrate relevant historical and contemporary analyses of Middle Eastern 

articulations of democracy. 

To support the school’s efforts to be globally “linked up” (i.e., interconnected) as well as 

unique, Olive Grove belongs to global networks of independent schools that share a commitment 

to service, character education, and experiential learning. The school collaborates with other 

boarding schools outside the region to establish “educational and intellectual exchanges across 

geographical, cultural, and political frontiers” for the purpose of “building blocks of peace.” 

Since its origins in 2007, Olive Grove has striven to make its mark in preparing a new generation 

of leaders for the region who are democratically minded and prepared to embrace different 

cultures in ways that promote meaningful and lasting transformation. These distinctive features 

and its mission propel Olive Grove students into the broader world—through exchanges and an 

awareness of the school existing within a global network. Although most students leave the 

Middle East region for higher education, the school attempts to foster a commitment in students 

to return one day as leaders. 

These same characteristics, however, also have the effect of encouraging an 

understanding of values as universal—a concept that some critical GCE scholars challenge (e.g., 

Howard et. al, 2018; Pashby, 2016). Here we outline the building blocks that support Olive 

Grove’s GCE approach. Then we further consider the tensions in GCE for Olive Grove. 

 

Relationships Across Differences 

Olive Grove takes great pride in the diversity of its community. The school puts 

tremendous effort and resources into making sure the community is as diverse as possible. 

Toward this goal, the school carefully administers its admissions and exchange programs, as well 

as sets aside approximately 25% of tuition revenue for financial aid. Administrators and teachers 

attempt to foster the skills necessary to thrive within the school’s diverse community so that 

students become prepared for the interconnectedness of a world characterized by difference. Dr. 

Thomas explained, 

What drives our school’s mission is preparing our students for a global, more 

interconnected world. We know that they’re going to operate in an environment where 

they need to be able to work with and understand people who speak different languages, 
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people who come from different faith backgrounds, people who come from different 

cultures and operate from different belief systems. Students need 21st-century skills such 

as collaboration, teamwork, empathy, an ability to listen to people, and even the ability to 

talk about difficult things respectfully. The ability to cross boundaries and to do so with 

grace is built into the DNA of our school. 

 

Lessons attached to the school’s global citizenship education reinforce these skills—aimed at 

teaching students how to develop and maintain relationships across differences. 

Tariq, a senior, shared that these lessons are possible by participating in such a diverse 

community and learning how to become unified through this diversity. He explained, “All these 

cultures, all these religions, all these languages come together to form the [Olive Grove] 

community. This diversity bonds us.” These bonds develop, in part, through practices and events 

celebrating the diversity of the community. Annual events and cherished traditions, such as Arab 

Night and Chinese New Year festivities, allow students of different cultural backgrounds to be 

celebrated “in the spirit of one large community,” shared Fatima, a junior. She claimed that all 

students engaging in the same activities, such as these cultural events as well as sports and 

cocurricular activities, breeds a sense of similarity. 

In addition to accommodating these organized activities, the campus was designed, as 

Mr. Meyer explained, “to encourage frequent spontaneous and informal interactions and 

conversations among students.” Large courtyards and open spaces with benches or other forms 

of seating across the campus are meant to, as Mr. Meyer added, “provide the kinds of spaces that 

invite students, and also teachers for that matter, to have those conversations that aren’t planned 

but are very much a part of the learning and teaching process here.” In designing the school, 

these spaces were understood as being essential for building community and evoking dialogue 

and meaningful exchanges among community members. 

To take advantage of the community-building potential of these informal spaces, the 

school fosters a spirit of teamwork in classes and other formal contexts. “Students have to see the 

value of working together,” Mr. Meyer claimed, “and we have to instill that kind of thinking in 

the classroom, on sports teams, in dorm programs, and so on so that it spills over into their daily 

lives and their relationships.” In classes, Fatima said, “We all work together to complete projects 
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and assignments. It’s just what we do here.” Karim, a senior, added, “We work together to attain 

common goals and do what we need to get done. [Cooperation] is key to being successful here.” 

Beyond just getting work completed through teamwork, Tariq related, “I feel like I can 

accomplish more when I’m working with others. Even if I could finish it on my own, I wouldn’t 

feel the same about what I accomplished.” By assigning group-based projects and encouraging 

other forms of collaboration, teachers aim to provide the kind of teaching and learning processes 

for students to collectively work toward academic success. Mr. Meyer insisted, “We don’t rely 

on the common way of thinking about success as an individual endeavor. Success is achieved 

when we all succeed.” 

 

Empowerment and Active Citizenship 

“The very lifeblood of [Olive Grove],” the founder of the school declared, “is built on the 

democratic ideals of respect and dialogue.” The founder and other school leaders believe that 

they are putting into practice a deeper and more challenging form of citizenship education than 

what is typically offered in schools around the world. Their vision of preparing students for 

democratic citizenship involves developing the habits of heart and mind for thoughtful 

deliberation, respectful discussion, active listening, and openness to compromise. Within and 

outside the classroom context, students tackle head-on difficult topics such as the global rise of 

anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, and other forms of hatred and prejudices, such as sexual 

harassment, violence, and bullying. To facilitate this process, Harkness tables are found in most 

classrooms to encourage inquiry-based learning, critical thinking, and open-ended discussions. 

Dr. Thomas explained, “We use the Harkness method to develop students’ abilities to express 

their own views with nuance and a proper respect to those who may hold different, even 

incompatible, views from their own.” 

When students sit around the Harkness table to discuss ideas in an open-ended manner 

with minimal teacher intervention, classrooms become spaces where students actively contribute 

to the teaching and learning process. According to Layla, a tenth-grade student, 

I think the students talk more than teachers. I think, as students, we are the people who 

decide how the class looks or what we’re going to talk about. I think the teachers have a 
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say, but they give their opinions and we don’t have to agree with what they say. We have 

the freedom to voice our opinions. 

 

Karim similarly claimed, “Teachers constantly encourage students to voice their opinions. In 

every class, they try to always focus on multiple perspectives.” He contended that the school 

purposefully creates an environment where students are “able to have real dialogue with the 

teachers.” 

The most important way the school encourages students to engage in such meaningful 

conversations with their teachers is “to make it comfortable for students to voice opinions,” 

Fatima declared. Teachers use specific pedagogical approaches and develop close relationships 

with students, making this comfort possible. For example, Fatima claimed that she is graded 

mainly on sharing her opinions and contributing to class discussions instead of “memorizing 

teachers’ opinions.” She continued, “A lot of teachers focus on thinking from different 

perspectives and getting all the students to say their opinion. That is what’s emphasized, not just 

saying other people’s opinions.” Karim added, “Teachers want you to develop your own 

opinions and share them during class. Our classes are organized around students sharing their 

ideas.” Tariq continued, “You know teachers here and they know you. You believe them, trust 

them, when they say they want to hear what you think.” 

Outside the classroom context, students believe their opinions are equally respected and 

valued. They point to the number of student-run events and projects as evidence that “everyone’s 

contribution and voice matters,” Karim explained. He pointed out, “Usually events on campus 

are initiated by students. The school, as a whole, is very much focused on students organizing 

their own initiatives.” The public artwork of students advocating for justice in Palestine is such 

an initiative (see Figure 1). Students regularly use arts-based projects and performances as forms 

of protest and, as Karim added, “making an impact on what happens here and how things move 

forward.” As Tariq further explained, Olive Grove is a place where “I’m respected, which is the 

most important thing, and also where I’m taken seriously; my points and thoughts are taken 

seriously.” 

***Insert Figure 1 about here (with caption) 

Figure 1. Protest Art by Students 
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Tensions in Implementing GCE 

Olive Grove is an innovative institution with an arguably radical mission: to prepare its students 

to become democratically minded leaders of tomorrow in the Middle East. Through modeling 

and engaging across differences within the school, and through connecting its students to others 

around the world, Olive Grove has committed to an active, globally inflected practice of 

democratic citizenship. In our analysis of the school, however, we found a lack of criticality in 

its conceptualization of democratic citizenship—specifically, an absence of questioning whether 

the act of seeking to produce an elite undermines the principle of democracy. This lack of 

criticality is noticeable in the narratives of both educators and students. 

Nearly all Olive Grove students plan, upon graduation, to migrate to wealthier nations for 

higher education, mostly to the United States and European countries. Of the 645 students who 

graduated from 2014 to 2018, half went on to higher education in the United States, 9% in 

Canada, 21% in the United Kingdom, and only 12% in the Middle East. We also found that most 

students who leave the Middle East for higher education never return to the region. Olive Grove 

is, therefore, part of an elite circuit that propels its students into higher education and highly paid 

professional employment around the world (Kenway et. al, 2017). For the purpose of preparing 

students for this transnational migration for education and work, the school’s global citizenship 

education equips them with the skills and knowledge to socially integrate within Western 

societies. 

Such outward mobility directly challenges the founder’s vision for Olive Grove to 

prepare students to become democratically minded leaders “in meeting the aspirations of Arab 

people toward a better path.” This fundamental tension cannot be tackled unless the school 

considers engaging in a more critical form of GCE (Andreotti, 2006). First, what is being 

reproduced in the propulsion toward higher education in the West—in terms of East/West, 

North/South relations? Second, to develop a commitment to democracy across difference, should 

the focus be on the notion of decolonizing knowledge systems (Andreotti & de Souza, 2012)—

both in terms of the types of knowledge and credentials that are revered and the definitions of 

democracy promoted? Specifically, we suggest that discussions of democracy be framed and 

understood within a Middle Eastern context. Toward this end, we find Santos’s (2012) Ecology 
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of Knowledge a useful concept in its promotion of more diverse ways of knowing. Drawing on 

Santos (2012), the ideas and practices of global citizenship education at Olive Grove could 

become more grounded in multiple knowledges as well as inclusive of multiple wisdoms, 

philosophies, cultural practices, and relationships (Torres, 2017)—especially as they relate to 

democracy. 

More concretely, we view Andreotti’s (2006) proposal for a critical global citizenship 

education as offering a framework for facilitating such an educational process. That model turns 

to critical literacy for developing pedagogical approaches that promote critical engagement and 

reflexivity through “the analysis and critique of the relationships among perspectives, language, 

power, social groups and social practices by the learners” (Andreotti, 2006, p. 49; original 

emphasis). Critical literacy provides the necessary basis for constructing processes that allow 

students to engage with their own and others’ perspectives, thereby allowing them to think 

otherwise and to transform understandings and relationships. 

So, for instance, in promoting collaborative working, how might students reflect on 

embedding such principles within cultural contexts where age and rank held are still important 

markers of status, rather than assuming such flat, nonhierarchical structures will be immediately 

acceptable during interactions? Thus, using critical literacy as a pedagogical model, students 

could analyze and experiment with various ways of knowing and doing, and the potentiality of 

democratic interactions that are respectful of cultural traditions in specific ways. Mikander 

(2016) elaborated that these approaches still will provide students opportunities to challenge 

hegemonic forms of knowledge, problematize dominant discourses, and question power 

relations. 

Another example of a more contextually informed approach to GCE for Olive Grove is 

the promotion of arts-based methods. This approach might include an analysis of how art is used 

in the Middle Eastern region—what power relations exist in its production. How might the 

students’ use of art or performance take account of this, but also examine how within such a 

frame it can challenge dominant or traditional power relations, which challenge certain notions 

of democracy? 
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Closing Thoughts 

Through our observations of Olive Grove, we conclude that the school is committed to engaging 

critically with concepts of GCE but could benefit from some of the theoretical and pedagogical 

concepts developed in the literature to reflect on, and further develop its practice. In our view, 

given the commitment of its founder and staff to pursuing their vision, contextually located 

discussions of democratic leadership in a region beset by histories of conflict, diverse religious 

positions, and poverty are necessary. To facilitate this approach, there is a range of resources to 

draw on and lessons that could be shared across educational institutions in different parts of the 

non-Western world.  
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