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Abstract: The internationalization of educational institutions brings with it significant human dimensions that are
often underexplored in school policy and practice. This article examines the experiences of international teachers
working at the Presidential School in Nurafshon (PSN), Uzbekistan, a semi-autonomous boarding school operating
under the Agency for Specialized Educational Institutions of the Republic of Uzbekistan. PSN employs teaching
staff from Ireland, South Africa, the Philippines, Iran, India, and Pakistan, each bringing distinct cultural,
pedagogical, and personal backgrounds into a school environment defined by Uzbek national values, STEAM-
focused Cambridge curriculum, and a highly structured residential model. The article argues that while PSN
demonstrates considerable institutional commitment to quality staffing and professional development, the
psychological and identity-related needs of its international faculty remain an underdeveloped area requiring
deliberate, counselor-informed HR strategies. The article concludes with practical recommendations for
embedding cultural intelligence and psychological safety into HR policy, onboarding practices, and ongoing
counseling support.
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Introduction: Across the globe, international schools
increasingly rely on teachers recruited from diverse
national and cultural contexts to deliver curricula that
are themselves internationally oriented. Uzbekistan, a
country undergoing rapid educational reform under
the Presidential Schools initiative, is no exception. The
Presidential School in Nurafshon (PSN), one of fourteen
such schools operating under the Agency for
Specialized Educational Institutions, currently employs
teaching professionals from Ireland, South Africa, the
Philippines, Iran, India, and Pakistan. These educators
are expected not only to deliver a rigorous Cambridge
STEAM curriculum but also to operate effectively
within a boarding school environment shaped by Uzbek
cultural values, national educational policy, and an
institutional ethos rooted in leadership development

and public service.
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The arrival of an international teacher in any new
country constitutes a complex psychological event.
Research in occupational psychology and intercultural
studies consistently identifies cultural adjustment as a
multi-stage, emotionally demanding process involving
language barriers, value dissonance, shifts in social
status, and the renegotiation of professional identity
(Berry, 1997; Ward et al., 2001). In school contexts,
these challenges are compounded by the relational and
performative nature of teaching, which demands
continuous emotional labor, interpersonal trust, and
contextual fluency (Hochschild, 1983; Hargreaves,
2001).

Despite these well-documented challenges, HR policies
in international and specialized schools often treat
cultural adjustment as a logistical matter — covering
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visa processing, accommodation, and contract terms —

while overlooking the deeper psychological and

identity dimensions of the international teacher
experience. This gap between institutional procedure
and human need creates conditions in which capable,
well-qualified educators may struggle silently, perform
below their potential, exit the

or profession

prematurely.

PSN's own staffing data reveals significant faculty
mobility: 17 employees left in 2021, 20 in 2022, and 16
in 2023, a pattern that, while partly attributable to
organizational change and probationary attrition, also
signals potential retention challenges. The school's
community survey data further indicates that while
students, parents, and alumni rate staffing highly, 10
that
development does not adequately address their needs

percent of faculty report professional
— afinding that may reflect, at least in part, the unmet

cultural and psychological needs of international staff.

This article approaches these issues from a dual
counselor-HR perspective, arguing that effective
support for

integration of psychological insight and organizational

international teachers requires an
policy. The School Counselor and HR Manager occupy
unique and complementary positions within the school
ecosystem: the counselor attends to individual
wellbeing, identity, and adjustment, while the HR
manager oversees systemic conditions of employment,
and environment.

development, professional

Together, they are well-placed to co-design

interventions that address the full spectrum of
international teacher experience. This article uses PSN
as an institutional lens through which to examine the
broader question of how schools can better support

the humans they hire from across the world.
Cultural Adjustment: More Than A Logistics Problem

Cultural adjustment is often conceptualized in
organizational settings as a short-term challenge that
resolves itself once an employee has settled into
routines. This view profoundly underestimates the
depth and duration of the adjustment process. Scholars
working in the tradition of cross-cultural psychology
identify at least three distinct domains of adjustment
— general living, interaction with host nationals, and
work adjustment — each following its own trajectory

and presenting its own set of stressors (Black &
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Stephens, 1989). For international teachers, all three
domains are simultaneously activated from the very
first day of employment.

At PSN, international teachers arrive from countries
with significantly different educational traditions,
social norms, and communicative styles. A teacher
from Ireland or South Africa, for example, may bring
pedagogical assumptions shaped by constructivist,
flat

institutional hierarchies. Entering a system structured

student-centered traditions and relatively
around national values, patriotic education, and a
clearly defined chain of command — including the
Executive Director, Vice Principal, Academic Director,
and Deputy Director for Spiritual Affairs — requires not
only behavioral adjustment but a genuine reorientation
of professional assumptions. This is not a failure of the
institution or the teacher; it is the predictable
consequence of placing culturally formed professionals
in a culturally distinct environment without adequate

preparation.

PSN has taken meaningful steps to acknowledge this
challenge. The school has developed a document called
the 'Regulations for Foreign Personnel,' designed to
orient international staff to procedural expectations,
and is in the process of creating a 'Cultural Guide' — a
richer, more contextually grounded document that will
be co-developed with teachers, students, and support
staff. This
documentation is significant: it positions international

move toward collaborative cultural
teachers not merely as recipients of institutional
information but as contributors to institutional
knowledge. The school's self-study report notes,
however, that the current regulations lack region-
specific information about life in Nurafshon, a gap that
leaves international staff to navigate local conditions

with limited guidance.

From a counseling perspective, the early months of a
new posting represent a period of heightened
vulnerability. Patterns consistent with culture shock —
including disorientation, social withdrawal, idealization
of the home country, and reduced professional efficacy
— can emerge even in well-qualified and experienced
educators. Institutionally, these patterns may be
misread as poor performance, lack of engagement, or
cultural insensitivity. A counselor embedded within the
school system is uniquely positioned to distinguish
difficulty
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performance deficit, to normalize the emotional
dimensions of cross-cultural transition, and to provide
structured support during the critical early period.

HR managers, in turn, can translate this counseling
insight into systemic provisions: structured induction
programs that include cultural orientation as a
substantive element; buddy systems pairing new
international staff with experienced colleagues; regular
check-in meetings during the first semester; and clear
pathways for raising concerns confidentially. PSN's
current onboarding process covers contractual and
procedural essentials, but a more psychologically
informed induction model would attend explicitly to

the emotional terrain of arrival and early adjustment.
Professional Identity Under Pressure

Professional identity — the internalized sense of who
one is as a teacher, what one values, and how one
relates to students and colleagues — is not a stable
possession that travels intact across borders. It is a
dynamic construction that must be continuously
negotiated in relation to context, audience, and
institutional expectation (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009;
Flores & Day, 2006). For international teachers, this
negotiation is particularly intense because the
contextual reference points that normally sustain
professional identity @ —  familiar  curriculum
frameworks, shared pedagogical language, recognized
authority structures — are suddenly absent or

transformed.

At PSN, international teachers are expected to deliver
the Cambridge STEAM curriculum in English while
simultaneously operating within an institutional
culture that places strong emphasis on Uzbek national
identity, patriotic values, and the formation of future
leaders of Uzbekistan. The school's curricular model is
explicitly hybrid: national subjects are delivered in
Uzbek, STEM subjects in English, and Russian is
maintained as a core language. For an international
teacher whose entire professional formation has
occurred within a monolingual or differently
multilingual context, this linguistically and culturally
layered environment presents both a professional

challenge and an identity challenge.

The school's community survey data reveals an

important asymmetry: faculty rate global citizenship
intercultural while students

and learning highly,
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express less agreement that local identity and issues
are meaningfully integrated into the curriculum. This
gap may
international teachers in connecting their teaching to

reflect a genuine difficulty faced by

local Uzbek contexts they are still in the process of

understanding themselves. A teacher cannot
authentically integrate local cultural content they do
not yet comprehend, and the pressure to do so before
adequate cultural familiarization has occurred can
generate feelings of professional inadequacy and

impostor experience.

This is precisely the space where counseling and HR
intervention can be mutually reinforcing. Counselors
can work with international teachers to explore how
their existing professional values and competencies
relate to the new context, identifying points of genuine
alignment as well as areas of productive tension.
Rather
professional identities, a psychologically sophisticated

than asking teachers to abandon their

approach invites them to extend and adapt those
identities — a process that requires both self-reflection
and institutional support. HR managers can
complement this by ensuring that performance
evaluation criteria are contextually sensitive,
acknowledging the learning curve inherent in cross-
cultural professional transition, and ensuring that
international teachers are not evaluated against
standards that assume local cultural fluency they have

not yet had time to develop.

PSN's recently developed KPI rubric for teachers and
the Professional Growth Plan (PGP) system represent
genuine advances in performance support. The PGP, in
particular, creates a structured space for teacher self-
reflection and goal-setting that could, with minor
adaptation, incorporate dimensions of cultural
adjustment and professional identity development. A
PGP that asks an international teacher not only about
their pedagogical goals but also about their experience
of cultural integration, their sense of belonging within
the their

understanding of the local educational context would

school community, and evolving
send a powerful signal that the school regards cultural
adjustment as a legitimate and valued dimension of

professional growth.
Psychological Safety: The Institutional Dimension

Psychological safety — defined by organizational
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scholar Amy Edmondson (1999) as the shared belief
that one can speak up, ask questions, make mistakes,
and express concerns without fear of punishment or
humiliation — is increasingly recognized as a
foundational condition for learning, creativity, and
sustained performance in workplace settings. In
schools, psychological safety is particularly critical
because teaching is an inherently public, evaluative,
and emotionally exposed activity. Teachers who do not
their
environment are likely to adopt defensive, risk-averse
pedagogical collegial

collaboration, and experience elevated rates of stress

feel psychologically safe in institutional

strategies, withdraw from

and burnout.

For international teachers, psychological safety is
complicated by several additional factors. Cultural
differences in communication styles — particularly
around disagreement, critique, and the expression of
uncertainty — can make it difficult for international
staff to read institutional cues accurately. What reads
as collegial feedback in one cultural context may feel
like public criticism in another. What appears as
reticence in a new international hire may in fact be
than
disengagement. The risk of misattribution in cross-
settings is high, and the
eroded trust, reduced

culturally  conditioned caution  rather

cultural professional

consequences —
communication, and ultimately staff exit — can be

significant.

PSN's community survey data offers several indicators
relevant to psychological safety among staff. Ten
reported that
development does not address their needs — a figure

percent of faculty professional
that may seem small but, in an institution of 38
teachers, represents a non-trivial number of individuals
experiencing a disconnect between institutional
provision and personal need. The school's self-study
acknowledges this finding and describes steps taken to
adjust the PD schedule in response to observation data.
However, the mechanism for faculty to directly
communicate their development needs — as distinct
from having those needs inferred from observation

data — is less clearly described.

The
responsiveness to student and parent feedback

school has demonstrated commendable

through anonymous suggestion boxes, termly surveys,

and interactive presentations. A comparable
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infrastructure for staff feedback — particularly for
international staff who may feel less confident raising
concerns through formal channels — would strengthen
the psychological safety architecture of the institution.
A confidential, multilingual feedback mechanism for
international staff, combined with regular structured
conversations between international teachers and the
school counselor, would create conditions in which
difficulties,
professional concerns can surface before they escalate

adjustment identity tensions, and

into retention crises.

The school's broader wellbeing domain scores in the
community survey are informative in this regard.
Faculty rate wellbeing at 4.2 out of 5 — a solid score
that nevertheless leaves room for improvement,
particularly given that 10 percent of faculty reported
not feeling that the school environment is sufficiently
The Child
Safeguarding Committee and Student Support Group

supportive of wellbeing. school's
are clearly visible institutional structures, but an
equivalent staff wellbeing structure — one that
includes explicit provision for the psychological needs
of international staff — does not appear with equal
the

Establishing such a structure, co-facilitated by the

visibility  in institutional documentation.
school counselor and HR manager, would represent a
significant and symbolically important step.

The
Framework

Counselor-HR  Partnership: A Proposed

The arguments developed in this article converge on a
practical proposal: that the support of international
teachers in schools like PSN requires a sustained,
structured partnership between the school counselor
and the HR manager. This partnership is not merely a
coordination of existing functions; it represents a
genuinely new institutional capability — one capable of
holding both the and the
dimensions of international teacher experience.

individual systemic
In the pre-arrival phase, the counselor and HR manager
can collaborate to develop psychologically informed
induction materials that prepare international teachers
not only for contractual and logistical realities but for
the emotional and identity dimensions of cross-cultural
transition. Drawing on the planned Cultural Guide, this
preparation could include honest accounts of the
adjustment process written by former or current
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international staff, practical guidance on accessing
social and psychological support within the school, and
structured reflection exercises designed to help new
teachers identify their own cultural assumptions and
professional values before entering the new context.

During the first semester, a joint counselor-HR check-in
protocol — perhaps monthly for the first year of
employment — would provide a reliable forum for
early identification of adjustment difficulties. These
check-ins need not be therapeutic in nature; they can
be framed as developmental conversations, consistent
with the Professional Growth Plan model already in use
at PSN, but expanded to include -cultural
psychological The
expertise in listening, normalization, and emotional

and

dimensions. counselor brings

support; the HR manager brings knowledge of
institutional policy, available resources, and structural
adjustments that can be made. Together, they can
respond to international teacher concerns in ways that

neither could achieve alone.

In the ongoing phase, the partnership can contribute to
the design of culturally intelligent professional
development programs, the review of performance
evaluation criteria for their cultural sensitivity, and the
practice

international staff. Research consistently shows that

creation of communities of among
peer connection among expatriate professionals — the
opportunity to share experiences with others who
understand the particular challenges of living and
working across cultures — is one of the most powerful
predictors of successful long-term adjustment (Stahl &
Caligiuri, 2005). Facilitating such communities requires
only modest institutional investment but vyields
significant returns in staff wellbeing, retention, and

professional engagement.
CONCLUSION

International teachers are among the most valuable
and most vulnerable members of specialized school
communities. diversity of
that

internationally

They bring expertise,

perspective, and linguistic resources are
indispensable to the delivery of
oriented curricula. They also bring needs — for cultural
orientation, for professional identity support, for
psychological safety — that are too often treated as
secondary concerns in institutional planning. This

article has argued, through the lens of PSN's own
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institutional experience and data, that meeting these
needs is not a peripheral welfare matter but a core
strategic priority.

PSN's community represents a remarkable intersection
of national ambition and international expertise, Uzbek
pedagogical practice,
care and

cultural values and global

residential pastoral rigorous academic

achievement. Making this intersection productive
rather than merely juxtaposed requires deliberate
institutional investment in the humans who must
navigate it daily. The school's existing commitments to
professional development, transparent HR practices,
child safeguarding, and community wellbeing provide a
strong foundation. Building on that foundation to
address the specific cultural, identity, and psychological
safety needs of international teachers is the next logical

step in PSN's institutional maturation.

The counselor-HR partnership proposed in this article is
not a luxury; it is a practical necessity for any school
that recruits professionals across cultural borders and
expects them to contribute fully to an institution's
mission. As PSN continues its journey toward full CIS
accreditation and positions itself as a model of
educational excellence in Uzbekistan, the quality of its
support for international staff will be both a test of its
institutional values and a determinant of its long-term
success.
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