The “Third World” Is Not Your Classroom
By Courtney Martin

A growing number of privileged Americans are studying and
working in low-income countries. How do you prime the young
and high-achieving for humility — and even reverence?

N

odidi Mgudlwa, an 11-year-old with coltish legs to match, walked around the red dirt

roads of Langa with a white American girl trailing behind her. She had learned that when the
stares got to be too much from her neighbors, who no doubt wondered what a white person was
doing in a South African township, she could get a reprieve by advancing a few strategic feet in
front.
Nodidi would teach the rotating cast of American college girls who lived in her home things —
how to eat samp and beans, speak Xhosa, and dance to kwassa kwassa. They, in turn, would let
Nodidi listen to the mix CDs that their boyfriends made them before they left home — places like
New York and Boston and Washington DC. They played spoons and Egyptian Rat Killer and
watched old seasons of One Life to Live.
I was that white girl, or at least one of many, that trailed Nodidi around for six months. As a
college junior in 2001, I was mostly so wrapped up in my own anxiety about being away and
excitement about all that I was experiencing, that I don’t remember pausing, even once, to
wonder what my presence was really like for Nodidi, my host mother Nokwezi, or the staff at the
high school where I volunteered. I wrote an unconscious, overly simple story about our time
together — that having me there was a welcome divergence from their normal family or
professional life, maybe even a breath of fresh air.

T

wenty-year-old me was not unique. There is a sort of autopilot story of privilege that so

many of us tell about our time abroad — whether we are part of a study abroad group, living with
a host family while interning at a nonprofit organization, or volunteering with a religious
organization. We go to help and learn, and we tell ourselves and others that those we met were
similarly appreciative of the exchange.
Setting aside the question of whether our help is actually effective (well-explored in this recent
piece by Habitat for Humanity volunteer Katia Savchuk), let’s look more deeply at this question
of how privileged people learn. It is not uncommon for us to see our learning as something that
we, alone, manifest; this one-sided point of view is strengthened by the language of our most
elite institutions, where college students have a “shopping period” during which they decide
which classes they want to take. Learning, rather than being an exchange, becomes an act of
consumption.

In fact, where there is a learner, there is most often a teacher.
And teaching, as gratifying as it can be, is labor — work that is,
even in the best of circumstances, draining.
This dynamic is particularly pronounced when power differentials are involved: for instance, the
white woman who asks her black friend: “Can you explain black women’s hair to me? I just
don’t get it.”
The white woman may see her request as open-minded, even generous, while her friend might
feel exasperated with the assumption that, once again, it is her responsibility to teach. It’s not
that there’s anything particularly pernicious about the question; the problem lies in the
assumption that marginalized people are always at the ready to enlighten the privileged.

N

ow take this to the global scale. If you ask a contemporary global development leader to

pinpoint the genesis of her work, she will often get misty-eyed talking about a deeply formative
year in her 20s when she was a “fish out of water” somewhere in the Global South. It’s where so
many learn about the limitations and occasional gifts of being an outsider. It’s where they are
often first introduced to a profoundly new culture. It’s where, best case scenario, they get a
hands-on experience that complicates their ideas about “saving the world.”
Famed educator Jean Piaget argued that leaps in learning happen when we encounter new
information that doesn’t fit into our previously held worldview — what he called a schema — and
we’re thrown off — what he called disequilibrium. Studying and working abroad is, in a sense, a
perpetual schema buster, an endless opportunity for the kind of disequilibrium that leads to
wisdom. These experiences make us better students, better leaders, better citizens.
This isn’t just speculation. An assessment by the University of Georgia found that students who
studied abroad had a 17.8 percent higher 4-year graduation rate than those who didn’t. And
analysis by the SAGE Research Project of 6,000 alumni over 50 years demonstrates that study
abroad has a substantial long-term impact on individuals’ career paths and global engagement.
(It’s no wonder that the Institute of International Education created “Generation Study Abroad”
in 2014, a five-year initiative that seeks to double the number of U.S. students studying abroad.)
Time spent working abroad can also make you a more attractive employee in an increasingly
globalized world. Learn another language? Have experience collaborating cross-culturally?
Those are valuable skills in almost all of the most rapidly expanding sectors of our economy.
According to Forbes, 31 percent of American executives speak more than one language, and
workers of all rank who do earn 20 percent higher, on average.

So

there are real, tangible benefits to having experiences abroad. And yet, too often

we celebrate the revelation without considering the labor that makes it possible. Who does the
work of teaching privileged people who choose to study, work, and live in comparatively less
resourced countries? What are the economic and emotional benefits and costs of that teaching?
What are the most genuinely reciprocal ways for Americans to benefit from the unique learning
that occurs in new and unfamiliar communities?
When I approached a range of leaders who host Americans at their nonprofit organizations in the
Global South with these concerns, they often responded with a sort of polite shock that I was
even posing the questions. Most often, they explained, being offered the opportunity to host
American students is posed as a boon, or at the very least, a win-win, by international agencies
and universities. The complexity is flattened out to what essentially amounts to free labor.
It doesn’t always work out that way, as anyone who has had unpaid interns — stateside or
elsewhere — can attest. Many times, an organization puts more energy into training and nurturing
a newbie than they feel they get out, in terms of genuine contribution to the organization’s
mission. (As a note, it is customary for families to be paid for hosting students, but such is not
the case with most internships.)
This already challenging situation is made even tricker by cultural divides. Sisonke Msimang,
the former Director of Advocacy and Accountability at South Africa-based nonprofit Sonke
Gender Justice, wrote me with this story:
I once hosted a young American woman who was on summer break. It is really hard to
fundraise for administrative work, so having a university graduate to help with basic
admin is a massive boost for small NGOs. She wanted to be in the field doing direct
service. The project I was working on dealt with sexual and reproductive health and
rights. It would have been an absolute disaster for her to speak to older women in English
and tell them how to use condoms with their husbands. She was disappointed and
offended. She thought I was being racist because she was white and wanted me to give
her a chance to ‘prove herself.’ I was not prepared to jeopardize the trust we had built in
order to ‘prove’ my point. It was pretty awful. I spent a huge amount of time managing
her feelings at the expense of the project.
Deborah Ahenkorah, the Co-founder and Executive Director of Ghana-based Golden Baobab,
shared another case of the American ego run amuck:
I know a volunteer who once worked with an after-school program I support. She came in
with very strong views about how things should be done. So for example, the girls in the
program would come to her with boy problems and she would give advice like, ‘It’s okay
to kiss. It’s okay to hug and have a boyfriend. Girls in my country do that. Just do not let
it go far.’ These were young Muslim girls who lived in a very conservative community
where they would get into a lot of trouble for following her advice. The volunteer did not

believe in restricting young girls and so went with what she stood for. The end results
were disastrous. The volunteer left eventually and the organization had to suffer the
consequences of her actions.
For my own part, I remember standing in front of an overcrowded classroom in the township
high school where I interned, armed with a binder full of poems from the anti-apartheid era and a
head big with good intentions. After a few minutes of talking to a room of blank faces, I realized
that the new friend I’d dragged along — a local poet and rapper named Melisizwe Lugulwana —
was better positioned to connect with these students. I pulled him up, handed over the binder,
and became a witness.

N

ot all Americans cause grief within their host organizations. Many make themselves

truly useful, while gaining knowledge and perspective in the process. So what makes an
experience like this successful and fulfilling for all parties?

Clear structure and expectations, I heard, over and over again.
It’s imperative that study abroad programs have representatives
in-country who can nurture local relationships, meet with
potential organizational hosts, and make sure that everyone is on
the same page about what the students can most realistically
offer and expect to gain.
For those who volunteer abroad without an intermediary coordinating the experience, they’d be
wise to ask a lot of questions up front, and take note if an organization seems too overwhelmed
to answer their inquiries. It’s a sign that the experience on site will be unsatisfying for everyone,
leaving the intern feeling underutilized and the supervisor frustrated by what he or she sees as
unrealistic demands.
And perhaps even more essential, but far less straightforward, is humility on the part of visiting
Americans. Humility, put simply, is our capacity to know that there is much we don’t know, and
act accordingly. It’s a sign of wisdom. As physicist Robert A. Millikan put it: “Fullness of
knowledge always and necessarily means some understanding of the depths of our ignorance,
and that is always conducive to both humility and reverence.”

But how do you prime Americans, especially the young and highachieving, for humility and even reverence?
This is exactly the kind of question that drives Abby Falik. She’s the founder and CEO of Global
Citizen Year, an 8-year-old program that gives graduating high school seniors in America a
chance to spend a “bridge year” in Brazil, Senegal, Ecuador, or India.

Students live with a family and “apprentice” at a local organization (language Global Citizen
Year has adopted, as opposed to the more patronizing “serve” or “volunteer,” precisely because
they believe it promotes the right kind of attitude). Their admissions process is designed to
screen for curiosity, genuine motivation, and resilience — all characteristics that Falik believes
predispose kids to be humble while in country.
Participants, eighty percent of whom receive some financial aid, not only have a week-long predeparture training, but also a month-long orientation in country. Part of that is informational, but
much of it is cultural and even social-emotional — urging students to surface their own schemas
and prepare for the pending disequilibrium.

“Some of our kids come in with the save-the-world mentality of
so many high-achieving Americans,” said Falik. “But ultimately,
we hope that, by the end of the experience, they say, ‘I was there
long enough to ask really good questions.’ We consider that
success.”
Robin Pendoley, co-founder of educational institution Thinking Beyond Borders has a similar
approach to cultivating participants’ capacity to embrace the virtue of grappling rather than
serving. “We challenge students each day with critically reflective questions and educators who
are there to help them understand how these questions shape their lives and their view of the
world,” he explained. “None of this is easy, nor does it assume that just going somewhere will
provide deep learning that forwards justice and equity.”
While in country, Global Citizen Year students write blog posts — many of which contain the
kind of introspection that marks a truly transformative learning experience. Eighteen-year-old
Emily Hanna, living in Senegal, reflected: “Before embarking on my Global Citizen Year, I was
already a believer in the importance of education in the developing world; however, all my
attention was focused on building schools. Now, after seeing firsthand how the school system
works and what it’s like in the classroom, I’ve realized that the actual construction of a school is
only a small piece of the process — and probably the easiest piece, at that.”
She goes on: “How can we ensure follow-through, accountability, and positive progress after
years of developing-and-dashing? In Senegal, at least, the solution appears to be simply this: put
the development projects in the hands of well-trained locals. Handing the reigns to the
Senegalese themselves creates a sense of ownership that does not exist when its foreigners
swoop in to do the work.”

H

umility, taken to its logical end in a setting like this, often leads one to conclude that the

best thing you can do as a privileged outsider is step back, shut up, even leave. Sometimes it
means playing a different role in a development project — serving as the liaison between funders
and practitioners, for example, or agitating for policy changes in America that affect people in
the Global South. Ultimately, one of the gifts of on-the-ground experience can be a renewed

commitment to finding where, within the complex systems that govern development, privileged
Westerners are best positioned to use their privilege to improve conditions for those they met
abroad.
I’ve kept in touch with my “little sisi” Nodidi, through Facebook. “What did you really think of
having all those American students in your house?” I messaged her recently.
Looking back a decade later, she says that it was mostly a good experience. It gave her a chance
to practice her English and meet confident American woman at such a formidable moment in her
own life. Some of the benefits were tangible: “The first book I ever read was given to me by one
of my host sisters. I believe I am a reader today because of it.”
There were some challenges, too: “Trying to assimilate this American into your family and
community of friends is especially awkward when some of them either don’t speak English or
just don’t get why there’s a white person in your house. In early post-Apartheid South Africa it
was quite strange to see white people willingly wanting to be in the Township.”
In the end, I suppose, there was disequilibrium all around. I’m grateful that hers felt as
productive as mine.
Pendoley points out that the best learning happens not just when you’re thrown off a bit, as
Piaget posited, but when you have the context of real, complex relationships within which you
can find your footing again: “The goal is to build humanizing relationships with others. We want
students to return home thinking of their host community abroad as family — with all of the love,
nuance, and tensions that entails.
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