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Abstract 

This is a phenomenological study of privileged education and the role it plays in social 

reproduction within the context of an elite international school. The project is based on 

interviews with sixteen adolescents completing the International Baccalaureate Diploma 

Programme. A qualitative study through narrative methods enables the participants to offer a 

portrait of their perspectives on the habitus of their school in Central Europe. The research 

examines social group-making in this transnational setting to explore global class hierarchies. 

Current political and historical dynamics can be viewed within this space in an interdisciplinary 

manner to demonstrate how this impacts the social relations of these students. These global 

flows will be considered within the narratives that the participants offer on their class groupings 

in order to consider the international school as a space for cultural exchange. There is 

complexity to the social class making that is taking place there, and this study aims to explore 

this social organisation to better recognise how international schools establish students as a 

‘global elite’. This research will focus on this social reality of the under-researched domain of 

international education by allowing students to express their stories about how they conceive 

of their privileged schooling.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 The Elite International School 

Many recent studies have explored how privilege is constructed at elite schools within nation 

states (Gaztambide-Fernández, 2009; Khan, 2011; Howard et. al, 2014; Courtois, 2018), but 

scholars are now starting to explore this process of social reproduction within international 

education (Brown and Lauder, 2010; Tarc and Tarc, 2015; Bunnell, 2016; Bunnell, 2017; 

Bunnell, et. al., 2020 [a]; Bunnell, et al., 2020 [b]). Yet still, there is little empirical evidence 

to assay if affluent adolescents construct their sense of privilege within the habitus of an 

international school or the underlying mechanisms of such a process. The international school 

as a privileged site can be viewed in the context of the failures of the international community 

to respond to global existential threats, and it leads researchers to ask the pertinent question of 

how schools can develop internationally minded, global citizens. The premise of international 

education was founded on achieving this, but this legitimacy is becoming contentious. 

Haywood in his chapter in Interpreting International Education (2022) offers an excellent 

overview of these debates when he asks whether international schools can work towards their 

original goals of ‘a better world characterized by peace […] intercultural understanding and 

respect’ or whether they have entered ‘a brave new world, destined to be the servant of a 

neoliberal agenda working on behalf of neo-colonial globalists and representatives of illiberal 

values that it has no power to contest’ (p. 41).   

This research will explore privilege in the context of these debates and look at if it is 

constructed within an international school, and if so, how this may develop. The research 

setting being an elite international school in the Czech Republic, and sixteen students in their 

final years of high school. This thesis builds on Tarc and Tarc’s initial research on the elite 

international school (2015), and the concept is heavily influenced by their work. In broad terms, 

the school is an elite international school because it is well established, has high-tuition and 
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caters largely to upper class nationals or ‘transnational elites’. The annual tuition fee for the 

school can reach 21000 euro (internations.org, 2021), which is far beyond the average annual 

salary in the country (trading economics.com, 2021). The school is one of the most established 

international schools in the Czech Republic, having started in the early 1990s and can be 

defined as an independent, non-profit, Type B, ‘Ideological International School’ (Hayden and 

Thompson, 2013). It provides English language education for students from aged 3-18+. The 

high school offers IGCSE, and then IBDP for the final two years. It is a member of CIS and an 

IB World School. The diverse set of class actors from national to globally mobile elites, the 

resources of the institution and the ‘gatedness’ mean the school embodies similar 

characteristics to those described by Tarc and Tarc (2015), and make this a privileged site.  

The thesis that follows will offer a portrait of these privileged students’ self-

understandings considering their own backgrounds, their view of their position within the 

global class structure and how they respond to developments in geopolitics. This 

phenomenological study will allow the students to share their own stories as a way of exploring 

their identities as they complete the International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme (IBDP) 

and offer research that is not representative of all international schools, but important for 

comprehensively considering the issues within this localised context.  

 

1.2 What is International Education? 

The debate around defining international education is ongoing (Hayden and Thompson, 2000; 

Hayden, 2011; Hill, 2012; Bunnell, 2019). This study conceives of it within the competing 

dynamics of internationalism, globalisation and global capitalism. This tension between the 

internationalist and globalist perspective (Cambridge and Thompson, 2004) can be viewed as 

the dichotomy between global peace and sustainable international development on the one 

hand, and global free-market capitalism on the other. Schools that offer international education 
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are diverse and heterogenous (ibid.); with their legitimacy currently debated within a nascent 

academic literature. The body of international schools appears to provide a reconciliation of 

these competing dynamics (ibid.), which in turn, creates contrasting models of education for 

international mindedness.  

Within this context, I conceive of international mindedness as teaching and learning for 

action towards global issues; issues that move beyond the confines of the traditional nation 

state. This involves collaboration across countries for global sustainable development, peaceful 

co-existence and intercultural understandings. Both international education and international 

mindedness are considered in much more detail in the literature review. 

 

1.3 What is Neoliberalism? 

International Education is shaped by the wider geopolitical processes and contexts in which it 

operates. Neoliberalism is the dominant socio-political paradigm of globalization, though 

inevitably this can become amorphous when examined at a transnational level. Despite this, 

the conceptualisation of neoliberalism is critical to examining the complex realities of 

international schools. Neoliberalism has a conceptual looseness; therefore, it is useful to offer 

a definition. I rely heavily on Harvey’s explanation in A Brief History of Neoliberalism (2006) 

that focuses on two key areas: the contradiction between the extension of ‘free’ markets and 

the dominance of corporations; and how our lives and identities are increasingly shaped by 

entrepreneurial attitudes and thinking. Neoliberalism can be seen in contemporary education 

as a human capital conception which is emphasised over the classical humanist model (see 

Ball, 2012; Ball, 2013; Ravitch, 2013; Chowdhury and Le Ha, 2014; Giroux, 2014; Courtois 

and O’Keefe, 2015; Evers and Kneyber, 2016). As education becomes increasingly privatised, 

neoliberalism enforces a view of education as a commodity. This has implications on practices 

within schools, as well as how the students view themselves within this process. This term is 
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explored more in the political economy section of the literature review, before being applied in 

the discussion section. 

 

1.4 My Background as an International Educator and Researcher 

This research has personal motivations about exploring how students conceive of the social 

reality of their international school because of my own experience as an educator, and more 

recently as a researcher. After graduating as a teacher, I worked in national schools in Ireland 

and England, before entering international education by working for a for-profit, type C school 

in Sharjah, UAE (initially owned by the Sheikh of Sharjah before being bought by GEMS 

education). The school offered IGCSE, followed by A-levels. My motivations for entering 

international teaching were definitely built around a desire to travel and experience other 

cultures and education systems, in many ways I meet the criteria of the ‘accidental international 

educator’ (Tomlinson, 2011; Bailey and Cooker, 2019). But through the process, I developed 

a profound belief in international schools as a place to encourage intercultural understanding 

and global sustainable development. I worked as an English Literature teacher initially, and 

exploring novels, plays and poetry with students from all over the world or encouraging them 

to express their own varied stories and identities in creative writing, was a humbling and 

inspiring experience. I also worked as a middle manager at this time too, taking up a position 

as an Assistant Head of Department for a large team of English teachers (10-12 teachers). 

Similarly to the teaching, collaborating with a team of international educators from all of the 

world was a terrific opportunity for exchange and growth about how to inspire the next 

generation of students that can solve our transnational issues.  

 But through this process, I was also faced with the more problematic aspects of 

international schools, as my own classroom experiences highlighted exclusionary and elitist 

modes of education through the ‘gatedness’ of the school, along with interesting questions 
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about valuing cultural diversity within an international curriculum that could at best be 

described as Western-liberal in its ethos, and at worst, could be deemed ‘neo-imperial’. This 

was something that was rarely discussed by fellow educators within the structure of the school, 

and when I started doing some reading, I found little about the experience of the international 

school. I was interested in progressing as an international teacher and leader, and also intrigued 

about discovering more about the nascent idea of international education in both practice and 

research, so I started this Ed.D programme in 2016.  

 The lectures on educational research, policy and international education were highly 

formational in my thoughts for this thesis, along with some of the papers I wrote and feedback 

that I received. The first essay I wrote explored the Emirati Ministry of Education’s policies 

around promoting internationalism while preserving cultural identity. I used Bourdieu to 

consider questions around social mobility, cultural capital and inequality, referring to a 

Faustian bargain between maintaining heritage and gaining access to the global labour market.     

 After two years in the UAE, I moved back to Europe to work in the Czech Republic as 

the Head of an English Department, while teaching literature IBDP to Czech nationals and a 

diverse international cohort. While there I wrote a paper for the Ed.D programme provocatively 

titled ‘English Medium Instruction as Symbolic Violence’, which used Boudieu’s concept of 

symbolic power to argue that the international school can at times fetishise the international 

over valuing the local. At this time, I also wrote an essay about the problems of PISA as a 

measure of education systems within the context of global education reform, and considered a 

thesis proposal on examining the experiences of international educators as ‘middling actors’ 

within schools.  

 In the end, I decided to focus my thesis on exploring the student perspective of the 

international school, partially because I felt I had a good sense from the administrators and 

teachers side, but knew little about how the students perceived these questions, and also 
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because there was a dearth of literature within the nascent research on international education 

about the students’ understandings of this space.    

 Most recently, I have started working for NHL Stenden University of Applied Sciences 

in the Netherlands where I lecture on the ITESS (International Teacher Education in Secondary 

Schools) course to train teachers to work in international schools. This combines a journey of 

theory and praxis within international education, and I hope this thesis speaks to my belief in 

the potential of international schooling, as it critiques the limitations of the current 

manifestations. I am indebted to lecturers on the Ed.D programme at Bath, teachers I have 

worked with and the students I have taught in the ideas presented throughout. 

 

1.5 Thesis Outline 

Throughout the six chapters of this thesis, I explore my research questions and the implications 

of elite schooling on wider debates on international education. Following this introduction, the 

literature review examines the theoretical underpinnings of this research through considering 

the history and political economy of international schools, schooling in the Czech Republic 

and the literature around elite education. Contentious debates are explored in international 

education, particularly social group marking, exclusion and elitism (Brown and Lauder, 2010; 

Tarc and Tarc, 2015), as well as the questioning of institutional legitimacy (Bunnell, et al., 

2016). This chapter offers the conceptual framework for the thesis exploring Bourdieu’s 

concepts of habitus and social reproduction (1971; 1984/2010; 1999; 2000) in the light of 

recent economic theory on the global capitalist system in Standing (2011; 2014; 2019) and 

Piketty’s (2014; 2020) works.  

In my methodology section, I elucidate my use of constructivist and interpretivist 

approaches within the critical methodology of hermeneutic phenomenology and offer an 

outline of my use of the narrative method within the interviews I carried out with sixteen IBDP 



   
 

16 
 

students. I reflect on the research design, sampling and the thematic approach for analysing the 

data, as well as the practical and ethical issues involved in the research. 

The results chapter presents the outcome of the thematic analysis from the interviews. 

Initially, the eleven themes from the analysis are depicted and explained, before moving to the 

portraits of the sixteen students. Six are presented in detail on particular themes, whereas a 

briefer overview is offered of the remaining ten. Using narrative methods and Bourdieu’s 

concept of Social Reproduction, I answer the research questions by depicting the complex 

social relations that the students perceive within their school and their perceptions of how they 

are being shaped.  

The discussion chapter draws together the data from the previous chapter to examine 

the wider implications of the elite international school on individuals, as well as its contribution 

to the structuring and re-structuring of the social order at a national and international level. The 

first section applies Bourdieu’s concepts of social, cultural and economic capital to consider 

the impact of the school on shaping students’ identities, as well as how this all fits into the 

precarity of the global class structure. I then move to examine the pressures that students face 

within this environment.  

Finally, the conclusion summarises my response to the research question and offers 

some last thoughts on the potential of international schooling. I then move to explore the wider 

implications of my research within the context of debates on international schools and 

privatised education. Finally, I examine the limitations of my approach, and consider some 

further research opportunities. 

 

1.6 The Research Question 

Does the habitus of an Elite International School cultivate a sense of privilege for International 

Baccalaureate Diploma students? 
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Sub-questions:  

- How do students’ consider their present and future place within the global labour 

market? 

- How do students relate to international mindedness? 

- How do students respond to their privileged schooling within the context of current 

political transformations? 

 

1.7 Significance of the Study 

The study that follows explores how students conceive of privilege at an elite international 

school. It looks to contribute to research on elite education (Bourdieu, 1996; Gaztambide-

Fernández, 2009; Khan, 2011; Howard et. al, 2014; Courtois, 2018), which is usually bound to 

institutions within the framework of the nation state. In this study, elite education is viewed 

within a single international school to examine how students construct a social reality that 

perpetuates their positions, while contesting and challenging it, within the context of global 

social reproduction.  

This research provides an understanding of institutional habitus within a transnational 

setting (Tarc and Tarc, 2015; Bunnell, 2017) as a way to better understand the students views 

on privilege, but the accounts and conclusions are a departure from traditional theory, as this 

study gives far more agency to the students as actors. This contributes to Bourdieu’s use in 

international education, as well as his theory of social reproduction, as misrecognition did not 

blind students from their positionality. 

This study contributes to research on the Czech education system that rarely accounts 

for the role of international education within the country (see Walterová and Gregor, 2007). It 

also depicts international education within the context of the recent turmoil in Central and 

Eastern Europe, and the discontent with liberal and cosmopolitan identities. 
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This research also looks to contribute to wider research on international education 

around social group making within a transnational space (Brown and Lauder, 2010; Tarc and 

Tarc, 2015; Bunnell, 2017; Bittencourt, 2020), demonstrating how students keep a network of 

connections from prior international schools and how they maintain close relationships with 

other students beyond the walls of the school. It contributes to recent research on international 

schools (Bittencourt, 2020; Bunnell, Courtois and Donnelly, 2020; Bunnell, et al., 2020; 

Hayden, et al., 2020) by focusing on the students’ perspectives of their educational experiences. 

There has been little qualitative research done exploring how international school students 

conceive of international mindedness. Finally, the study contributes to research within the field 

of international education, by situating the international school experience within the context 

of global socio-political-economic change. 

The study is significant because the ideals of spreading international mindedness, 

encouraging intercultural understanding and working towards greater global cohesion are 

worth aspiring to within international education, but the elitism and exclusion within the 

current model, and crucially, how students conceive of this, is important for the future 

legitimacy of international schooling. This study explores these questions while examining the 

students’ conception of the social reality of a single international school.  

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

As outlined in the introductory chapter, one of the contentious debates in international 

education is the role it plays in educational justice and perpetuation of inequality. My thesis 

contributes to the debate by exploring the habitus of a single, elite international school in 

Europe. Specifically, I will explore IBDP students’ own account of socio-economic issues in 

relation to their own schooling and futures. These touch on the socio-economic-political 
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paradigms in which they operate so the global capitalist system will be analysed in relation to 

this. The purpose of this work is to provide an answer to the following question: 

Does the habitus of an Elite International School cultivate a sense of privilege for International 

Baccalaureate Diploma students? 

I have addressed this through an interdisciplinary approach within sociology, politics, 

economics and educational theory. The first section offers an overview of the history and 

current landscape of international education, both as an attempt to ground this study, and to 

explore the gaps within the field of research. This section concludes with an analysis of the 

political context in which these schools operate in relation to debates about international 

mindedness. The second section explores elite schooling, initially at the national level, before 

exploring international education and social class construction. Again, the conclusion moves 

to contemporary geopolitics to discuss the schisms within the global capitalist structure that 

inform students’ identities and futures. The third section presents the conceptual framework 

that is used in this study, outlining a holistic approach involving Bourdieu, Standing and 

Piketty’s theories around inequality and social reproduction. Finally, the chapter concludes 

with a return to the research question and a discussion of its importance. 

 A brief overview of how the literature review was carried out is necessary. This study 

completed a narrative literature review, which summarises and critiques research gaps in 

international education and elite education, along with contextualising and analysing the data 

through the theoretical framework, provided by Bourdieu, Standing, Piketty and Marx. As 

highlighted in the introduction, I completed four papers before starting my research for this 

thesis, and they were crucial for me in exploring Bourdieu’s work, and in gaining an 

understanding of research in international education. Some of the seminal and contemporary 

work that I explore (Matthews, 1988; Wilkinson, 1998; Hayden and Thompson, 2000; 

Cambridge and Thompson, 2004; Brown and Lauder, 2010; Hayden, 2011; Hill, 2012; Tarc 
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and Tarc, 2015; Bunnell et. al, 2016) stemmed from this research, and was found largely 

through recommendations within lectures and snowballing from the relevant and significant 

literature on the topics covered.  

Despite the literature review being narrative overall, at times a systematic approach was 

taken as some pre-specified search terms were used related to the identified research question 

(“international education”. “international schools”, “elite education”, “international 

mindedness” etc.), which led me towards sources (Reay, 2004; Naidoo, 2004; Bittencourt, 

2020) outside of those discovered through my taught modules.  

Additionally, I received advice from my thesis supervisors towards specific 

contemporary research (on elite education and international education) and this was 

incorporated depending on its relevance to the project. The research on elite education, 

particularly the use of Howard et al. (2014), was indebted to advice I received during my initial 

reading for the thesis. 

The research on citizenship (see citizens of the world or citizens of nowhere) stems 

from prior personal writing on international mindedness, and my own work lecturing student 

teachers who are going to work in international schools, alongside an interest in ethical and 

political philosophy. Likewise, the contemporary political context develops from a personal 

interest in foreign affairs and history, and an attempt to use seminal modern sources in this area 

(Piketty, Thompson, Klein, etc.) 

The theoretical framework is explored in detail later in this chapter, but to offer a brief 

point, it was chosen to contextualise and explore the international school experience, and each 

theorist provides insight into the habitus of the elite international school. Prior reading, research 

and knowledge of theory was key to creating this framework. 
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2.2 International Education 

A Brief History of International Education 

Where and when does international education begin? Piaget (1993) offers Comenius, the 16th 

century Czech philosopher as the first advocate of a progressive democratic model of schooling 

that links to a global system of education. Akin to this, Hill (2012) offers an account that 

touches on Comenius, but primarily adduces Rousseau, Hugo and Dickens as the forebearers, 

adding emphasis to the Enlightenment as a distinct period in the evolution of international 

mindedness. He offers perhaps the most extensive account to date of the history of formal 

schooling to inculcate ‘intercultural understanding, peaceful co-existence and global 

sustainable development’ (p. 259). There is merit to many of his arguments including the depth 

of his discussion on the linear and teleological development of education towards international 

schooling and the historic ideologies and values that have culminated in the constructivist, 

experiential and humanitarian model of the IB. His exploration of the processes of globalisation 

in shaping this also has value, as does his concept that international mindedness should be the 

measure and purpose of the success of international education. 

The highly selective nature of his own narrative is highlighted by Hill, and he is open 

to criticism in his dismissal of Greco-Roman and Renaissance thought within the ‘Western 

philosophical tradition’, and in his omission of the development of international mindedness 

within the ‘Eastern canon’. But if international mindedness is to be viewed as a universal 

concept, then Hill could broaden his conceptual base for international education by going 

beyond ‘Eurocentrism’. China offers a rich philosophical tradition that proposes ideas closely 

linked to international mindedness (Li, 2021), particularly central to Taoist and Confucian 

philosophies.  Similarly, there are progressive ideas within the Islamic tradition that Hill could 

offer in his history. The Islamic Golden Age from around the eighth century to the fourteenth 

century placed a tremendous importance on education, already a key focus within Islam, and 
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can be seen in the madrasah, an educational institution for both religious, secular learning and 

cultural exchange (Hillenbrand, 2004: p. 173). However, to speak of ‘the East’ and ‘the West’, 

‘the Global South’ and ‘the Global North’, is to fall into a fallacy of binary exploration of the 

complexities of human history and interdependence. The myopic part of Hill’s account is that 

his conception of ‘the West’ exists as a coherent bloc that can be examined separately from the 

interplay with other nations and civilisations within a globalised account of history. The crux 

of the issue is not that he focuses on one aspect of the narrative around international schooling, 

in this case ‘the Western perspective’, it is that his account fails to indicate the enormous debt 

owed to the scholarship and cross-cultural dialogue that led to the civilisational identity some 

call ‘the West’. Hill relies on essentialist myths of ‘Eastern’ and ‘Western’ actions and 

thoughts, but the truth is that international education needs a cosmopolitan account to 

understand the contemporary manifestations. This story needs to combine a variety of 

classifications to move beyond the confines of perpetuating ‘us’ versus ‘them’ binaries.  

Regardless of this debate, the intellectual inheritance from the ‘East’ or the ‘West’ does 

not present itself in clear practice until the 20th century when a broader movement for 

international schooling develops from these different strands. The International School of 

Geneva was founded in 1924, after the establishment of the League of Nations, which was 

closely followed by the Yokohama International School in Japan, and eventually the United 

Nations International School of New York in 1947, and the Vienna International School in 

1959 (Hill, 2012). These schools were the beginning of what would become an international 

school movement for nursery, primary and secondary education, which would in turn lead to 

the creation of a curriculum to foster international mindedness: The International Baccalaureate 

(IB). The IB was established in 1960 and it aimed to prepare students for global citizenship 

through a progressive, humanist education (ibid.). It has been incorporated in state schools now 

as well with Canada, Ecuador, Malaysia, Japan, Spain, Russia, USA and South Korea offering 
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it alongside international schools (ibo.org, 2021). The growth in international education during 

this period has been immense with an exponential rise from 2584 international schools by the 

end of 2000 to 12,000 as of March 2021 (ISC, 2021). It is estimated that worldwide, six million 

students attend international schools, the largest markets being in the UAE and China (ISC, 

2021).  

Hill’s history of the evolution of education for international mindedness (2012) 

accounts for some of these developments but obfuscates a clearer conception in key areas. 

Firstly, he overlooks that national education systems have the ability to develop intercultural 

understanding, international cooperation and global sustainable development. Many students 

attending schools that do not offer the IB still leave with a firm sense of the interdependence 

of nations, the value of integration and their role as global citizens. Likewise, research has 

questioned the legitimacy of certain international schools in their claims to be creating 

internationally minded citizens (Wilkinson, 1998; Brown and Lauder, 2010; Hallgarten et. al., 

2015; Tarc and Tarc, 2015; Bunnell et. al, 2016; Bunnell et. al, 2020), which raises the question 

of whether all students completing the IB curriculum develop the liberal humanist outlook that 

Hill claims is fostered. This perspective also focuses on the curriculum as integral to the 

fostering of international mindedness, but informal interactions and exchanges have the 

potential to develop this. Hayden and Thompson (1995) explore how the formal curriculum is 

not the most important area of international education for teachers and students, examining 

how the experiences informally can be more of an influence. 

Yet, Hill extrapolates from this position to more dogmatic conclusions on the role 

international schools have played in terms of the development of progressive forms of 

education through the encouragement of critical thinking skills. He presents international 

education, in the form of IB schools, in Fukuyamaist ‘end of history’ terms, as the almost ideal 

embodiment of progressive education in relation to constructivist, ‘child-centred’, 
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‘transdisciplinarity’, experiential practices (p. 252). However, it seems idealistic to declare the 

IB as the pinnacle of current progressive education with plenty of national education systems 

offering curricula and schools that meet Hill’s criteria, as well as other international curricula 

like the A-levels. Of course, the conception of linearity is open to Deleuzean and Foucauldian 

critiques of history as being characterised by ruptures and discontinuities, but more 

importantly, the IB diploma is a means of offering progressive education for international 

mindedness, but not the only possibility.  

Hill’s greatest omission though within his narrative of international education’s rise is 

the minimising of elitism that exists through the exclusivity of international schools. Hill argues 

against this citing the growth of public-school systems adopting the IB and claims that “the 

democratisation of international education is taking place” (p. 256), which is a neat evasion of 

the complexity of the highly stratified class structures of contemporary schooling. Many 

researchers are beginning to question the equalitarian aims that international schools espouse 

(Brown and Lauder, 2010; Tarc and Tarc, 2015; Bunnell, 2016). Although there are exceptions, 

international education tends to be providing education to either the children of wealthy 

families in the form of a transnational or local elite or a global middle class (Bunnell, et al., 

2020). What becomes contentious within Hill’s argument then is this tension between what he 

perceives as a global shift in the desire for international mindedness versus the symptom of 

global positional competition. If international education is to achieve the near ideal outcomes 

that Hill posits “in order to shape attitudes leading to action which will be conducive to 

intercultural understanding, peaceful co-existence and global sustainable development” (p. 

259), then there needs to be a recognition within its history that it has been largely available to 

a limited group of people filtered by socio-economic background. A pragmatic approach is 

needed when exploring the critique of social reproduction within international education, but 

it is fundamental to question its democratisation.  
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This dichotomy between the desire for international mindedness for social mobility 

versus more humanitarian goals is like the typology around internationalism versus globalism. 

Cambridge and Thompson present international education as a reconciliation between 

“ideological and pragmatic interests” (2004: p. 164). The ‘ideological’ form is the view that 

international education creates responsible global citizens, who through their moral 

development, will go on to form partnerships for peace and sustainability across national 

borders, whereas the ‘globalist’ dimension can be understood in terms of the economic and 

cultural processes of globalisation, and the desire for educational qualifications that are 

transferable around the world. Phillips (2002) explores how international education mediates 

between these two positions in his article ‘The Third Way’. It investigates through a human 

capital approach to consider the relationship between international education and work in a 

globalised society. He focuses on three strands: the ideological basis for international schools 

in terms of child-centred learning with an international ethos, social capital theory and post-

industrial economies (deemed post-Fordist here). Philips opts for an auspicious analysis of the 

potential for international education to bring together the ideological and the globalist. His view 

is that it can combine the identified three strands to create model global citizens, while 

developing workers who meet the needs of the economy.  

Hill’s conception of international education is like Phillips in its favourable view of 

international education combining the two interests. He writes that students “need to 

understand and appreciate each other across national and cultural boundaries” (pp. 254-255), 

and links this point to the proliferation of technology, the ‘spread’ of knowledge and the 

increase in globally mobile labour. Both Hill and Phillips present these developments as value-

neutral, despite offering a form of modernisation theory overall. Both are explicating a premise 

that may be core to many liberal Western idealists’ thinking about international education: the 

processes of globalisation, particularly the proliferation of knowledge through both ‘the 
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internet’ and education, have the potential to create peaceful and democratic societies. Yet, 

globalisation is much more controversial than both are noting, for some, it is a means of 

reducing global poverty, while other critics see it as increasing inequality. For some it brings 

peace, for others it brings chaos. To consider the latter for a moment, the top decile’s share of 

wealth has grown almost everywhere since the 1980s, while the bottom 50 percent’s share has 

fallen in India, the United States, Russia, China and Europe (Piketty, 2020: pp. 20-21). When 

this is combined with the continued impacts of the historical legacy of colonialism and the 

worsening climate crisis, one can question utopian explanations of globalisation and its 

potential.  

International education develops with the historical context, but the conflicting forces 

of globalisation may lead to limited or imperfect versions of the idealist-humanitarian visions. 

This is not to dismiss the possibilities for international schools, but the romanticising of 

international education as a process of creating workers for global corporations that will 

approach the world with “empathy, compassion and openness” (p. 246) might be a myth worth 

confronting or at least approaching with more pragmatism. Environmental collapse, increases 

in inequality and political turmoil, led the political scientist Helen Thompson (2017) to argue 

that “the post-2008 world is, in some fundamental sense, a world waiting for its reckoning” (p. 

392). That world is the one that current international students are going to be reckoning with. 

Hill and Phillip’s idealism seems myopic now, but the aims to create a model of schooling that 

promotes intercultural understanding and global sustainable development is integral to our 

collective futures. 

 What is clear is that even with the crises of the COVID-19 pandemic, the growth of 

international education looks set to continue (ISC, 2021), though not at the rates that some 

researchers have forecasted (see Bunnell, 2019 for expected growth from 2017-2027). 

International education’s past is clearly contentious and debatable, but so too is its future. Yet, 
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to even examine the current situation in a local setting, there is a need to deal with the 

conceptual ambiguity of international schools that eludes Hill’s discussion (2012). There is a 

range and diversity that exists within the community, as well a questioning of its legitimacy. 

To confront the issues and potentialities of international education, the vagueness and 

indeterminacy needs to be confronted. 

 

What I Am Talking About When I Talk About International Schools 

Despite their prodigious growth around the world, there is a tremendous amount of conceptual 

looseness in the term ‘international schools’ (Hayden, 2011). Hayden and Thompson 

summarise this well offering that 

“while one cannot state with any certainty exactly how many schools exist, or 

what precisely their characteristics might be, what can be asserted with 

confidence is that the body of institutions which would describe themselves as 

international schools is extremely diverse” (2000: p. 48). 

The indeterminacy of classifications within international education poses a problem for 

researchers, but for schools, it provides the freedom to self-label as an ‘international school’. 

Of course, this inevitably leads to a questioning of legitimacy, but it also provides the basis for 

experimentation and innovation and has led to a rich diversity of institutions that have set their 

own mission and standards of practice. Yet, as the typology has expanded and changed, so to 

have the students and parents. Bunnell (2019) characterises this current predicament as the 

movement between the ‘Old Era’, based on assumptions, and the ‘New Era’, based on 

perceptions (p. 61). Previously, international education was assumed to be for ‘Third Culture 

Kids’, but now international education largely caters to ‘local’ children trying to gain access to 

the global network of universities and eventually the global workforce (ibid.). This shift has 

seen a movement from expat parents to parents looking to obtain distinction for their children 
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for social mobility (ibid.). There is tremendous merit to the binary ‘Old Era’ and ‘New Era’ to 

account for these changes, and to develop a clearer conception, it is necessary to explore these 

shifts over time. 

  Mayer (1968) offered an early attempt to survey the field of international education, 

providing rough and tentative data on the 400 international schools at that time. Even then, 

there was a challenge to the classification with Mayer referring to them as “confused schools” 

for “the children of a temporarily expatriated community” (p. 10). He also presented the 

assumption that half of these would be American (p. 10). Leach (1969) offered a more rigorous 

estimate calculating 372 schools, of which 76 were in Asia. There were no schools in China or 

the UAE, just one in Thailand, Singapore and Malaysia respectively and only two in Hong 

Kong (ibid.). Europe had eleven in Geneva, eleven in Rome, eight in Paris, four in Vienna, but 

none in Eastern Europe (ibid.). From this data, Leach started to extrapolate some of the 

contentious issues that have been exacerbated in international education in recent years, which 

lead him to develop his concept of ‘The Ideal International School’. His definition of the ideal 

type was a non-profit-making company with a board of trustees. This research from Leach is 

invaluable, and a worthwhile early attempt at assaying the field, but the changes since then 

have been so dramatic, and this, alongside the equivocal nature of the term ‘non-profit’, mean 

that additional definitions are needed.  

 In the 1990s, Jonietz (1992) offers an account of international schools as ranging 

somewhere between 500 and 1000 schools. It is interesting to note that they were still relatively 

sparsely populated, with few major areas of operation (ibid.). He denotes them as being largely 

an ‘American-ethos’, serving globally mobile expatriates or the diplomatic community (ibid.). 

The teachers were largely British or North American, there was a diverse student body in each 

school, and they were largely non-profits, through private community-led institutions (ibid.). 

He notes that they were mainly accredited, largely within established support networks, and 
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still experimental and innovative in their approaches to pedagogy (ibid.). She writes that the 

schools are mostly “independent, community-based, English-language of instruction schools 

offering education to third-culture students” (p. 54). This stands in stark contrast to the current 

field where more than half of international schools are in Asia, with China and the UAE being 

the biggest markets (ISC, 2021). Some estimates state that the number of local children 

attending international schools as being as high as 80% (Bunnell, 2019: p. 58), while the IB 

curriculum is only offered by 20% of these schools (ibid.). Likewise, most schools are not 

accredited, and most are now owned by commercial organisations like GEMS Education and 

Nord Anglia (ibid.). For instance, using the UAE as an example, according to the Council of 

International Schools, only 31 Emirati international schools are members (CIS, 2021). But in 

2020, there were 624 international schools operating there (ISC, 2021). The vast majority of 

these schools are private, for-profit institutions, and are commonly run through multinational 

chains, like GEMS education (Carol et al., 2013). This means that other than internal bodies, 

there is no reputable transnational body overseeing most Emirati schools. This microcosm is 

fairly representative of the field as a whole, as since 2000 there has been a proliferation of for-

profit, unaccredited international schools catering to largely local students (Bunnell, 2019).  

 This shift was explored in Matthews (1988) in his prescient understanding of ‘ideology-

led’ and ‘market-led’ international schools. This dichotomous approach predates the 

aforementioned spectrum of ‘internationalist’ and ‘globalist’ interests outlined by Cambridge 

and Thompson (2004), but it is more general when compared. Yet, both are picking up on the 

developing ideology of neoliberal education reform that became dominant and pervasive 

during this period (Ha-Joon Chang, 2010; Piketty, 2014; Mason, 2015; Piketty, 2020). For 

Cambridge and Thompson (2004) the “globalist approach to international education is 

influenced by and contributes to the global diffusion of the values of free market economics” 

(pp. 172-173). For them there is no pure model of these two interests, but a spectrum on which 
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international schools are based. Yet, a strong discourse of neoliberalism certainly had a 

profound influence on the development of international education. The marketisation and 

commodification of schooling is critiqued in Chowdhury and Le Ha’s account that describes 

international education as “essentially entrenched in corporate business within a system where 

the commodity is idealised and romanticised” (2014: p. 65). Bourdieu accounts for these same 

changes across national systems, noting that the pedagogical basis of education becomes 

focused on creating consumers and workers, over classical humanist notions on the value of 

schooling for intellectual and moral development (1999). As the rapid dissemination of goods, 

capital, services, technology and people intensified with globalisation, so too did the desire for 

access to the new global marketplace. It is within this context that large transnational 

educational companies arise, and the demographics of the student cohorts start to change. As 

international education begins to be seen as a commodity, or a form of cultural capital, a 

distortion occurs of the original ideological foundations of international schooling. 

 The profusion of for-profit schools is the result of a huge growth in the scale of 

international schools, and it leads to major changes in the diversity of cohorts. Bunnell (2014) 

describes this as the ‘post-ideal model’ in contrast to the ideal model from Leach. He develops 

the ‘Dual-Guarantees Thesis’ (2019), which elucidates how international education is a low-

risk investment for the consumer and supplier, driving both demand and supply. From these 

changes, the uncertainty and ambiguity has been largely removed in Hayden and Thompson’s 

classification of the emergence of the ‘Three Types model’ (2013). This is not without issues, 

but it is certainly the clearest representation of the field available. They offer three types of 

international schools (ibid.). They define Type A as the ‘Traditional International Schools’ 

which were established to offer schooling to a diverse range of students for whom their parents 

are globally mobile. Type B are the ‘Ideological International Schools’ which aim to spread 

global-mindedness and peace. Finally, there is the growing Type C, ‘Non-Traditional’, which 
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are private, for-profit operators. Hayden and Thompson’s model will be used throughout this 

project as a working definition of international schools as it provides the clearest overview of 

the diversity of schools, but it is certain that even this working definition is still a reductionist 

view that elides a far more complex system, particularly in relation to the major changes in 

public school systems offering international curricula, and the numbers of schools that class 

themselves as an international school outside of this model. However, there is merit to their 

schema, and it will be used throughout this research. 

 No matter which model is asserted, and despite the positive aspects of the ambiguity, 

the legitimacy of international schools is being questioned, both in relation to how they are 

defined, and in their commitment to equalitarian aims (Brown and Lauder, 2010; Tarc and 

Tarc, 2015; Hallgarten et al., 2015). In response, there are nascent attempts at 

institutionalisation and legitimisation across the three types of international schools. Hallgarten 

et. al (2015) present a normative model for examining the indeterminacy of the term 

international schools outlining four characteristics to define them: a diverse mix of nationalities 

of students, international governance, an international teaching staff, and an international 

curriculum. This aligns closely with Hayden and Thompson’s assertion that “diversity is not 

only an inherent feature of International Schools but is also a crucial aspect of the process of 

international education” (2000: p. 5). Bunnell et. al. (2016) echo this normative approach using 

the framework of institutional theory to examine the legitimacy of these type C schools. They 

apply the three pillars of institutionalisation: regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive to 

then call for “a sharper and more comprehensive analysis of the nature of schools referring to 

themselves or being referred to as International Schools” (p. 420). Despite the normative and 

cultural-cognitive pillars providing school leadership with day-to-day operational challenges, 

it is through the regulatory pillar that conformance is most “straight-forward” (p. 419). These 

standards or characteristics would be easily met by most Type A and Type B schools, but the 
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challenge is for Type C schools looking to establish legitimate claims on the term 

‘international’.  

To acknowledge the looseness of the model, while working within it, Hayden and 

Thompson’s Three Type Approach (2013) will be used in this study. The school in this research 

project is a non-profit, Type B, ‘Ideological International School’ located in the Czech 

Republic and is a member of CIS. It certainly embodies many facets of Type A and Type C 

schools, and the overall context of the diverse field of international education is needed to 

understand the habitus of the school.  

 

The New Market Economy and International Schools in the Czech Republic 

After the Velvet Revolution in 1989, Czech society went through a period of great change with 

the development of its market economy (Ogbuabor, 2019). The Czech Republic is now a 

developed, export-oriented market, with an economy focused on manufacturing and services 

(p. 1073). It has one of the highest gross domestic product (GDP) growth rates and some of the 

lowest levels of employment in the EU (ibid.). Its exports are largely in “automobiles and 

industrial and electrical machineries” (ibid.). In 2020, there were 86,000 foreign-owned 

companies operating in the country, nearly 50% more than seven years ago (Kralova and 

Dolezelova, 2020). Czech Republic can be viewed as a dynamic and open economy with 

clearly integrated global supply chains, largely exporting within the EU (Ogbuabor, 2019). 

This economic development of the past thirty years has been dramatic and has led to 

fundamental changes across different areas of society. 

 With this shift to a market economy, education in the Czech Republic went through 

prodigious changes (Popov, 2007). Before 1989, when the country was still Czechoslovakia, 

the schooling system emphasised the inculcation of Socialist citizens who revered the values 

of living in a classless and egalitarian society (Kozakiewicz, 1992; p. 4). Education was focused 



   
 

33 
 

on basic reading and writing, preparing students for agricultural or industrial production, and 

most importantly the creation of a new type of citizen: one imbued with the zealous idealism 

of Marxist-Leninist philosophy. Schools were seen as a way to preserve the harmony of 

socialist society and the nation state. However, with the fall of the Soviet Union, and the 

‘shock-therapy’ that came through the 90s, education started to be viewed for its economic 

value (Strnadová and Hájková, 2012: p. 308). Education became a form of capital to gain 

employment possibilities inside and outside of the country (ibid.). This algins to the changes 

being seen across Central and East Europe in the 1990s, as education policy was characterised 

by greater autonomy for schools, a democratisation of governing bodies and neoliberal 

education reform through the introduction of market forces in education (Strnadová and 

Hájková, 2012: p. 308). It is during this period that international schools and private higher 

educational institutions were established to meet the growing demand for English and 

internationally recognised credentials. To an extent, there was a depoliticisation of education 

through the end of the state monopoly on primary, secondary and higher education (ibid.). Wá 

(2007) refers to both ‘de-ideologisation’ and ‘de-monopolisation’ during this period, 

explicating how free choice was an important start to the transformation of schooling. This 

allowed new private and denominational schools to appear. School autonomy ended the strict 

ideological control on schools and this new freedom was seen as key to a bottom-up reform 

process during this first phase. Čerych (2000) classes the new forms of autonomy as far higher 

than most Western European countries at the time. Many of the new schools and higher 

education providers took the form of for-profit institutions. 

 These marketisation policies were encouraged through membership in a range of 

supranational organisations, such as the EU, NATO and the OECD (Kaščák, 2017). Economic 

decisions, and ultimately education reform, was linked to membership of these organisations, 

and the Czech Republic was encouraged to enact shock therapy reforms in their post-socialist 
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transition (Popov, 2007). As neoliberal ideals and the commodification of education spread in 

systems in Western Europe during this period (Popov, 2007), the same ideologies were applied 

in former communist states, but at a far greater pace (Strnadová and Hájková, 2012). The 

economic value and cost efficiency of education became the focus for policymakers. Kewik 

(2014) outlines that “the EU accession countries were much praised by the European 

Commission for their social reforms leading to neoliberal solutions” (p. 266). This was stark 

in education as public and private institutions started to ‘internationalise’ their curricula, while 

new schools emerged to cater to the demands for English and access to the global labour 

market.  

 In Prague, the educational landscape has changed dramatically since the fall of 

communism, and there are now several non-state, second-level private schools and ten second-

level international schools operating in the city (prague.tv, 2021). These includes Type A, B 

and C international schools. The most popular are English Medium Instruction international 

schools that are ‘American’ and ‘British’ schools offering international curricula (IGCSE, IB, 

A levels, etc.) catering to a population of 1.3 million people. Despite the average monthly salary 

being 36,000 CZK, 1,400 euro (tradingeconomics.com, 2021), the annual tuition fees for these 

schools range between 170,000 CZK to 520,000 CZK, 6,700 euro to 21,000 euro 

(internations.org, 2021). This raises questions about the socioeconomic background of the 

students attending these schools, as they become marketed to a narrow local and globally-

mobile elite. However, there is little research available on international schools in Central and 

Eastern Europe, and no research on international schools in the Czech Republic. Walterová and 

Gregor (2007) makes only a small reference to international schools in their account of 

educational change in the Czech Republic outlining that “a few bilingual secondary schools 

exist, mostly in large cities” (p. 14). Since 2007, there has been a considerable growth in the 

international school market (prague.tv, 2021), but the lack of research may come from a lack 
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of access to international schools, as opposed to the size and also because there are other 

considerable issues of educational inequity within the system. 

This inequity is clearly depicted in the performance difference between advantaged and 

disadvantaged students in PISA. Between 2006 to 2018, the gap between the performance of 

these two groups has been widening (PISA Key Findings, 2015; PISA results, 2018). For 

example, the average difference between these groups in reading is 105 points, compared to an 

average of 89 in OECD countries. The Ministry of Education have responded to this issue by 

making the reduction of inequality a priority, stating in an influential policy document that “one 

feature typical of the Czech education system and, at the same time, one of its chronic problems 

is the persisting and even deepening educational inequality among children and young people” 

(2010, p. 13). There has been a range of research produced on these ‘chronic problems’, 

particularly around educational disparity for minority groups in the country, such as the Roma 

community, and other areas of concern for educational access (Caro and Mirazchiyski, 2012; 

Jarkoská et. al., 2015; Machovcová, 2017). These issues may contribute to a neglect of the 

impact of international education but considering the role of elite education in this issue may 

be valuable for this growing body of research moving forward.  

This increase of educational inequity has coincided with concerns over wider societal 

inequality in Czech Republic. Overall, income inequality is lower in Central and Eastern 

European countries compared to the United States, and on par with many Western European 

nations (Piketty, 2020: p. 636). This is possibly due to the high social protections and benefits 

that are a legacy of the communist era. Nevertheless, the top decile’s share of national income 

has increased since 1990 in Central and Eastern European countries (p. 637). Piketty outlines 

in Capital and Ideology that this decile’s share was “less than 25 percent in 1990”, but in 2018 

it is “roughly 30-35 percent […] in Hungary, Czech Republic, Bulgaria, and Romania and as 

high as 35-40 percent in Poland” (p. 637). During this same period, the bottom 50 percent’s 
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share decreased in a similar proportion. Concerning the top 1 percent of fiscal income share, 

the share has risen from 3 percent in 1988 to 9.2 percent as of 2018 (wid.world, 2021). The 

questioning of the success of the movement between the planned to the market economy is an 

open debate in Czech Republic. Statistical studies have shown that more than half of the middle 

class in Czech Republic report that frequently they find themselves in financial difficulty 

(Hugree, et. al., 2015). These frustrations have grown since the global financial crash and 

austerity measures over the past decade, with many feeling like second class citizens within 

Europe.  

This aligns with a growing sense of frustration amongst other Central and Eastern 

European countries over their membership in the European Union over the last couple of 

decades. For Western European countries this has been a source of contention as they believe 

that the former bloc countries have been saved from totalitarian communism and introduced to 

market forces for greater prosperity. Eurostat shows how the Czech Republic, along with 

Poland, Hungary and Slovakia, received 2-4 percent net transfers of GDP between 2012 and 

2016, which contrasts with Germany, France and the United Kingdom who paid out 0.2-03 

percent of GDP (Piketty, 2020: p. 639). These statistics were used consistently in the Vote 

Leave campaign in the UK (ibid.). 

However, the problem is that the perception for Eastern European countries is that they 

are in a position of subordination compared to their EU counterparts. Piketty (2020) 

encapsulates this well stating that the “story widely believed in Warsaw, Prague, and Budapest 

is that Western (especially German and French) investors exploited their countries for the 

enormous profits to be pfrom pools of cheap labour” (p. 639). There is truth to this, Western 

investors have become owners of much of the capital from the former Soviet bloc countries 

(ibid.), which may be a reason for the relatively small increase in national inequality as capital 

has largely gone abroad. Western investors in Poland, Hungary and Czech Republic are owners 
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of about a quarter of capital stock and more than half of all firms, which would be far higher if 

based on large firms only (ibid.). Outflows from profits go far beyond the inward flows of 

structural funds from the EU in these same countries. 

In recent years, Czech politics has been impacted by this growing discontent towards 

the EU and market forces. Both the Prime Minister and the President (as of early 2021), and 

their respective parties, are openly hostile to EU membership, and critical of the liberal policies 

of the past thirty years (Zielonka, 2018). Average income in Central and Eastern Europe may 

have grown dramatically since 1993, but this is largely because of the drop in output and 

income after the fall of communism (Piketty, 2020: p. 637). As of 2021, levels are still far 

below West European levels, and not that different from the levels in the early 1980s when 

comparing the two sets of countries (wid.world, 2021). Yet, working and middle-class wages 

are not aided by the fact that involvement in trade unions, political parties and community 

organisations is lower in Czech Republic than any Western European country (Hugree, et. al., 

2020). This stems from mistrust and scepticism of these processes after the forced involvement 

with them under communism (ibid.). But wage hikes have been largely prevented by Western 

European investors threatening to relocate. This leads to a race to the bottom in terms of 

corporation tax and wages. A response of sacralising the free market, implying that free 

competition creates a just distribution of wealth, does not ease these concerns. 

There are other cultural issues involved that can be examined later, but it is undeniable 

that the rise of social nativism was somewhat fermented by this fiscal injustice. This economic 

and political context for Czech Republic is highly pertinent to this study as the students 

interviewed at the international school discuss their views from this unique sociohistorical 

perspective. The international schools in Prague have grown in numbers during a period of 

optimism about the potential for reform towards a market economy, but with the current 

discontent of cosmopolitanism and liberalism, their future in Czech Republic remains unclear. 
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The Political Economy of International Schools 

Immanent critiques have been offered recently on international schools, arguing that the current 

manifestations are inimical to the egalitarian and progressive aims behind their creation (Brown 

and Lauder, 2010; Tarc and Tarc, 2015; Bunnell et. al, 2015; Bunnell, 2016, Bunnell et. al, 

2016). The research in this area is still developing, as elite international schools are an “under-

studied domain” (Tarc and Tarc, 2015: p. 5). Nevertheless, it is evident that researchers are 

examining the political economy of these school to explore their legitimacy within the context 

of economic globalisation.  

 There were early accounts that questioned the creation of a segregated education system 

for privileged children, but the focus was rarely critical of the overall topology and made little 

reference to the wider political economy in which international schools operated (Willis et. al, 

1994; Wilkinson, 1998). Wilkinson’s account (1998) is fairly typical of any limited criticism 

at the time, as he expresses how international schools have a “comfortable acceptance of the 

global status quo”, calling on them to be a “force of change” (p. 232). Wilkinson’s draws on 

his own experiences teaching internationally in Lesotho to express growing concerns with the 

expanding Type C international schools. He raises prescient questions asking “to what extent 

are international schools actually taking steps to widen the social base of their student body 

and the cultural base of their teaching staff? Do they believe that they should?” (p. 232). The 

concerns over the demographics of the teaching staff and the homogeneity of privilege within 

the student body have only been exacerbated since his research. Akin to this, Willis et. al. 

(1994) expressed concern about the impact of international education when limited to ‘a 

privileged elite’. Yet, these studies tended towards optimistic conclusions about a future of 

partial reform. The narrative focused not on the issues, but the return to the idealism that 

international schools stood for: the need to imbue students with the knowledge to create a more 
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equitable planet. These analyses tended to undermine the severity of the developing problems 

around international schooling and emphasise the role of the teacher at an individual level for 

promoting positive values. But the wider geo-political context and the marketisation of 

education are neglected in these studies, as they emphasise the practical importance of 

international education in creating workers for the global economy. The research is predicated 

on the idea that the international school experience will be useful for moral development, as 

students move beyond the “limitations of their own cultural identity” (p. 228), even as they 

pick up the practical knowledge to be successful in increasingly international workplaces. But 

this premise assumes schools are relatively successful in meeting their mission statements and 

ignores the possible far-reaching impacts of students attending elite institutions with cohorts 

from similar backgrounds.  

 Of course, these accounts predate the wider proliferation of international schools (ISC, 

2021), as well as the entrenchment of the aforementioned problems and were conceived at a 

time of broader consensus regarding the marketisation of education. One contemporary study 

is Tarc and Tarc’s ‘Elite International Schools in the Global South’ which offers an account of 

the social class-making that occurs in international schools (2015). Firstly, they make an 

important distinction that will be returned to later, and that is the idea that the “elite 

international school is a rich site for sociological inquiry in global times” (p. 34). There is an 

emerging body of research that rejects methodological nationalism (Kenway and Fahey, 2009), 

and challenges educational and sociological theory that is bound by the national state. To 

examine class, as this study will do, there needs to be a focus on transnational subject 

formation, and as Tarc and Tarc elucidates, examining international schools leads to “new 

sociological categories attuned to globalisation” (p. 34). Methodological nationalism would be 

limited for examining international schools, largely because many actors move across national 
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boundaries regularly. Their work is foundational for this research as they show how social class 

formation must be considered within the context of the transnational setting. 

But to turn back to contemporary concerns, in Asian media, there is already discussion 

of the value of international education for the accumulation of social capital. One journalist 

writes that “an advantage of international schooling is the development of social capital in the 

form of friendships and networks with students from affluent and often influential families” 

(Maxwell, 2015 quoted in Bunnell, 2019). The international school therefore becomes an 

institution that grants future access to elite universities, which in turn translates to rewards in 

the graduates’ future careers. The investment in their children’s education today is seen as a 

promise for future success in their professional lives. Brown and Lauder (2010) offer early 

research on this initial, largely obscured, group making within international education. Students 

enter these schools to gain access to positions that will enable them to become part of either a 

transnational or national ruling class” (p. 40). The categorisation of this hierarchy will be 

explored later, but their understanding of how students, who are by and large “the preserve of 

the wealthiest strata on the globe” (p. 43), navigate education as a way to accrue social capital 

is highly accurate. Akin to this study, Brown and Lauder (2010) follow closely the economic 

and cultural context of globalisation, to demonstrate that the geopolitical environment, 

particularly contemporary neoliberalism, impact the development of international schools that 

were originally about “a set of ideals” (p. 39). Through the polarisation of wealth in developed 

and developing countries, one can see  

“emerging elites or ruling classes with the resources to enrol their children in 

international schools […] and therefore open doors for access to elite English-speaking 

universities and to the global labour market for professional and executive jobs” (p. 42). 

This salient analysis offers insights into how parents are attracted to international schools 

because it means their children can access the international labour market, through both the 
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cultural capital bestowed by institutions and the social capital of moving within the groups who 

attend the schools. This leads to the questioning of whether international mindedness is sought 

after with altruistic motivations or for distinction?   

 Whatever the motive, it is clear that parents are attracted to international schools for the 

cultural capital of ‘English’. English is the Lingua Franca of global capitalism, therefore, 

parents want their children to have the English skills to be able to be successful in the global 

labour market (Bourdieu, 1999; Chowdhury and Le Ha, 2014). English as the Lingua Franca 

is a contentious issue, and therefore problematic in the political economy of international 

education. For some it is a language that was in the right place, at the right time, and represents 

a chance for a country’s peaceful self-determination and economic success (Crystal, 2012). Yet 

for others it is continuing the legacy of imperial exploitation and heralding new processes for 

economic hegemony and marginalisation (Said, 1978; gorow, 1999).  

 Bourdieu's work has been applied to analyses around social reproduction within 

national elite institutions (Reay, 2004; Naidoo, 2004; Brar, 2017; Courtois, 2018) and also in 

international schools (Tarc and Tarc, 2015; Bunnell, 2017; Bittencourt, 2020). He also wrote 

about language and power in terms of accents and dialects (1991), but his work is applicable 

here in discussing the English language in international education. He explored the social 

exchange of cultural and symbolic capital writing that “the constitution of a linguistic market 

creates the conditions for an objective competition in and through which the legitimate 

competence can function as linguistic capital, producing a profit of distinction on the occasion 

of each social exchange” (1991; p. 55). Bourdieu’s functionalist approach to language is useful 

for examining practice in the social exchange within international schools. English as a form 

of cultural capital is offered to those who attend these institutions, but at a national level, others 

who cannot read and write in English are excluded. Far more work is needed to explore these 

unfair privileges and the potential for cultural homogenisation within the marketisation of 
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English within international schools, but for this study, it is important to note the desire for 

English as being an important part of the demand. Kralova and Dolezelova (2020) write that 

“the knowledge of English is inevitable to stand successfully in today’s highly competitive 

labor market” and that in Czech Republic “most companies require English from their 

employees as a shared communication tool in business around the globe” (p. 2). For Czech 

parents, accessing international education is about gaining the skills to be successful in the 

workplaces of the future, English being key to this. 

 But it is possible that the language skills international schools offer go beyond simply 

speaking in English? A motivation that is missed in recent studies is that there could be a form 

of capital offered through the understanding that students gain of global changes and concerns, 

a form of international mindedness and global competence that can be seen as capital for 

speaking the language of ideologically motivated transnational corporations. The language of 

entrepreneurship is inextricably entwined to the language of progressive social change. 

Giridharadas’s insightful and indignant account in Winners Take All (2018) explores the hubris 

of a corporate elite that espouses philanthropic ideals, while preserving the unjust systems that 

they benefit from. He criticises the ‘thought leaders’ who speak about changing the world, but 

always in a tempered way to preserve the status quo. Disruption is encouraged for every area 

of life, except for the market. The intellectualisation within international schools of global 

inequality and other crises could be seen as a way to endow students with the ability to present 

themselves as ‘thought leaders’ within a corporate world that values business (and the solutions 

offered) as a force for social change. 

 But this, like many areas around international education, is currently unclear because 

of a lack of robust research. Brown and Lauder (2010) call for a greater understanding of how 

privileged students in international schools relate to the “unstable global economic climate” 

ultimately questioning whether they will “forgo the advantages they had [...] in the pursuit of 
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a more equitable future”. Similar to Tarc and Tarc (2015), the analysis they offer of the role 

international schools play in creating national and international elites, and their relationship to 

a “global hierarchy” of universities and corporations is not explored through qualitative or 

quantitative research, but certainly provides a basis for this. This encapsulates how research is 

growing into the wider political economy through which international schools operate (Tarc 

and Tarc, 2015), but the role they play in social class formation is still nascent in terms of 

inquiry. This study will be limited to a single school in an attempt to understand the habitus 

and its impact on individual student. The study may be limited in sample size, but it can still 

move forward discussions about educational processes in international schools, and 

possibilities for reform.   

The political economy of international education is important because it reflects wider 

questions about social reproduction, the relationship between education and global inequality, 

and moral problems around the democratisation of knowledge. The hope is that by engaging 

with these questions, a critical political economy of international education might offer new 

forms of emancipatory practice, whereby, the early worthy egalitarian idealism of international 

schools could be realised.  

 

Citizens of the World or Citizens of Nowhere 

One of the underlying debates in the discussions so far about international education is over 

the role of the nation state in contemporary society. Questions arise in this study of habitus at 

an international school on cultural identity, and these are particularly interesting within the 

context of the weakening of the nation state through globalisation versus resurgent nationalist 

politics. Like many modern philosophical questions, Enlightenment thought can offer relevant 

insights on the question of statehood. Rousseau wrote in Émile (1762) about the potential for 

individual wills and interests to be transcended through a care for the common good. “Let us 
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extend amour propre to other beings […] we shall transform it into a virtue” (Rousseau, 1979: 

p. 252 [OC IV, p. 547]). Rousseau felt that the amour propre can be extended from 

individualism to a care for common interest and the social will. In this way, individual good 

becomes the public good. But for Rousseau this bond was limited to the confines of national 

borders. The interplay of the individual and the community seems dependent on the nation 

state, as without it social and political unity starts to fall apart. He wrote in Encyclopédie (1755) 

about how the “feeling of humanity evaporates and weakens as it is extended over the whole 

world” (Rousseau, 1992, p. 151 [OC III, pp. 254-5]). Rousseau is rejecting modern notions of 

international mindedness and calling into question the potential for global citizens. This raises 

the question: do we owe more to our fellow citizens than we do to humanity?  

 Rousseau was exploring this question at a very different historical moment to our own. 

With the dissemination of digital technologies, we can now experience events on the other side 

of the world in real-time. Along with other developments in the spread of goods, capital, 

services, the growth of more multicultural societies and great international migration, we can 

start to examine Rousseau’s notion on empathy being limited to the confines of patriotism. This 

process inevitably leads to the questioning of the nation state itself.  

Bauman (2002) argued that the state had less relevance in the context of globalisation, 

as power has become separate from the sovereign nation. We can see this in the power of 

transnational corporations, multilateral organisations and international free trade agreements. 

Akin to this, historian Timothy Snyder defines much of these developments, particularly 

supranational organisations like the EU, as part of the “politics of integration” (2018: p. 73). 

He charts this within a movement beyond the nation state, and beyond imperialism, to a shared 

relationship between countries not defined by inequality but by equality. 

 There are some attempts to explore the cultural identity of students within the context 

of the historical development of globalisation (Bunnell, et al., 2020), but they are primarily 
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focused on class solidarity, making use of the terms ‘Transnational Capitalist Class’ (Sklair, 

2001) and ‘Global Middle Class’ (these will be explored later in relation to Standing’s 

framework). This work does an excellent job of accounting for the social tension that has been 

seen within politics and the media in the past decade over the division between global citizens 

and ordinary national citizens. A common reference is to former UK Prime Minister, Theresa 

May’s speech, where she spoke out against the ‘liberal, cosmopolitan, elite’,  

“today, too many people in positions of power behave as though they have more in 

common with international elites than with the people down the road, the people they 

employ, the people they pass in the street […] if you believe you’re a ‘citizen of the 

world’, you’re a ‘citizen of nowhere’. You don’t understand what the very word 

‘citizenship’ means” (Telegraph, 2016). 

Far more critical research is needed in this area, but what is clear in this formulation from May 

is that there is a narrative of a rising cosmopolitan elite who are blind to the concerns of 

ordinary national citizens. It is clear that the liberalisation of capital flows, and a lack of global 

fiscal regulation, have given advantages to globally mobile people. This has occurred as the 

wealthy receive tax cuts and a subsequent rise in inequality since the 1980s. These same 

dynamics can be seen in the rise of Trumpism, the populist politics in Poland, Hungary, Czech 

Republic, Italy, Brazil and many other countries, as well as the growth of far-right extremism. 

The videos of the anarchy and violence of the Capitol Hill Insurrection in January 2021 

included rioters calling out the ‘traitors’ and the ‘globalists’ within the government (The 

Guardian, 2021). 

 Yet, Bunnell et al. (2020) in their account of international mindedness as class solidarity 

miss a crucial facet in the rise of social nativism and that is to contextualise it within the failures 

of the global neoliberal vision. Social nativist politics have taken hold during the failure of 

endless economic expansion, huge increases in concentrations of wealth and the malaise 
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brought on by the global financial crash. Political philosopher Michel Sandel characterises the 

populist discontent well, writing 

“the market-driven version of globalisation brought growing inequality. It also 

devalued national identities and allegiances [...] those who stood astride the global 

economy valorized cosmopolitan identities as a progressive, enlightened alternative to 

the narrow, parochial ways of protectionism, tribalism and conflict” (2020: p. 19). 

The political divide was created based on neoliberal reform through unrestricted capital flows 

and free trade, and importantly, those who were critics were deemed ‘closed-minded’ and 

‘tribal’ versus those who were ‘open’ and ‘global’. Sandel goes on to explain how through 

becoming winners of this unjust system, a globally mobile elite accepted the ‘meritocratic’ 

belief in their success thus increasing condescending attitudes and hubris. As inequality rises, 

many are left without a real hopeful narrative. Therefore, as the End of History becomes distant, 

the alternative to the market-driven version of globalisation becomes nationalist and identarian 

politics for the people left behind. This is exacerbated by the proximity rendered by social 

media, as many now have more opportunities for resentful comparisons to others. Arendt 

referred to this as ‘negative solidarity’. Totalitarian movements seek those who feel abandoned 

and disenfranchised, Hegel’s ‘rabble’ (1952). This uncertainty is not aided by technological 

disruption to the job market, the war for talent (see Brown, Lauder and Ashton, 2010), rampant 

credentialism and environmental collapse. This is where I would question certain critical 

scholarship around international mindedness: would this fracturing not create a variety of 

political identities? Why would international mindedness be as coherent for young people 

presented with varying futures of neoliberal, reactionary or progressive internationalist 

visions?  

What is clear is that global cooperation is needed to combat threats of nuclear 

annihilation, technological disruption and climate change. At least some of our identity must 
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be global, as nation states will be unable to face these crises alone. The nation state may survive 

and continue to maintain legitimacy, the pandemic offering offering paradoxical positions for 

isolationism versus integration, but regardless of an increased or diminished role for the state, 

wider international cooperation is crucial. 

To return again to Enlightenment philosophy, Montesquieu can offer some insights that 

are useful to our considerations around citizenship in the 21st century. He exhorts  

“If I knew of something that could serve my nation but would ruin another, I would not 

propose it to my prince, for I am first a man and only then a Frenchmen, because I am 

necessarily a man, and only accidentally am I French” (in Dion’s Straight Talk, 1999). 

Central to any attempt to imbue students with the skills for international cooperation is the need 

to recognise our shared humanity. In the face of existential threats humanity’s survival is 

dependent on the success of international education. Ergo, gaining a greater understanding of 

the social practice within an international school is key to the political problems of the present 

and in exploring the potentialities for the future. 

 

2.3 Elite Education 

Social Class Formation Through Elite Schooling 

There is still limited research on elite education in the literature around international schools, 

therefore it is pertinent to start by examining scholarship at the national level. There are a wide 

variety of studies that explicate the complex creation of privilege through schooling, and they 

have been analysed across national systems (Bourdieu, 1996; Gaztambide-Fernández, 2009; 

Khan, 2011; Howard et. al, 2014; Courtois, 2018). However, this is a relatively under-

researched area, as empirical research usually focuses on students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds (Howard et al, 2014). This small body of research has traditionally focused on 

the adverse effects of social inequality as opposed to critically exploring privilege through the 
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examination of how elite schools shape affluent students’ identities. In his study of teenagers 

at an elite school, Khan (2011) demonstrates that privilege is a significant influence on 

students’ learning, which is concurrent with Gaztambide-Fernández’s study (2009) of how 

privileged adolescents are inculcated by an elite school’s culture. These attempts to make 

privilege visible in educational contexts are important for understanding how affluent 

adolescents construct their identity. Both of these works are the result of ethnographic studies, 

but this is combined with qualitative interviews through a narrative approach. This 

methodology can offer clear insights into privileged students’ self-understandings of the 

contours through which they are shaped.   

There is a rich body of research in international education using the narrative method 

to gain an understanding of teachers’ perspectives (Charteris et al., 2017; De Neve and Devos, 

2017). This methodology is a way to “turn to biographical methods in social science” while 

linking “macro and micro levels of analysis” to “provide a sophisticated stock of interpretive 

procedures for relating the personal and the social” (Chamberlayne, et al., 2000: p. 2-3). 

However, this approach has not been used to explore the international students’ experiences. 

Yet, a comprehensive analysis of the codification of privilege in elite schools is 

approached through this methodology in Howard et al.’s recent work (2014). Their study uses 

narrative methods to explore how elite schools in the United States “actively construct and 

cultivate [...] privilege” (p. 7). Qualitative interviews are used to enable these affluent students 

to examine and reflect on their social, cultural and economic advantages. The premise of this 

approach is that when students reflect on their own experiences, perspectives and backgrounds 

they reveal their self-understandings, which demonstrate the dynamics through which social 

class formation takes place.  

There are a growing number of studies on the international school experience for 

students (UWC, 2021; Bittencourt, 2020; Bunnell, Courtois and Donnelly, 2020; Bunnell, et 



   
 

49 
 

al., 2020; Hayden, et al., 2020). Bittencourt (2020) carries out an ethnographic study of two IB 

schools in Ecuador demonstrating different understandings of international mindedness based 

on their constructions of place and their own imagined futures. Bunnell et al. (2020) explore 

international mindedness as a form of class solidarity drawing on fieldwork from an elite 

traditional international school in South East Asia. Similar to these studies, a narrative approach 

will be used as a methodology to gain a greater insight into how a sense of privilege is fostered 

for IB students at an international school.  

There is currently a longitudinal study on UWC’s commitment to global social 

responsibility taking place with Project Zero at Harvard, supervised by Howard Gardner (see 

news on UWC, 2021 – ‘Harvard’s UWC Study Launches Historic Survey’). It looks to 

investigate the impact of UWC’s educational programmes around the world by providing 

empirical evidence on the ‘skills and attitudes of its graduates’ (ibid.). In preparation for this, 

a one-and-a-half-year exploratory study was completed on a variety of UWC institutions from 

the same researchers, and a part of the study revealed that “respondents overwhelmingly 

believe that their UWC experience had a significant impact on their ethical values and that they 

incorporate these values into their daily lives” (ibid.). The study was carried out through 

quantitative surveys and despite the limitations of this approach, it is worth speculating on how 

influential and transformative UWC is in developing thoughtful global citizens who lead 

positive changes in their societies. It will be interesting to note if the future research depicts 

this empirically.  

Hayden et al., (2020) also explore the effectiveness of teaching for international 

mindedness in international schools through a comparison of eight quantitative studies of 

graduates’ views on and experiences of CAS. Their results signalled that the majority of former 

students perceived CAS to have had a positive impact, but largely on individual skill sets, as 

opposed to changes in their attitudes or worldviews. Significantly, the study also indicated that 
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the participants did not view CAS as supporting them in becoming active in their communities, 

either at a global or local level. The authors call for “follow-up qualitative work” to offer more 

insight on the issues raised in their study on the success in the IB in educating the “future global 

citizen” (p. 600). 

The aforementioned scholarship around privilege paves the way for the consideration 

of the complex means by which privilege perpetuates structures and maintains an unequal 

status quo within transnational contexts. Echoing these studies, class will be emphasised, but 

this is not to dismiss the intersectionality that will be considered in relation to gender, race, 

sexuality and other important areas of identity. Through this biographical method the aim is to 

gain an empirical understanding of privilege within an elite international school. 

 

Elite Schooling for an Uncertain Future 

To explore privilege in a transnational setting, it is crucial to offer some comments on the 

context of the recent turmoil and restructuring within the global capitalist system. One of the 

key issues is the growth of inequality in developed countries since the 1980s. Despite recent 

improvements in economic inequality for some emergent economies like China, Brazil and 

India, the vast majority of countries, particularly within the West, are seeing enormous 

increases in income disparities and disparities in terms of income from capital, which in turn 

leads to an “extreme concentration of wealth” (Piketty, 2014: p. 64). Piketty’s book Capital in 

the 21st Century provides a comprehensive account of the historical data of the dynamics of 

global wealth, demonstrating that even within emergent economies “demographic and 

economic growth will undoubtedly slow in the future (as they have done already)” (p. 38). Yet, 

his concern for the present is that the levels of inequality in developed countries have been 

increasing since the 1980s, which Piketty believes calls into questions the meritocratic values 

through which democratic societies depend (p. 34). Despite the rough estimations that he relies 
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on throughout the book, there are many economists and sociologists questioning the growing 

inequities within the global capitalist structure (Mason, 2015; Klein, 2019 Krugman, 2020). 

Oxfam released a report on global inequality, “Wealth: Having It All and Wanting More” 

(2015), that demonstrated how the wealthiest 1 percent of humanity owned 48 percent of the 

world’s wealth in 2014, rising from 44% in 2009, while the bottom half of humanity saw its 

wealth decrease by 50 percent during this same period. The report highlights the staggering 

polarisation of wealth, while indicating that since the 2008 financial crash the poorest are 

significantly worse off, meanwhile the crisis had a positive impact for the rich.   

This is coupled with the threat that climate change poses to geopolitics and ultimately 

the planet itself. This climate disruption is not a future threat for young people, but a lived 

reality, and they have been responding. In March 2019, there were an estimated 2,100 youth 

climate strikes in 125 countries with 1.6 million young people participating (Klein, 2019). This 

is inextricably entwined to the questioning of an economic system based on limitless 

consumption and exponential ecological depletion. The response that young people are 

focusing on revolves around resource sharing and wealth redistribution (Klein, 2019), 

recognising that not only have they inherited a mass extinction and climate breakdown 

(Kolbert, 2015), but clear economic insecurity too. According to the UN Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), keeping the increase in planetary warming to 1.5 degrees 

Celsius is the best chance humanity has of avoiding catastrophic scenarios, but this would 

require global emissions to be cut by half in only twelve years, and getting to net-zero carbon 

emissions by 2050. According to the United Nations we are currently on track for 4.5 degrees 

of warming (Wallace-Wells, 2019). However, young people appear attuned to the 

unprecedented and rapid changes that are needed throughout our societies to prevent 

catastrophe (Klein, 2019). 



   
 

52 
 

But as temperatures continue to rise, so too do social movements across the globe, some 

can be seen in the student climate protests, but others are mobilising against a range of social 

and political problems from Hong Kong to Beirut to Santiago. This can be felt globally, but 

locally too for the context of this study, as Prague has experienced its biggest protests since the 

Velvet Revolution, caused in response to corruption charges against the prime minister, Andrej 

Babiš (TheGuardian, 2019), as well as Black Lives Matter and Climate Change protests. 

The COVID-19 pandemic, environmental destruction, mass extinction, the threat of 

nuclear holocaust, an unprecedented increase in inequality, a technological revolution that 

looks to reorient the social fabric of our lives, surely these will all impact how affluent students 

relate to the global economic system, but it is unknown if this will lead to a radical restructuring 

of social hierarchies. Historical paradigms rarely progress neatly, and the answers to our 

predicaments lie in debatable and contestable futures. It is clear that radical change is 

ineluctable, but still unclear how today’s IB graduates will respond and negotiate the necessary 

changes. Previous works on privilege have all been explored within vastly different geopolitical 

contexts, and it will be interesting to see how students relate to their privilege within this 

historical moment.   

 

2.4 Conceptual Framework: 

Within the context of this uncertainty, Pierre Bourdieu, Guy Standing, Thomas Piketty and 

Karl Marx will provide some pertinent theoretical frames that will be weaved together to 

explore social reproduction in the transnational setting of an international school. This will be 

aided in a secondary way with Hegelian and Neo-Marxist influences, to combine an 

interdisciplinary but compatible framework for considering how elite education systems foster 

privilege and perpetuate global inequality. 
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 Firstly, Bourdieu’s work, heavily influenced by Durkheimian, Weberian and Marxist 

traditions, has been applied regularly to exploring the complex social practices that take place 

within nationally bound schools (Reay, 2004; Naidoo, 2004; Brar, 2017; Courtois, 2018). His 

theory has also been applied recently to exploring agents in international schools (Tarc and 

Tarc, 2015; Bunnell, 2017; Bittencourt, 2020). This is interesting because these studies 

represent the challenge that is occurring to traditional research around class formation within 

the nation state. Many critics within social science are questioning methodological nationalism 

(Ball, 2010; Rizvi and Lingard, 2010; Koh and Kenyway, 2012; Tarc and Tarc, 2015), arguing 

that due to the globalised and interrelated context of our social spaces, new methodologies are 

needed within sociological research. Bourdieu’s work predates these debates, but it is clear that 

his theories on relational group-making have relevance in a diverse set of fields, both within 

and beyond national borders. His work is tightly bound to the French national context in which 

it was written, but Bourdieu even in his own time was writing for an international audience 

who he felt could benefit from his approaches (1984/2010). His prescient understandings of 

group-making within global social reproduction are key to examining the relational dynamics 

of class formation in international schools. 

 There is a common criticism that Bourdieu is undermined by “ethnographic bias” 

(Archer, 1983: p. 132). The traditional narrative is that he takes French concerns within cultural 

relations and universalises them. But this accusation largely comes before the intensification 

of globalisation, as well as a range of studies that make excellent use of his concepts of social 

group-making within transnational settings. Secondly, it links to the other frequent criticism: 

that his framework leads to an inherent and fatalistic understanding of social relations (Connell, 

1983; Jenkin, 1992). This critique is largely grounded in a misunderstanding of Bourdieu’s 

theoretical approach, and he had to respond to the assertion in his later work, writing that 

“habitus is not a destiny” (Bourdieu, 2000: p. 180). His theoretical lens was offered to analyse 
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the issues, and his desire was that through this process, solutions can be discovered. He himself 

looked to offer the empirical research through his ‘Theory of Practice’ to tackle inequality and 

worked throughout his life on this issue through his research group, his lecturing and his work 

as a critical sociologist (public intellectual). He was always concerned with confronting 

symbolic violence, and his work and activism both evince this. Grenfell (2007) offers one of 

the clearest rejections of the two aforementioned criticisms, writing that Bourdieu’s approach 

“is not a type of deterministic knowledge to describe all education systems […] but a set of 

axioms and thinking tools which could be used to illuminate” (p. 191). Bourdieu is offering a 

‘set of tools’ for considering social relations in both national and across national systems, and 

the malleability of terms like habitus and field allows researchers to recognise individual and 

group structuring, while also providing resistance through restructuring. 

 However, some question the malleability of these tools, asking does the indeterminacy 

and flux undermine their use in social science (Archer, 1983; Connell, 1983). Yet, the unfixed 

nature of his framework is what makes him pertinent to exploring social identities and 

inequalities in diverse and transnational settings (Reay, 2004; Naidoo, 2004; Tarc and Tarc, 

2015; Bunnell, 2017; Bittencourt, 2020). The conceptual looseness was also well documented 

by Bourdieu, who openly acknowledged that “habitus goes hand in hand with vagueness and 

indeterminacy” (1990: p. 77). Yet, the subjectivity is part of its strength, as it allows a more 

flexible approach to considering the structures of elite schools. Bourdieu’s popularity in 

contemporary social science is that his framework can transcend the limitations of 

methodological nationalism. The embracing of elements of looseness and determinist concepts 

can allow research to better understand the inequities within education, while providing new, 

international opportunities for resistance and reimagining.  

 From his writings, the following terms from Bourdieu will be used within this 

conceptual framework: ‘habitus’, ‘field’, ‘capital’ and ‘social reproduction’. 
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Habitus and Field: Habitus is the ‘structured’ and ‘structuring’ process of social 

reproduction, relating to how dispositions and perspectives are shaped within social spaces 

(Bourdieu, 1984/2010: p. 170). It is relational to the concept of field, which is the position 

through which agents take their place within a hierarchy, and it is reciprocal to habitus 

(Bourdieu, 1984/2010: p. 95). There are conscious and unconscious structures that lead to the 

construction of identity for affluent students within international schools, which are concurrent 

with Standing’s structure of the global labour market. This influences and shapes students' 

ways of knowing and relating to the wider world. 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice demonstrates how schooling is largely a conservative 

force tending to support the continued establishment of social structures (1974/1966). In this 

way, one can speak of an institutional habitus (drawn from 1989/1998), in this case the school, 

as knowledge formation itself can reproduce social hierarchies. The elite school can be seen as 

a way of propagating and maintaining certain worldviews through the interactions of 

likeminded individuals in the student body and the influence of teachers and administrators. 

Bourdieu’s theory argues this empirically through a heavy emphasis on statistical analysis, 

drawing from this a theoretical framework on habitus. This work will extend this to a more 

nuanced perspective of to what extent this occurs, alongside questioning the impact of parents, 

wider political changes, and social media. Atkinson (2010) points out the issue of researchers 

‘overstreching’ Bourdieu’s concept of institutional habitus, but the analysis here looks to apply 

it to our present context, thus needing to update it and respond to the participants’ insights. 

However, it is key that this research was conducted through the guidance of Bourdieu’s logic 

throughout his work. In this manner, field extends education from the national perspective to 

the global. This is a development of Bourdieu’s perspective, but one that is compatible with 

the thinking tools he offers (see aforementioned transnational research).  
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Capital: Bourdieu’s concept of capital is the explanation of what draws parents and 

students to international education, as it becomes a way to access the global hierarchy of 

universities, and eventually companies. Ergo, it allows agents to receive advantages for 

establishing their position within the field. Bourdieu writes that “the school is required to 

perpetuate and transmit the capital of consecrated cultural signs” which in turn means it looks 

to “to define systemically the sphere of orthodox culture and the sphere of heretical culture” 

(1971/1966: p. 178). Parents and students are attracted to the institution for the capital it 

bestows for distinction, in turn this pursuit of economic, social, and cultural capital has a 

powerful role in the structuring and re-structuring within the field and habitus.  

Social Reproduction: Bourdieu offers this term to demonstrate how most students will cement 

and perpetuate their positions within society. Individually, teachers have the ability to present 

ideas around social reproduction, but the wider influences and structures deeply hamper this. 

Bourdieu offers a response to critical pedagogy on the grounds that it is unrealistic and utopian 

to imagine that a single teacher or even a small group of teachers could enact radical change 

through the curriculum by simply exposing the contradictions and inequities of the school and 

wider society (1977/1970: p. 126).  

Through applying his thinking tools, wider society can have a greater understanding of 

social problems and the unfairness of domination within global hierarchical systems. This 

rational utopianism is possible because the “little things generate changes that generate 

changes” (Bourdieu, 2000: p. 19). By looking at the elite international school in Bourdieusean 

terms we can explore the emancipatory potential that comes through revealing the generating 

structures. Social reproduction is not eternal in this way, and habitus is not destiny.  

Yet, despite the prescience of Bourdieu’s work, his framework is still constrained by 

the historical context in which he wrote. National education systems and the global economic 

system have changed prodigiously since Bourdieu’s death. The escalation of globalisation, 
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changes in geopolitics, and the difference in societal inequities, mean that to explore the 

international school experience additional frameworks are required. Firstly, Standing provides 

an opportunity to examine how the global capitalist is structured (2011; 2014; 2019) and the 

analysis is useful for considering social reproduction, and though rarely applied, also pertinent 

to comments about education systems. Similar to Bourdieu, Standing is largely indebted to the 

traditional Marxist concept of class but offers an updated form for our current global economic 

system. He moves beyond antiquated notions like the proletariat to a far more relevant analysis 

of the global reconstruction of class. The Transnational Capital Class (Sklair, 2001) and the 

Global Middle Class are compatible terms with Standing’s theories and are becoming 

increasingly well documented in the research around international schools, but Standing’s 

conception offers a more detailed sense of labour economics and can offer a great deal to 

scholarship on education.  

 Standing explicates the development of a new global class system that is superimposed 

on prior national structures (2011). His work explores, similar to Bourdieu’s narrative in 

Weight of the World (1999), how since the 1980s, there has been an assertion of the neoliberal 

ideology across a vast range of human activity. He examines this particularly in labour market 

policy and social protections examining the precarious working conditions that come from 

flexible work forces, whether that be in developed countries or the addition of two billion 

workers to the global labour force through emerging economics (2011). Linked to this, his 

work is useful for exploring the impact of the gig economy and the so called ‘Fourth Industrial 

Revolution’ that has added to casualisation and the precarity of contemporary labour. From 

this background, he develops a more applicable and complex structure for our global economy 

than many Neo-Marxists offer. Firstly, the new structure is spearheaded by an elite class, a 

plutocracy, that earns through their capital (in the form of rentier incomes) and their prodigious 

political power. Below this is the salariat, a declining group that enjoys non-wage benefits 
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(paid holidays, healthcare, pensions etc.), and employment security. Then there is the 

proficians, a group that has little employment security, but focused on making money, yet could 

easily burn out. These would be freelance professionals: independent stock traders, lawyers or 

software engineers. They could earn large sums, and are positively presented as autonomous. 

These positions can be considered the places within the hierarchy that international schools 

prepare its affluent students for. Then come the traditional working class, through which social 

democracies were developed in coalition with strong unions and welfare state approaches. But 

this group is shrinking in numbers globally. Finally, there is a growing under-class, the 

precariat, a group that works in precarious conditions with part-time or zero-hour contract, 

ultimately unstable labour without employment benefits or a social safety net, and usually 

characterised by chronic debt.  

To develop this framework, Standing draws from the US, UK, France, Germany, Japan 

and South Korea primarily, and has been accused by critics of universalising economic 

concerns (Breman, 2013). He certainly focuses on developed economies, but he is open to this 

criticism, and provides a basis for further research in developing economies. Yet his analysis 

of rentier capitalism is universally applicable, and the insecurity that awaits those who don’t 

succeed in the global economic competition is key to understanding dynamics in international 

education. S adds to our understanding of the global market economy that international schools 

are preparing their students for, and when combined with a Bourdieusean framework, and other 

perspectives on global labour transformation (Piketty, 2014; Piketty, 2020), it provides a 

pertinent theoretical approach to considering how privilege is cultivated in elite international 

schools. 

 Finally, to discuss the privilege of elite international schools, along with the violence 

of inequality, Piketty’s empirical research will be utilised for its exploration of wealth 

concentrations. His work Capital (2014) is largely a diagnostic critique of inequality within 
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our economic systems, but his work Capital and Ideology (2020) is almost more ambitious as 

a historical and polemical account of the ideologies that sustained inequality in the past and 

continue to do so in the present. But what is most striking about his work is how he explores 

the contradictions of economic systems from a transnational perspective. The contradictions 

are different but from Europe to the United States, from Brazil to India, in China, across the 

Middle East socioeconomic inequality has increased since the 1980s. Modern inequality is 

examined for its valorisation of meritocracy and entrepreneurship across the world, to build 

towards “a credible new universalistic and egalitarian narrative” (p. 2). His new narrative 

weaves together an ideology of equality, new modes of ownership, but most crucially 

highlights the role education and knowledge can play in developing more egalitarian societies. 

His work has been much lauded by the left but has not been applied within scholarship on 

international education, despite its relevance.  

 Introducing his theory does bring some issues for this framework. Bourdieu and 

Standing are heavily influenced by Marxist theories, but Piketty rejects Marx as an economic 

thinker on the grounds of questioning the links between his theory and data within Das Kapital 

and rejecting historical materialism on the grounds that he believes ideas drive history. 

Beginning with the latter, the distinction made here puts Piketty in a rough Hegelian conception 

of history, but not one that he concedes in his work. Two major ideas lie at the heart of Marx’s 

work: the key role of the economic in social life and historiography as a succession of modes 

of production. Piketty would be a firm believer in the former but takes issue with Marx’s theory 

of history. For Piketty, the history of ideologies in justifying inequality is what defines our 

societies, and he believes that ideas are autonomous from the economy. Social change for 

Piketty comes through exposing the internal contradictions of these justifications, not through 

violent struggle, but with intellectual thought from academia. There is merit to this, but to draw 
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the indication as contrary to Marxist thought is based on a misunderstanding of Marx’s 

conception of social relations and productive forces.  

Marx does present socialism as inevitable at times in his work, and consistently 

highlights class struggle as the driving force of history, but he was not a determinist when it 

came to injustice, and there is a great deal of contradiction, as well as misunderstanding in the 

interpretation. Marx himself warned not to turn his views on the origins of capitalism “into an 

historico-philosophical theory of the general path prescribed by fate to all nations whatever the 

historical circumstances in which they find themselves” (Selected Correspondence, 1965: pp. 

293-294). Marx in some of his work plays down the primary importance of productive forces, 

but elsewhere makes it central to his ideas. Some Marxists believe he turned away as his work 

progressed, others are not convinced. Marx wrote that history  

“does nothing, it possesses no immense wealth, it wages no battles. It is man, real living 

man, who does all that, who possesses and fights; ‘history’ is not, as it were, a person 

apart, using man as a means to achieve its own aims, history is nothing by the activity 

of man pursuing his aims” (The Holy Family, 1956: p. 101).   

This interplay between freedom and inevitability is seen throughout Marx’s work. At times 

contradictory, he believes that once capitalism has definitively failed, people will be compelled 

to change the system because it will be in their interest to do so. The disintegration of capitalism 

will be created by people of their own free will but within a wider determined evolution. Yet, 

in Marx’s bleaker moments did worry about ‘common ruination’ within class struggle. 

Capitalism might be in crisis, but it may be fascism that replaces it. What is clear in The 

Germany Ideology is that Marx’s theory of history is not teleological, and that the contingencies 

of moving between feudalism to capitalism and so on, are not an unalterable pattern (1974). 

History for Marx is not moving in one particular direction, nor is the historical process 

fundamentally building to socialism.  
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 But regardless, there is a compatibility despite Piketty’s initial blanket rejection of 

historical materialism. Marx would respond to Piketty to agree that exposing the internal 

contradictions of ideologies is important in changing our societies, but that those ideas are 

historically contingent on the wider society in which they were conceived, and that the mode 

of production is crucial to this. What alters views of the world is not ideas so much but more 

the ideas within our social practices and institutions, the structuring and restructuring habitus 

outlined by Bourdieu. The solution Piketty offers is an updated one from Marx, but still heavily 

indebted. He presents ‘participatory socialism’ as the response to contemporary inequality. But 

trying to achieve this through scientific and empirical research alone may be unrealistic. By 

changing practice, we can change our way of seeing. Nevertheless, Piketty is better with 

exposing the issues, than the ultimate solutions. His data on inequality, and his exploration of 

education as a response to it, is what is important for this study.  

His significant departure from Marx is useful too as he demonstrates why inequality 

rises. His conception is that the Rentier Class (Standing) gains from asset wealth, therefore our 

means of taxation and redistribution fail leading to what he deems ‘hypercapitalism’. He 

demonstrated longitudinally how inequality rises faster than growth. Piketty uses the term 

‘hypercapitalism’ over neoliberalism but presents it in a similar way to Bourdieu’s later work 

and Standing’s interpretation, outlining that the lifting of capital controls since the 1980s 

increased inequality in developed economies. For Piketty, the answer is educational justice. He 

writes “emancipation through education and diffusion of knowledge must be at the heart of any 

project to build a just society” (2020: p. 1007). This is where Piketty offers a great deal outside 

of his empirical evidence on inequality for us to consider with regards international education. 

His exploration of inequity within both public and private school models is pertinent here and 

his framework for analysing educational hypocrisy, funding and resource allocation, as he 

explicates how “history shows that economic development and human progress depend on 
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education” (p. 1006). New norms are needed within international education if it is to achieve 

its aims of promoting intercultural understanding and providing a model of educational equity. 

Piketty does provide insights beyond Bourdieu, Marx or Standing for striving for educational 

justice. 

This combination of Standing, Bourdieu, Piketty and Marx, along with some secondary 

criticism from Hegelian and Neo-Marxist strands, will be utilised for examining how the 

habitus of an elite international school cultivates privilege for affluent students. The sample 

size is too limited to be considered representative, but the qualitative inquiry should 

demonstrate how identity is constructed within this transnational space through an analysis of 

students’ own self-understanding. 

 

2.5 Research question and significance 

Research question 

Does the habitus of an Elite International School cultivate a sense of privilege for International 

Baccalaureate Diploma students? 

Sub-questions:  

- How do students’ consider their present and future place within the global labour 

market? 

- How do students relate to international mindedness? 

- How do students respond to their privileged schooling within the context of current 

political transformations? 

 

Why does this question matter? 

There are a variety of reasons why answering this question matters and the answers have 

implications across many fields. Firstly, the core research question aims to understand the 
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social reality of how an elite international school may create a sense of privilege for its IBDP 

students. Despite the ideologies just mentioned throughout the literature review, and the 

abstract nature of discussions around the global capitalist system, there are highly practical 

insights into class formation in an elite international school. This does contribute to wider 

debates around international mindedness as a form of class solidarity, but first and foremost, it 

presents the opportunity to explore the lived experiences of international school students at a 

time of tremendous political upheaval and social change. Alongside this, it gives an opportunity 

to consider how an elite school, and to an extent the IB curriculum, can influence students’ 

identity construction. It makes privilege visible and allows the students themselves to examine 

their own circumstances to consider the impact of their elite schooling personally and on wider 

society. These self-understandings are documented within this study and have shaped my own 

analysis of the habitus of an international school. Through answering the research question and 

sub-questions this study can offer insights into the social reality of international schools as sites 

of privilege and consider how students conceive of this. By exploring these answers, a greater 

understanding of global inequality and the dynamics of international education can be 

ascertained, while providing a basis for future developments towards educational justice.  

 

2.6 Chapter summary 

My literature review explored a series of key areas for this research: the field of international 

education, the political economy of international schools, the geopolitics around educational 

justice and privileged adolescents at elite schools. These are all interconnected through 

exploring the lived realities of international students attending an elite school in Czech 

Republic. The literature review offers an interdisciplinary approach across the social sciences 

to consider the increase in global inequality and the problematic aspects of elite international 

schooling. It poses questions on educational justice and frames the analysis that will come 
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through the qualitative research on students’ self-understandings. The chapter concluded by 

offering a justification as to why this research is important to scholarship on international 

education. 
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3. Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the methodology and methods that I have utilised in this study. Firstly, I 

present my main research question with sub-questions. I then move to exploring and defending 

the constructivist and interpretivist approaches used in this research at an ontological and 

epistemological level. I build on this by exploring my research question, the philosophical 

stance and the research design, which consists of a critical methodology through hermeneutic 

phenomenology. I then move to explicate the narrative method used through interviewing. 

Augmenting this, I examine ethical concerns about the study with regards to interviewing 

adolescents and consider the validity of the research. Finally, I offer some reflection on 

problems I had and what I would do differently for future research, before elucidating the 

thematic approach I used for analysing the data. I then conclude with a short chapter summary. 

 

3.2 Research Strategy:  

Figure 1. Overview of the Research Strategy 

Ontology: Constructivist  

Epistemology: Theoretical Knowledge of Reality needs to be interpreted  

Theoretical Perspective: Interpretivist  

Methodology: Phenomenology 

Method: Narrative Approach 

Data Collection: Interviewing 

Data Analysis: Thematic Analysis 
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It was felt in the early stages of this research planning, that a pragmatic approach through 

qualitative research would offer the clearest empirical evidence to answer the identified 

research question and sub-questions. Beginning with a definition of qualitative research is 

important for demonstrating what this research offers. This study is informed by Hammersley’s 

understanding in What is Qualitative Research? where he writes that it is 

“a form of social enquiry that tends to adopt a flexible and data-driven research design, 

to use relatively unstructured data, to emphasize the essential role of subjectivity in the 

research process, to study a small number of naturally occurring cases in detail, and to 

use verbal rather than statistical forms of analysis” (2013: p. 12). 

The paradigm’s approach is that the complexity of the social world is understood through a 

process of interpretation. Perfect objectivity is questioned, as the researcher is aware that they 

are influenced as part of the process but hopes to acknowledge this through scepticism so as 

not to undermine the study. The data that is collected is words themselves, the idea being that 

the phenomena cannot be reduced to numbers. It links to both the techniques within the 

methods for collection and analysis, as well as a wider frame for the research paradigm. 

 It was understood that the research strategy (figure 1.) offered the most effective and 

flexible method to come to transparent and reflexive judgements on the habitus of an 

international school and the role this institution plays in the construction of privilege. This 

qualitative research relied on inductive analysis for a naturalistic inquiry of sixteen IBDP 

students during the summer before their final year of school. Patton (2002) outlines the value 

of naturalistic inquiry stating that it offers ‘quality and credibility’ (p. 71) to research. By 

designing the research in this way, the design can “deepen our understanding” and ultimately 

“illuminate the people behind the numbers” (p. 10). It is not a rejection of scientific knowledge, 

but certainly recognises human subjectivity, both for researchers and subjects, while looking 
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to arrive at essential understandings through describing lived experience. Instead of measuring 

and ranking, qualitative research aims to explore viewpoints through interactions with others 

who in turn consider their own meanings and experiences.  

 However, there is an intrinsic weakness to the qualitative approach, as no matter how 

robust and unbiased the study is designed, it still relies on the researcher’s impartiality and 

objectivity. Yet, it is clear that “value-free inquiry is impossible” (p. 93). The phenomenon 

under investigation could be misrepresented based on researcher bias. Prior experiences and 

ingrained ideologies can affect everything within a study from the very conception. Research 

questions, theoretical frameworks chosen, data collection itself and the analysis of the data, all 

have the potential to contain implicit bias. Even within the research stage “preconceptions may 

affect what you see, hear and record” (p. 93). This was considered within the research proposal, 

and will be explored later in the research design, but by making subjectivities clear, this study 

offers a clearer understanding of the phenomenon. Qualitative research rejects the image of the 

unbiased researcher within the natural sciences, embracing human subjectivity to avoid it in 

the research progress. By questioning assumptions, and acknowledging biases through 

experiences and beliefs, reflexivity provides the opportunity to transcend any limitations of the 

approach. 

 The other weakness of qualitative research is that it focuses on a limited sample size, 

in this case the exploration is of the habitus for a single elite international school. The sample 

size for the interviewees was small too, as only sixteen were interviewed. It is important to 

recognise that the sample size is too small to be considered representative and that any insights 

should not be taken as fact or absolute knowledge, whether it be from the interviews or the 

analysis. But the value of the micro, over the macro, is that qualitative studies more generally 

are useful for exhaustive and in-depth studies of phenomenon, which allows for a small-scale 

examination of how privilege is cultivated in a single elite international school. A quantitative 



   
 

68 
 

model is useful for wider data and larger sample sizes, and this is needed in international 

educational research, but qualitative empirical research can offer a study of phenomena in 

context. Data is meaningless in isolation from context, so the context here is considered crucial 

to understanding this specific social setting. If quantitative research is useful for observing 

patterns within data, qualitative research is more focused on the mechanisms behind it. Ergo, 

the constructivist perspective positions the research within the context, while collecting 

participants’ insights to gain an understanding of the phenomenon. The explanations are the 

key focus for this study, hence the approach. But the limitations of what the research offers 

other social settings will be explicated clearly in the analysis.  

 Aligned to the qualitative paradigm for this study, constructivist and interpretivist 

approach are used. The research design could offer various ontological and epistemological 

positions, but it was felt that these would offer the richest and most certain insights for this 

study.  

 Constructivism emphasises how knowledge is created by individuals. As a research 

paradigm it argues that knowledge and meaning come through experiences, and the ideas that 

can be developed from them (Crotty, 1998). It asserts broadly that people construct their own 

understandings based on their experiences, and reflections on those experiences, always in 

combination with an engagement with the world. It has been highly influential in educational 

theory, taken up by Piaget, Bourdieu, Vygotsky, and Montessori, as a means of exploring 

pedagogy. It presents an ontological stance that is applicable because it offers a range of 

practices and methods that can convey a depiction of the social practices taking place in an 

elite school. The stance conveys habitus because it explores how the “individual human 

subject” engages “with objects in the world”, and eventually, how they construct their 

understanding of the world and their place within it (Crotty, 1998: p. 79). To gain an 

understanding of students’ weltanschauung, a flexible research design that presents an 
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opportunity for open-ended questioning is necessary. Constructivism relates an ontological 

conception that realism is constructed from a particular viewpoint, and it rejects universalist 

and rigid perspectives (Patton, 2002). The relativism of this approach is key because the 

participants will shape an understanding of the context through a qualitative study, relying on 

the researcher’s interpretation to make sense of it.  

Interpretivism develops from this, asserting that meaning and reality come through 

social constructions, such as language and shared meanings (ibid.). It rejects positivism, which 

ignores human experience in the development of reality. Interpretivism relies on researchers 

interpreting elements, placing themselves within the study itself, becoming a research 

instrument. The interpretivist approach is useful because it is underlined by a view that looks 

for “culturally derived and historically situated interpretations of the social world” (p. 67). It 

also places the researcher in the position of being an active participant in the process of 

constructing an understanding of this social world. It relies on naturalistic inquiry as an 

examination of a real-world event as it unfolds and requires an openness to what emerges. It is 

crucial to the analysis for exploring the lived experiences, perceptions and constructions of 

affluent students within an elite international school. 

 

3.3 Research Design 

To address my research question Does the habitus of an Elite International School cultivate a 

sense of privilege for International Baccalaureate Diploma students? If, so, how? I was open 

to considering a range of paradigms, but unfolding from the constructivist and interpretivist 

perspectives, I found the most useful for formulating empirical understanding to be through a 

qualitative study using phenomenology. The critical realist approach was explored for a period 

of time, but it was felt that gaining an understanding of patterns, meanings and theories would 

offer something different to critical emancipation. This study relies on phenomenology as a 
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way to explore the lived realities of students at an international school. Phenomenology fits 

with the frames of constructivism and interpretivism because it presents this research with the 

opportunity to analyse experiences and consciousnesses (p. 79). Phenomenology can be 

defined as a research approach that highlights phenomenon through the perspectives and 

insights of those who are experiencing or have experienced it (ibid.). The aim is to depict the 

meaning of these experiences, even though multiple interpretations will exist (ibid.). The 

founder of phenomenology, Edmund Husserl, writes that it is a methodology that offers 

research opportunities “to learn to see what stands before our eyes” (1931: p. 43). This 

approach to knowledge is concerned with exploring the different structures through which 

realities exist. Martin Heidegger would explore, through a methodology predicated on 

Husserl’s phenomenology, how the rational, scientific method cannot fully explain how people 

think and act because it is limited to the Cartesian tradition (1962). An understanding of social 

phenomenon is impossible without considering how participants’ perspectives are constructed 

within their social lifeworld. Beings are first and foremost in the world, and Heidegger 

demonstrates that an ontological understanding of the self cannot be separated from the 

encounters that occur for beings within this world (ibid.). We are human because we exist in a 

range of social contexts. This critical methodology allows the researcher to call “into question 

what is taken for granted” (Crotty, 1998: p. 82) and requires the researcher to take a reflexive 

and critical position, that on the one hand maintains a distance, but paradoxically engages 

directly with the interviewing and interpretation of data. An interview process is used in this 

research to engage with the perspectives of participants within their social realities.  

 Another consideration was whether to approach through transcendental or hermeneutic 

phenomenology. Husserl’s original conception was transcendental phenomenology where 

researchers can explore the social world by being able to “set aside all previous habits of 

thought, see through and break down the mental barriers which these habits have set along the 
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horizons of [...] thinking” (1931: p. 43). This can be an emancipatory process through which 

researchers can call into questions the systems through which we construct reality with the aim 

of seeing “the world in new ways to construct new understandings” (Crotty, 1998: p. 86). 

Husserl refers to this as noeses, the “bringing into being the consciousness of something” 

(Moustakas, 1994: p. 69). This “act of perceiving” (ibid.), can reveal the noema, the 

phenomenon that is the human experience which is governed by “direct perception, 

observations and intuitions” (p. 41). Inspired by this is hermeneutic phenomenology, which 

was decided as the most valid and robust approach for this research. Heidegger and Gadamer 

are key figures in this approach, and inspired by Husserl, focus on the ontological assumption 

that reality is based on the consciousness of the knower, but explore the lived experience as 

part of an interpretive process within the individual’s lifeworld (Van Manen, 1997). This 

approach is called hermeneutic phenomenology, and it emphasises iterations of reflection on 

analysis in terms of collecting and exploring data. The hope is to offer an evolving 

understanding of the phenomenon in an interpretive approach, as opposed to the descriptive 

form in transcendental, which brackets subjectivity to offer the essence of the phenomenon.  

The break in phenomenology, and the break in wider philosophy as a whole, is best 

encapsulated in the ontological shift that Martin Heidegger offers in his work Being and Time 

(1962). Heidegger explores how we cannot separate a human being from their environment, so 

to explore individual realities, we cannot separate them from the lifeworld in which they reside 

(Van Manen, 1997). Dasein, the being in the world, means that individual’s experience of 

phenomenon is fundamentally grounded in the world itself. This influences individuals, 

whether they are consciously aware of it or not (ibid.). The bracketing does not work because 

consciousness is intrinsically connected to an individual’s history and the wider society in 

which they are raised. Consciousness is built up from a multiplicity of relations with objects 

and people, in the past and the present. There is no stepping out of the lifeworld but meaning 
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can come from reflecting within it. We are absorbed by the world, so the openness between 

being and the world itself cannot be distinguished, hence the idea of dasein. Hermeneutic 

phenomenology was chosen then because the research question is concerned with individual 

narratives in an attempt to understand students’ experiences in their school, part of their 

lifeworld (ibid.).  

However, despite this, there are limitations because of the heightened importance of 

interpretation for both the researcher and the participants themselves. This calls into question 

the authenticity and validity of the creation and analysis of the data, as subjectivity can interfere 

with the process. This is inherent within the dichotomy of the methodology, but the approach 

of phenomenological reduction, can improve objectivity and reduce bias and assumptions 

about phenomenon (p. 97). “Self awareness, self-reflection, self-knowledge” (p. 97) allows the 

amelioration of partiality so that the inquiry can make visible the fundamentals of the 

phenomenon. By acknowledging subjectivities and biases, the research can reduce the impact 

that they will have on offering reliable data. This reflexivity is crucial within the analysis, and 

it is key also for considering that this research is not generalisable data, but unique to the lived 

experiences of these students. 

Yet, it is also this subjectivity that is wholly embraced in hermeneutic phenomenology 

as the role of the researcher is within the inquiry itself (Van Manen, 1997). The reason why I 

decided against transcendental phenomenology after the research proposal is because I felt that 

bracketing myself and experiences from the lifeworld that I am researching was impossible. I 

have my own past experiences teaching in international schools and have relationships with 

some of the students that I interviewed. I believe this is important to my knowledge base and 

important for understanding why the experience is worthy of analysis. I feel like it is the logical 

extension of Husserl’s concept that a value-free approach is considered impossible. But as 

mentioned, this requires reflection and the open acknowledgement of pre-conceptions. 
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The researcher then is key to analysing the participant’s experiences, as through 

continuous, iterative cycles the phenomenon can be explored with interaction between their 

experience and the phenomenon under study. This avoiding distraction and returning to the 

thing in and of itself was always crucial to Husserl’s original conception. This concept is called 

the hermeneutic circle whereby the data informs the phenomena, and back again as part of an 

interplay between the two (ibid.). Heidegger referred to this act of revealing as phainesthai, 

from the Greek word meaning ‘middle voice’, something neither active nor passive 

(Madsbjerg, 2017). It is difficult to grasp because it is so foreign to our semantics and habitual 

modes of thinking. It relates to the idea that there is little distinction between subject and object. 

It characterises how we interact together, not alone in an environment (ibid.). Objects have 

meaning through their interaction, not alone. It builds to the ontological position that things are 

revealed through us, not by us (ibid.). In this study, through an interaction with students, the 

approach was refined, the questions altered, and the research itself developed through this 

process of revealing, not by me, but through me.  

This act of revealing means the positionality of the researcher is key when researching 

the phenomenon. Positionality can be seen as both the researcher’s worldview and the 

perspective adopted towards the research project (Harroway, 1998; Patton, 2002; Malterud, et. 

al., 2016). All worldviews carry ontological and epistemological assumptions, along with 

biases inherent within social and political backgrounds (ibid.). The constructivist, interpretivist 

and qualitative paradigm offer a general scepticism towards complete objectivity, arguing that 

experiences and identities inevitably shape the researcher, and therefore influence the 

understanding of the phenomenon. 

There are many influences in terms of beliefs, values and assumptions for this 

researcher that lead to varied subjectivities that impinge on the project. These are wholly 

acknowledged, and I did not look to bracket them from the study but accept them and try to be 
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critical of them. Towards the beginning of this project, I completed a mind-map on my own 

positionality (a social identity map), in the hope of somewhat mitigating these influences. 

These included reflections on my class background (Middle-class), race (Caucasian), gender 

(Male), political beliefs (Social Democrat), religious beliefs (Atheist), nationality 

(European/Irish/British) and my own professional experience (International Educator). This 

last point is key because I am an insider, in terms of the insider/outsider research binary. I 

taught and had close relationships with participants and played a part in the social world that I 

was investigating, as a teacher and middle manager within the school. There are advantages 

and disadvantages to the insider/outsider dialectic that are well covered in academic literature 

(Harroway, 1998; Patton, 2002), the most obvious disadvantage being bias, but from the start 

through discussions with my supervisor, I sought to emphasise that I could not stand outside 

the research. The subjectivity is an essential part of the research process in this study because 

it included the participants within the process of interpreting the complex and nuanced 

phenomenon, while highlighting the researcher’s role, aligned with hermeneutic 

phenomenology. 

One of the key benefits of being an ‘insider’ is that I had easy access to the institution 

and to participants within the school, as well an understanding of the different systems, 

procedures and ultimately the culture. In this sense, I needed to be careful to acknowledge those 

prior experiences, as well as my relationships with some students in the study, while being 

conscious of how I could be biased by them or how I could have a myopic view because I am 

too close or too invested in the school. I believe that the close relationships were positive for 

the study to an extent, as it involved a degree of trust that led to more authentic and truthful 

answers compared to what an outsider could get. But it is possible that the students may have 

assumed my knowledge regarding certain things, which may have led them to not fully explain 

or articulate their viewpoints (assuming that our understandings are the same). With this, 
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seemingly ‘ignorant’ outsider questions can be useful, and I may not have asked these. Most 

importantly with regards to this dialectic, I was unable to take an external perspective on the 

process in the way an outsider could.  

But my prior knowledge through my experiences in international education and within 

the school are where my passion and desire to understand the phenomenon stem from. I feel 

that I could ask meaningful and insightful questions based on this, while adapting these through 

the research process as the participants narrowed my scope and helped the project to evolve in 

different directions. My work as a teacher, and my reading as a researcher, complemented each 

other, and certainly led to some subjectivity, but also this is crucial to my understanding and 

interest in international education and the identities of students attending this school.  

This also raises a questioning of the binary between insider and outsider, as some recent 

research is critiquing whether considering it as a continuum might be more pertinent (Mercer, 

2007). For me, like the complicating of the master-subject dichotomy in contemporary 

philosophy (see Derrida, 1976 or Deleuze and Guattari, 1972), the insider-outsider is a false 

dichotomy. A continuum that researchers move along, depending on time, space, and the 

participant in question, feels closer to the organic and evolving process I went through in my 

study. I drew up questions, reframed them after feedback from my supervisor, and changed and 

developed themes and questions based on the responses from participants throughout the study. 

Also, within this, I was an insider in the sense that I was teaching in the school, but an outsider 

from the student body as a teacher.  

The key then for this research was the focus on reflexivity for understanding the 

complexity of the phenomenon, and this was most important when interpreting the data, 

especially given my background in the school. The earlier mind-map on my social, political 

and cultural background and context was key to this, but so too was being open-minded and 
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letting the data speak, without forcing the theory from my research or my own personal 

experiences. It felt like there was a reciprocal relationship here between theory and praxis, as 

the theory (much of it represented in the earlier literature review for this thesis) either allowed 

deeper insights into the students’ responses or the students demonstrated possible gaps and 

contradictions in that literature.  

Through this form of social enquiry, a flexible research design and unstructured data 

highlighted the quintessential role of subjectivity within the research process and allowed the 

researcher to embrace this and build a valid view of social reproduction in an elite international 

school (see appendix 8 for my reflections on the Ed.D process), the return to the thing in and 

of itself. 

Finally, it is important to recognise that hermeneutic phenomenology can be informed 

by theory as part of the research inquiry, as a way to refine and direct the focus for participants 

and the overarching research question. This study is heavily influenced and shaped by the 

ideologies outlined in the literature review and the understanding for both the conception of 

the study and also for the interpretation of the results is ingrained in theoretical knowledge. 

Again, this is part of the researcher’s lifeworld and aided in an understanding of the social 

relations between students at an elite international school.  

Following from this the narrative method was considered the best way to explore the 

phenomenon within the methodology of phenomenology. Narrative research emphasises how 

humans live social lives, and how within these social lives, we generate narratives to explain 

our experiences in the world (Patton, 2002). The narrative method is based here on the concept 

that the stories about these lived experiences reveal the ways in which an elite international 

school shapes its students’ self-understandings. Narratives are how we shape our selves. 

Identity and the self are a construction based on these stories about us and the world around us. 
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Like all flawed linguistic forms, they will be full of contradictions and gaps, but the stories 

reveal a portrait of who a person is.  

This is an increasingly common method of gaining insight into the personal lives of 

participants within qualitative studies (Crossley, 2000; Abbas et al., 2013; Howard et al., 2014; 

Merrill, 2015), and it is felt that interviews are the best way to access this (Patton, 2002). Merrill 

and West define this approach as “research which utilises individual stories or other personal 

documents to understand lives within a social, psychological and/or historical drama (2009: p. 

10)”. The narrative researcher thus interprets and develops a narrative of these collective 

experiences (Patton, 2002). Social sciences have seen a shift in the past 30 years 

(Chamberlayne et al., 2000), which is indicative of the value that they have for understanding 

and exploring social reality. This presented the opportunity for participants’ to construct their 

own self-understandings, allowing them to explore their histories and current settings, while 

the researcher reflects on them and develops a narrative in turn. It is highly personal, as the 

flow of the discussion was entirely based on the participants’ responses to questions. The 

reframing and redevelopment of questions was also a part of this (I will explore this more in 

the next section). This construction was in flux, especially because of the age of the 

participants, but it did present a range of portraits that allowed an analysis of the phenomenon. 

Similar to phenomenology, the narrative method relies heavily on subjectivity from 

both the researcher and the participants, but reflexivity in relation to this is part of the strength 

of this approach. The narrative method facilitated the research’s construction of a narrative 

around how an elite international school inculcates privileged students. 
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3.4 Methods 

Interviews 

To elicit the responses needed to explore the ‘real world’ experiences of students, I conducted 

semi-structured interviews. After consideration, I felt that interviews would be the most robust 

and useful way of accessing the beliefs, feelings and understandings of the international school 

experience from the participants. Interviews allow participants to speak in their own words 

through open questions and a flexible format. The flexibility and openness have led to 

interviews being deemed ‘conversations with a purpose’ (Burgess 1988), as the flow of a good 

interview should follow a similar convention to that of a conversation, where the interviewer 

listens closely to and responds to the participant. Unlike police interviews, the purpose of semi-

structured interviews is not to establish a factual course of events, but rather to uncover how 

participants felt, thought about and made sense of their experiences. This aligns closely with 

the framework for phenomenology and narrative methods. It respects people’s accounts but 

does not treat these as ‘fact’, but rather the reality that they perceive at this moment in time. 

The students in this study offer interpretations of the social world, and it is grounded and 

responded to in the philosophical and theoretical basis of the research. But it is important to 

note that the social reality that they explore is so complex and diverse, therefore, it should not 

be extrapolated to other contexts, rather it reflects the context under investigation. The 

participants in this study do have lines of agreement, but also areas of dispute, and at times, 

there are contradictions within their own narrative. The participants’ experiences and 

interpretations may not just change within the interview, but will develop and differ over time, 

which is key to consider in the analysis. 

 Qualitative interviewing is one of the most popular methods for gaining insights into a 

phenomenon within the narrative method (Patton, 2002). However, it is worth framing them 

within a society that is inundated with the proliferation of substandard interviews through the 
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media in what can be dubbed our “interview society” (Fontana and Frey, 2000: p. 646). To 

respond to this, it is vital that the method is as rigorous and robust as possible to ensure validity 

and credibility. It is highly relevant for this study because when interviews are done properly, 

they can “capture how those being interviewed view their world [...] to capture the complexities 

of their individual perceptions and experiences” (2002: p. 348). They can be easy to conduct, 

and they offer a large amount of data in a short period of time, while offering a comprehensive 

view of participant’s experiences and beliefs.  

 A semi-structured interview was chosen as a method because it allowed for probing and 

follow up questions based on the self-understandings offered by the participants. Due to the 

gap in the literature around international school students’ experiences, I felt that the looseness 

of this approach meant that the participants could shape the direction of the study. At times, as 

I will explore later, I was surprised by the nature of the students’ responses, and this led to new 

questions, and ultimately, new lines of thought within the study. My background as an 

international teacher for seven years, and my own theoretical underpinnings, meant that I 

certainly had an understanding of the international school experience. But my perspective as a 

teacher is completely different and removed from that of a student. I could get a sense of it, but 

there is a division between what is known by teachers and what is known by students in how a 

school operates. Therefore, the inductive nature of the semi-structured approach, meant that 

the research could develop and change over time. The questions for the interview were actually 

adapted and refined for the second set of interviews based on the interesting feedback from the 

former set. Avoiding excessive digressions and bringing the conversation back was important. 

The movement between themes was also challenging and required detailed notes to remember 

what was being said and to interpret and be critical of the meaning throughout. I will return 

later in the ‘hindsight’ section to discuss issues I had with this. 
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The semi-structured interview allowed me to gain an insight in what the students 

thought and felt on the topics, but more importantly, how and why those thoughts and feelings 

developed. I could not have understood this beforehand or predicted where it ended up. As 

additional questions were raised for clarification, organically the interview could move deeper 

into the participant’s perspectives allowing for a much greater depth within the analysis. It also 

allowed the research to move in different directions. I knew many of the students as their 

teacher, others I knew in passing or taught in previous years. But establishing a rapport with 

all of them was key to the success of the semi-structured interview. The students were between 

the ages of 17-20, and as relatively young participants, plenty of encouragement was needed 

throughout, particularly at the start of the interviews. Some were nervous and needed 

encouragement. I constantly looked to reassure them that there were no right or wrong answers 

and discussed how interested I was in their perspective and their account. This required 

empathy and openness to adapt to their responses. However, others needed no encouragement 

and were very confident and spoke at length from the opening questions. That interdependence 

was key to maintaining the flow of the conversation, which allowed for the creation of rich and 

valuable data. 

The type of questions were also crucial, as eliciting perspectives and experiences of the 

students at the international schools required careful consideration (see questions in appendix 

6). The questions were identified based on a review of the literature currently available on 

international education, as well as wider reading across a range of areas within social science. 

The questions were grouped by themes such as background, privilege, school life, international 

mindedness and future plans, but these were refined and developed as the interviews 

progressed. The questions were chosen to generate data that explores the institutional habitus 

of the elite international school, while considering their perspectives on their own privileged 

backgrounds, alongside their reactions to recent schisms in geopolitics with an emphasis on 
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national and cosmopolitan identities. The questions were phrased in simple and accessible 

language as to promote discussion. The clarity of the questions was important as they have to 

move beyond the verbose language of academia, and the jargon of pedagogy, so as to engage 

the students and provoke their responses. Sequencing was key here, as the questions were 

organised thematically but moved through in any order based on the participant’s response. 

The initial questions were intelligible and easily answered because they are based on their 

experience and background of schooling. These opening questions allowed them to warm up 

so that there could be more lengthy discussions around more serious questions once their 

confidence had been raised. The questions then moved to more abstract, more wide-reaching 

and more opinion-based questions. This allowed students to explore their own thoughts and 

reflect on them to depict a portrait of their privilege and attitude towards it at a critical moment 

in their identity formation. The stories they explored with regards to their own self-

understanding offered perceptions that massively influenced and developed the discussion 

section of this project. 

 One area to note is that I was aware before the interview that we could touch on 

controversial and emotional topics. Questions of the intersectionality of class, gender and race 

were being considered, so I knew that it would be possible for it to become quite personal. I 

will return to it in the hindsight section, but I was actually taken aback by how open the students 

were, and I was quite affected by some of their experiences. Students brought up examples of 

racism, homophobia and their own struggles with mental health. I should have been more aware 

of this going in, but I was not setting out to explore many of the issues that came up. This is 

part of the strength of open-ended interviews, but I am not sure how open I was to how I could 

cause distress through the process. I hope for the individuals involved it was cathartic. I did 

receive feedback from students after the interviews to say how valuable they found it and how 

they went away afterwards to have dialogue and debates with parents and other students. But 
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at the same time, I cannot help but feeling like I was slightly unprepared for the places we went 

in the discussions (see the ethics section for more details).  

As Benney and Hughes (1970) write, qualitative interviews are a ‘favored digging tool’ 

of social science researchers. For this study, it allowed me to gain in-depth and rich data on the 

student’s attitudes, values, perspectives, experiences and knowledge. It enabled them to express 

them in their own words and allowed me to probe and ask for clarification. It was ideal for this 

exploratory study, as I wanted to understand in depth the international students’ point of view 

on the habitus of an elite international school. 

 

Sampling 

I settled on a combination of stratified purposeful and convenience sampling to explore the 

phenomenon of the international student’s lifeworld. When I completed the research, I was 

coming to the end of my time teaching and living in Czech Republic. I worked at the school 

where I carried out my research as a middle manager for four years, and during that time 

established a rapport with many students in the school and the school management. I recognised 

both the generality of this as an elite international school, as well as its uniqueness. As 

mentioned, it is a Type B international School, and this research is focused on that as a local 

site, as opposed to Type A and C models (I have worked in Type C schools, and given their 

size in the Educational market, and continued growth, they would be worthy of further research 

too). My connections, and the interest I had in it as a site for research, led me to carry out the 

study in my own school. I had considered doing it with another elite international school in the 

area, but I decided that I had access passed the gatekeepers of this school, and it provided the 

most convenient and data rich location for understanding the more traditional model of 

international schooling. Originally, I had planned to interview ten IBDP students about their 

experience of the elite international school. I also felt that I wanted to focus on the fee-paying 
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students, over the students who received education as part of their parents’ package  (a minority 

of the student base). Through discussions with my thesis supervisor, and my reading around 

interviews (Patton, 2002), I decided that saturation would come from a much higher sample 

group, so I changed it to twenty students. I also decided in collaboration with my supervisor, 

that it might be salient to include staff children as they might have different insights compared 

to the affluent students on the habitus of the school. This facilitated comparison between 

subgroup, which ended up being highly useful for the analysis. However, after completing half 

of the interviews, my supervisor and I decided to reduce the overall number of interviews from 

twenty students to sixteen students. This is because the interviews were going on much longer 

than two hours, some reaching nearly four hours. This offered enough data and an applicable 

saturation point. 

 Firstly, by choosing the school that I was teaching in, I was engaging in convenience 

sampling, one of “least desirable” forms of sampling (Patton, 1990: pp. 180). This is because 

it is not as strategic and purposeful as other methods. However, it was fast and convenient, and 

did not offer any real issues in the validity of the research. The easy access became crucial, 

especially due to the COVID pandemic, which I will discuss in the practical considerations. 

The school were kind enough to let me continue my interviews, even using my own classroom 

during the summer to conduct them. These practical considerations really cannot be 

overlooked, I am not sure if I would have been able to complete the research in another school 

in the same timeframe.  

 Stratified purposeful sampling was used after the convenience sampling of identifying 

the school. Firstly, a homogenous group were identified for the study: IBDP students. It was 

felt that these students would offer rich data given their age and knowledge of the programme. 

They were able to look back on a wealth of experience across their schooling at primary and 

secondary, many were looking back across the various countries they have lived in. They were 
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also nearly at the end of their schooling, so many of them had a firm sense of where they were 

going in the future. This was useful for considering the impact that the habitus of the school 

might have moving forward. The students signed up based on an open call of interest in 

carrying research on the international school experience. Students were told that the interviews 

were about exploring the construction of identity within an international school. They were 

reassured that their names would be anonymous within the study and that the researcher would 

do his best to ensure that the interview remained confidential and that clear information 

identifying them would not be made publicly available. Over time I had twenty students sign 

up for interviews, with four pulling out because of clashes with their own summer holiday 

plans. This was convenient as a I had reduced the sampling size to sixteen (see figure 2). The 

sixteen coincidentally formed a perfect gender split: eight male and eight female students were 

interviewed. Six of the students could be identified as locals with the remaining ten identifying 

as expats. But even these numbers do not really reveal the complexities of the students’ 

identities in relation to their sense of citizenship. Two of the students involved had parents 

working at the school, the rest had parents with a whole range of backgrounds for work. These 

figures are fairly representative of the demographics within the school. Apart from the two staff 

children, the rest all considered themselves to be from an affluent background. The interviews 

were aimed for around two hours, though this varied quite a bit. The estimated length was 

ascertained based on recommendations from my supervisor and my wider reading on carrying 

out qualitative research. Some students moved through the questions quickly, and the shortest 

interview was around one hour thirty minutes, with the longest being over three hours. I was 

very impressed by the students involved in terms of their own oral skills and critical thinking 

throughout answering the questions. I will return to this, but the study owes a tremendous 

amount to their insights. 
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 The information power (Malterud et al., 2016) they offered was ascertained partially 

based on the data they presented but also in choosing the sample size, subsets within the group, 

the choice of questions and the framing of the interview. By interviewing sixteen students, the 

saturation for this empirical study was reached, in the sense that enough information had been 

obtained to best answer the research question. A smaller sample size could have been chosen 

if the area on privilege was more niche, but this was a relatively general and open study. Also, 

the empirical evidence on privilege in elite international schools is limited. The positive points 

on specificity, dialogue and analysis metrics (ibid.) mean a high information power was offered 

for the study. This allowed me to gain firm insights on the phenomenon through the rich data 

that the sixteen students offered in their narratives.  

Figure 2. List of Sixteen Participants and their Status 

Given name 

for study: 

End of year: Fee paying or 

Staff child: 

Background details 

Elena DP1 Fee paying Italian/Czech, educated at international 

schools in Pakistan and Thailand. Travels 

with parents who are EU diplomats. Plans to 

become a Human Rights Lawyer. 

Honza DP2 Fee paying Czech student who has attended this school 

for most of his schooling. Attending an IVY 

league university next year. 

Adam DP2 Fee paying American/Czech student who has attended 

international schools in Singapore and Chile. 

Plans to study engineering and join the 

military. 
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Jana DP2 Fee paying Czech/Slovakian student who has attended 

schools in England and Germany when 

travelling with her parents who are known 

journalists from the Velvet Revolution. 

Attending a British university next year. 

Oscar DP1 Staff child British student who has been educated briefly 

at an international school in Dubai but has 

largely attended this school. Parents are both 

teachers at the school. 

William DP1 Fee paying British student who has attended other 

international schools in the area and joined 

the school this year. Has been educated in 

Germany and England. 

Olga DP1 Fee paying Russian student who has attended Russian 

and Czech schools nearby. Feels at home 

now having joined this school a year ago. 

Karla DP1 Fee paying Swedish/German student has been educated 

in both countries respectively but has been 

studying at this school for the past three 

years.  

Lev DP2 Fee paying Israeli student who has been educated at this 

school for the entirety of his schooling. Plans 

to study international relations next year. 

Nadia DP2 Fee paying North African student who has been educated 

in Egypt and now Central Europe. Discusses 
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being a marginalised culture within the 

school and the wider community.    

Michelle DP1 Staff child American/Czech student who has one parent 

working in administration within the school. 

Plans to study Science in the UK. 

Milan DP2 Fee paying Bulgarian/Czech student who has been 

attending the school for the past four years, 

plans to study Psychology next year in The 

Netherlands. 

Pavel DP2 Fee paying Czech student who attended some public 

schools in the country before joining the 

school four years ago. From rural Czech 

Republic and plans to study Computer 

Science abroad next year.  

Katerina DP1 Fee paying Czech student who joined the school three 

years ago from a different Czech private 

school. Also, from rural Czech Republic. 

Interested in Japanese culture and has many 

Japanese friends. Plans to study Psychology 

next year. 

Karel DP2 Fee paying Czech/Slovakian student who has attended 

the school for most of his life. Plans to study 

Computer Science next year and is motivated 

by becoming a leader in business for change. 
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Eva DP2 Fee paying Czech student who found her experience of 

international schooling frustrating due to her 

relationships with other students. She plans to 

study Law next year at Warwick, UK. 

 

Practical considerations 

The research was originally planned for a six-week period with two to three interviews planned 

for each week. The plan was to carry them out at the end of school days or at the weekends in 

the months of May and June 2020. The idea was then to transcribe the interviews from May to 

July and complete the thematic analysis before the end of July. I put aside three months for the 

interviews, transcriptions and thematic analysis. As an added stimulus to stick to this timeline, 

my partner and I both planned to move to the Netherlands in August. I applied for candidature 

in January, so I assumed this timeline would be fine. However, in March of that year, the 

COVID 19 pandemic interrupted my plans. The actual application for ethics and candidature 

was extended and this became a more drawn out and complicated process than I had expected. 

Also, Czech Republic was in an intense lockdown from March until June, so I ended up 

delaying my interviews until July. Instead of completing the interviews over six weeks, and the 

overall transcription over a month, I ended up completing the whole process within four weeks. 

At some stages I did two interviews a day, which was far from ideal. I had planned to space 

the interviews out, both for my own well-being and to ensure that I could maintain a strong 

rapport with the participants for rich data. But I ended up being restricted based on the 

availability of students, and my own limited timeline for leaving the country. These were 

practical realities that probably did not aid the process, even though I am delighted with the 

quality of the data that was collected. I was not prepared for how tired I would be carrying out 

the interviews. It was not just the time-consuming aspect of it, but I felt mentally drained after 
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each of them. The transcription and analysis did not get finished until October, meaning I 

started writing much later than I had anticipated.   

 The pandemic restrictions also led to previous considerations outside of what I had 

planned within my thesis proposal. I had to receive special permission from the Director to 

have the interviews within the school. The government guidelines did allow for this by July, 

but my school had been doing distance learning until June, so I needed permission to carry out 

the interviews. The desks for the interviews had to be spaced to ensure two metres distance. I 

had hand sanitizer available for the students, as well as gloves for cleaning their glass and jug 

of water, and cleaning products for wiping down the table and chair after each interview. The 

students were informed not to attend the interview if they displayed any symptoms and were 

assured that it would be easy to rearrange their interviews.  

The interviews took place in my English classroom. The school was completely empty 

during this time bar the occasional cleaner and this created the ideal setting for a frank and 

candid discussion. There is research available on the benefits and weaknesses of the location 

for studies in schools, but due to it being the summer holidays, I did not feel the location within 

the school particularly mattered. I used the space I knew based on convenience. I tried to set 

the room up as best I could, cleared away tables, chairs and decluttered to ensure the most 

welcoming and conducive space. Students arrived by and large on time, though some missed 

their appointments or came late. I had numerous students rearrange their interviews based on 

their own summer holiday plans and changes within pandemic restrictions. I felt grateful in the 

end, given the context, to speak to the sixteen students that I needed.  

The interviews themselves were recorded on my own audio equipment. I used my own 

iPad, recording in the voice memos app. The recordings were stored on the device as opposed 

to being shared with a cloud. I then uploaded the recordings to my personal online storage 

system with the G Suite. I transcribed the interviews in word documents, again using the same 
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secure online storage. I completed my thematic analysis in the same way. This will be discussed 

more in the ethics section. 

 It would be difficult to plan for given the unpredictability of the pandemic, but I do 

regret aspects of the planning, and I will come to this in the hindsight section. There were many 

facets of my practice that I would change moving forward, and I will reflect later on the insights 

I have drawn for future research.  

 The timeline changed dramatically, and I finished the transcription and analysis and 

started planning my thesis in November 2020. I originally planned to start in September. Given 

the context, I feel lucky that I did not have to delay my research any further. 

 

3.5 Data analysis 

Once the interviews were transcribed, I used thematic analysis as a way to interpret the data 

(see appendix 7 for outcomes). This allowed me to explore observations on the social reality 

that the participants constructed around privilege and their international school. Thematic 

analysis is a method for identifying themes, the patterns that underlie a particular dataset (Braun 

and Clarke, 2006). It is commonly used within studies that employ narrative analysis and 

interviewing because it is a flexible approach that offers useful understandings of rich and 

complex data. I used theoretical thematic analysis (ibid.) which involves taking the literature 

review as an opportunity to start to identify possible emergent themes. The latent themes were 

drawn out based on this pre-reading and research. By exploring the mechanisms that the 

students discussed I gained an empirical insight into the habitus of an international school and 

the themes allowed me to reveal this. The study diligently followed Braun and Clarke’s six 

step approach for thematic analysis (2006: pp. 16-23). Step 1 involved me transcribing, reading 

and re-reading the transcripts. This allowed me to become familiar with the data that I collected 

and already allowed me to start considering patterns and divergences within the accounts. 
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Initial coding (step 2) was used to identify what appeared noteworthy within the responses. I 

then collated the quotes from these codes in a separate document with notes on the context of 

the quote. Throughout this process, I kept returning to the research questions and sub-questions 

to ensure focus within the study. Clear and distinct themes were then developed from this coded 

data, based again on the research inquiry (step 3). This was completed in a separate file and a 

table was drawn up to collate them. The themes were discovered from the codes and re-reading 

the transcripts. I then started refining the themes (step 4) across the documents re-considering 

phrasing and looking to reduce them from twenty to ten. Step 5 led to a development of these 

seven themes through clearly naming them and defining them. Finally, the last phase was the 

production of the final report. This can be seen in the next chapter of this thesis. The iterative 

nature of the approach was key to the development of this research as the thematic analysis 

allowed me to better comprehend the complexities of the international student experience. 

 

3.6 Validity 

Validity is critical to considering the effectiveness and value of a piece of research, and without 

it, the study could be considered “worthless” (Cohen, et al., 2005: p. 103). There are both 

internal and external validity issues in relation to this research that primarily arise from the 

theoretical framework being employed to make the self-understandings of adolescents around 

privilege visible. Firstly, the narrative approach, interviewing and thematic analysis all have 

the potential to be undermined by the subjectivities of the researcher. This is clear in what 

Braun and Clarke (2006) discuss around the fact that the interview and analysis afterwards lead 

different researchers to vastly different questions, and different themes, sometimes with regards 

to the same dataset or grouping. However, by being considerate of the ideological background 

brought to the project and following the six-step approach (ibid.), the data was re-analysed so 

that credible codes and themes could be developed, which offered a truer understanding of the 
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participants’ perspectives and beliefs. The research questions, and the rigid and planned 

structure of the framework, ensured that the value of the research method is maintained 

throughout. Open-ended questions were used too, in the hope that the interview approach might 

alleviate the particular biases of the researcher.  

However, the most important consideration is that the project ensured that 

generalisations were not encouraged within the analysis. This is a small sample size, and only 

one elite international school is being considered, so it cannot be seen as representative of a 

larger group. This is not a limitation, as the strength of the approach is that it should offer rich 

data at a micro-level of understanding. More quantitative and qualitative research is needed in 

the future so that a clearer depiction of the wider context of privilege within international 

schools is considered, but this study is focused on a reliable and valid methodology for 

exploring the self-understandings of a group of affluent adolescents at a single elite school. 

 

3.7 Ethics 

This project follows the ethical guidelines and procedures offered by the British Educational 

Research Association (BERA, 2018) and current GDPR guidelines (GDPR, 2021). I had never 

completed ethics applications or any research in the UK prior to this, so navigating this system 

took a lot of work, and was aided by much helpful advice from my thesis supervisor. I received 

candidature approval and passed the ethics board with the University of Bath in June 2020. The 

research methods were strictly adhered to from the proposal and there were no changes, so I 

did not need to seek a secondary application to the board of ethics. A completed departmental 

ethics form can be seen in appendix 5. 

The students involved in this study, and their parents, needed to offer informed consent, 

and within this, they could opt out and withdraw their consent at any time and for any reason. 

They were informed of this in the consent letter and form (see appendix 1 and 2). The 
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participants were given both a parental and personal consent form (see appendix 1 and 3), 

which briefly informs them of the nature of the study, and what is expected of them. This was 

given as a soft copy to the students that they can agree to and sign and have their parents sign 

if they wish to be considered for the study. Parents/students had to either email a signed digital 

copy or hand in a signed hard copy before the interview. Both are kept in secure cloud storage. 

All candidates were told that the interview was about their background and experiences of 

international schooling and how they conceive of their identities within this context. This 

offered a brief, transparent overview of the research, without jeopardising the authenticity of 

their responses in the interviews. They were all informed as to why their commitment is 

important, and how the data will be used in the future. All participants were told they would 

remain anonymous, as care will be taken to remove identifying features within the transcripts. 

But internal anonymity cannot be fully guaranteed, so was made clear to the participants. 

Due to the nature of the research, the participants did share contentious issues within 

their lives, and as a teacher, and as a researcher, I do have a duty of care through both school 

and BERA procedures. I intentionally avoided probing too much into some problematic areas 

and the school was already aware of one candidate’s mental health struggles. Despite not 

probing, it still came up as part of the discussion, and I did speak to the candidate after the 

interview to check if it had caused any problems. The participant did not feel it had and felt 

comfortable sharing it. Other contentious issues did arise but did not warrant further action. 

Despite setting out with the intention of being mindful and sensitive about the possibility of 

such concerns, some of the personal stories that the students offered were poignant and 

difficult. None of the disclosures warranted further action to contact parents or welfare officers. 

The school agreed informally to the research as the Director offered verbal 

confirmation. I have promised to anonymise the school’s name and location but cannot 

guarantee anonymity, due to the small world of international schools. Some identifying features 
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such as gender and location have been altered to minimise the risk of participants being 

recognised. The participants are across different groups in the two final years of the IB 

programme, this was done partially for the research interest, but also to again, minimise the 

risk of being identified. All participants and the school will have access to the final thesis on 

request.  

All interviews were transcribed, and with the audio files, they were kept in secure online 

storage. The forms and information sheets for parents/participants were also kept there. This 

was password protected, along with both the laptop and iPad that I work on.  

My approach to ethics within the project was carefully planned out with helpful 

guidance from my first thesis supervisor. I completed the interviews in July and the beginning 

of August after gaining my candidature and ethics approval. There are areas I would change 

regarding my approach to ethics and methods, which I discuss in the next section. But overall, 

I feel that the project is robust and ethical as it aligns to BERA guidelines. I received feedback 

from students who felt that they genuinely valued the process and it had led them to strong self-

reflection.   

 

3.8 Chapter summary 

This chapter explored my method for answering my research question: Does the habitus of an 

Elite International School cultivate a sense of privilege for International Baccalaureate 

Diploma students? My philosophical stance was constructivist and interpretivist, relying on a 

qualitative study of an international school through phenomenology. I used semi-structured 

interviews with narrative methods to gain my empirical data to explore this. In this chapter, I 

examined the research strategy and design, considering critically the choices that I had made 

to make the research valid and robust. I then considered the practical considerations for 

sampling and completing the interviews. I built on this to consider the ethical issues involved 
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in this research. Finally, I offered a section on what I learned through the research process. 

Despite some setbacks, the data collection and analysis were successful, and I will explore the 

report in the next section of this thesis. 

 

4. What the students told me 

4.1 Introduction 

I have divided this chapter to present the themes of this study and the portraits of the students 

derived from the data. Firstly, I present a summary of the thematic analysis. This is offered in 

a table with a description of my conception of the theme and links to the research questions. 

These will be answered as part of the results and extrapolated in the discussion chapter of the 

thesis. To elucidate my main research question (Does the habitus of an Elite International 

School cultivate a sense of privilege for International Baccalaureate Diploma students?) and 

the three sub-questions, I present the students’ own self-understandings of the habitus of their 

elite international school. These are heavily guided by the themes that have been identified 

through the phenomenological framework and the constructivist and interpretivist ontological 

and epistemological approaches. Using narrative methods and Bourdieu’s theory of practice, I 

answer the research questions by depicting the complex social relations that the students 

perceive within their school and their perceptions of how they are being shaped whether it be 

through family background, social class distinctions or within the institutional habitus of the 

school where these two influences intersect. I include six detailed portraits of students that I 

felt offered the most comprehensive and representative empirical data and then explore the 

remaining ten in shorter narrative overviews. The life stories offered are all unique and complex 

and elaborate and demonstrate the themes identities below. Finally, I offer a chapter summary 

before expanding the analysis of their accounts in the discussion chapter of this thesis.  
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4.2 Summary of Themes 

Figure 3. Themes and descriptions of themes for the main research questions and three sub-

questions (labelled a-c), see appendix 7 for more details. 

Does the habitus of an Elite International School cultivate a sense of privilege for 

International Baccalaureate Diploma students? 

Theme Brief Description 

Social class The social class of students in the school is relatively 

homogenous, with slight variations through the children of 

staff. Most students felt they were from a high socio-

economic background, some referring to themselves as 

upper class. Some students felt uncomfortable discussing 

social class within the interviews and felt that it was 

something rarely discussed within the school either in 

lessons or amongst their peers. The homogenous social 

class of the school does have implications in terms of how 

students’ relate to the notion of privilege. Students also felt 

that their social class brought certain expectations for their 

future education, their future work, as well as isolating 

them from others within wider society. 

Family Students discussed their own family background and the 

family backgrounds of their peers as having a tremendous 

impact on their views on political and social issues, as well 

as impacting the day-to-day discussions and learning in 

classrooms and hallways. The majority of students have 

families from similar social class backgrounds, but there is 

a relative diversity of national backgrounds within the 

school. Many students felt that this led to students having 

distinct and contrasting views on issues around privilege 

and national identity. Despite this, some felt there was 

homogeneity on other concerns: like the purposes of 

education or future career paths.  

School Students discussed their school playing a role in a form of 

global social structuring. Social reproduction here is an 

extension of Bourdieu’s concept on how education 

maintains social relations through structuring and 

restructuring our social structures and systems to a global 

environment. The school plays a key role in offering human, 

cultural, economic and social capital to students and 

mediates the importance of each of these. The school is the 

site where we see the interplay between social class, family 

circumstances and the institutional habitus come together. 
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The students reflected throughout their accounts the 

varying interests and clashes that occur within the school 

from the variety of agents (be they parents, students, 

teachers, administrators or political contexts beyond the 

school gates).   

(a) How do students’ consider their present and future place within the global 
labour market? 

Theme Brief Description 

Precarity Students express misgivings about the future of the economy 

based on the precariatisation of labour. Some are not 

concerned for themselves, confident that they will do well 

despite precarious conditions for others. Students discussed 

the gig economy and the casualisation of labour as more of 

a political concern than a personal worry. 

Alienation Students seemed frustrated with many aspects of the 

education system they are in. Alienation was seen based on 

the problems of strict societal stratification and the 

estrangement towards human nature. Self-realisation 

appears as the instrument by which students achieve success 

in the future labour market as opposed to schooling as a 

chance for self-fulfillment. Instead of self-realisation being 

an end in itself, the school encourages a form of economic 

determination by which students work towards betterment to 

meet the demands of the labour market. Students also 

discussed their isolation from certain socio-economic 

groups, the class distinction of the school, and the issues of 

an educational model geared towards market demands over 

human concerns.  

(b) How do students relate to international mindedness? 

Theme Brief Description 

Fractured international 

mindedness 

Students inferred that there is a much broader spectrum of 

political views on internationalism. Many students discussed 

connecting to others within the school along national 

identities, some expressed ideas that could be considered a 

progressive international mindedness, while others 

expressed views of reactionary, new-right internationalism 

or a traditional neoliberal view of internationalism.  

(c) How do students respond to their privileged schooling within the context of 

current political transformations? 

Theme Brief Description 
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Existential uncertainty As digital natives, the students are constantly aware and 

engaged in responding to global crises, but also reflect the 

awareness of the not-knowing and uncertainty of our age. 

With the failures of the ideological foundations of 

communism and ‘end of history’ liberalism, students have 

few grand narratives to guide them and express political 

apathy and feelings of disenfranchisement. Some speculate 

on positive futures for social change in response. 

 

4.3 Portraits of Students 

Six Detailed Portraits 

Elena 

Elena believes that she has thought about social class and her own privilege more so than most 

of her classmates. As a daughter of EU diplomats, she has a strong sense of the value of 

intercultural understanding, the need for integration and fiscal justice. She has been educated 

in international schools all over the world in Georgia, Pakistan and Thailand, and has witnessed 

first-hand the harsh realities of wealth distribution. 

“Pakistan was very difficult growing up […] our school was gated […] in Pakistan you 

are either like poor, starving poor or you are rich, and in the school it was obviously 

only extremely rich Pakistani people and I feel like that didn’t reflect the culture fairly 

because if you go like outside my school you’ll already see like poor people. It’s like 

two different worlds that don’t really collide” 

For Elena, these experiences of ‘two different worlds’ are shared across her international school 

experiences. She thinks her current setting is worse for shying away from conversations on 

inequality and privilege. She describes her Czech school as ‘a bubble outside of reality’. When 

asked does the school or curriculum provide opportunities to explore poverty, she outlines that 

“No sorry, no I do not think that, yeah not at all. I feel like people here are kind of 

shocked by it. Like for example one student when she went to Cambodia, she was so 

shocked about the poverty there and all of this stuff and it kind of made me laugh a little 
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bit because just because you don't know about it doesn't mean it doesn't happen. Yeah 

like I've been to, I was in Cambodia a lot of times when I lived in Thailand. Growing 

up in Thailand and Pakistan, those are, and Georgia even, they're extremely poor 

countries, like Georgia was after the war and it was destroyed, and Thailand as well, 

Pakistan one of the poorest countries in the world, yeah so I feel like people just when 

they find something out, it's like ‘oh my gosh I didn't know’, but you didn't know but 

most other people do know how it is. Yeah, so I feel like there definitely is no talk about 

privilege in this school nothing, they try um I don't know, they try kind of not covering 

it up, but I feel like they should address it more. I don't know all these factors they're 

not really spoken about in my opinion, so it's more kind of covered, it's more covered, 

it's more like: ‘oh pretty ooh and like singing songs and assemblies’ and I don't think 

it's um addressed. I don't think it's spoken about”. 

Elena speaks at length about how the culture within the school discourages dialogue around 

social class and her own classmates ignore the topic. Sometimes she discusses how she feels 

the school prefers to dismiss discussions around privilege, as it is a difficult and messy 

conversation. However, at other points she references individual teachers who encourage them 

to reflect on their own positionality. 

She herself worries that the education system in the Czech Republic is ‘unfair’ but feels 

relieved that at least students can apply to scholarships for international education. She wishes 

her classmates would consider issues around their position, but she explicates that many of 

them “just don’t care” because it “doesn’t affect them”, they are hidden from inequality and 

the school shields them from it. Elena feels she is different because of the way she was raised 

by her parents and her exposure through her world travels. 

“Like in my family, like my dad, he works for the embassy for the European Union. 

He's worked with Italian presidents, so maybe it's just because of that, but as a little girl 
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we always spoke, like spoke about the news, and like political opinions. That's all we 

talk about every evening. Um people, and I don't like I don't want to blame people in 

my class, there's obviously certain people who are interested and they do care, but as 

an overall thing they just don't care”. 

Elena believes her engagement with social justice is within the minority compared to the 

political apathy of others, though she references other classmates who are involved in local 

activism. She places a great deal of emphasis on her family background clashing with the 

student body. Stemming from this, she is very concerned with global politics in terms of the 

rise of far-right governments and disintegration.  

“Politics does kind of scare me because you never know who can get into power and 

like right now in Europe it's like not very good, like the Hungarian president Orban and 

then Poland’s Duda, and like in Italy we have Salvini like it's kind of a bad situation 

right now, so I feel like young people should know this”. 

In fact, she feels that the school tolerates a certain level of reactionary politics within the student 

body. She speculates that this is partially due to the politics of the country itself, but Elena feels 

that the school has fostered some social nativist viewpoints, as students, particularly male 

students, engage in presenting dehumanising transgressions for their shock value. 

“In English class […] we learn about racism towards certain groups. Yeah, I don't 

appreciate it when we watch a movie about slavery, and the male students are saying 

the ‘n word’. Then the teacher doesn't say anything to them […] he doesn't want to start 

an issue with them” 

She has tried to approach the issue with some males in the class through conversation: 

“when you do try to argue with them many of them they just come out with like a racist 

thing. It's not even like an opinion that they can back up, it's just a racist comment, and 

that's what I don't like. If you're going to say something that's against my opinion I'm 
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fine with that but you can have like something to back it up, not just like something 

racist that, yeah just because you think it's funny […] they don't appreciate anything 

that is not their own. Yeah like I would never, I'm half Czech, that's true but I would 

never dare to say anything bad about Czech Republic, it's just not my like spirit. Yeah, 

so they say um Anti-Muslim things all the time which also like I lived in a Muslim 

country people just because you see like Isis, not all Muslim people are Isis you know 

it's not like that. They make anti-Black jokes even anti-Christian jokes” 

This toxic masculinity concerns her, but more than that, she worries that it is not challenged by 

teachers. Elena’s own Jewish heritage became subject to this and she has had to confront anti-

Semitic comments many times at school. She offers a sad story of a school trip: 

“we went to Auschwitz, I went with my brother with like the school, thank god he came 

with me, it was like a very difficult experience. I couldn't talk about it for months. It 

was horrible. Yeah um I saw my Mom's like last name on a suitcase when I walked in 

the first thing so it was a very like ‘oh this is like my family’. Yeah and when we were 

leaving, I thought like for the first time I was like maybe they would shut up. Maybe 

they'll [her classmates] understand, but no, when we left, they were making jokes about 

it right on the bus. Yeah and I was like okay this is the moment I kind of realized they 

are actually mean” 

She thinks some individual teachers do confront racism but does not feel that the school does 

enough to expose and discuss reactionary views. However, she speaks glowingly of the IB 

mission and is a firm believer in international education, even if it does not convince everyone: 

“The IB program should be encouraged in my opinion, yeah I think they encourage like 

internationalism being open-minded […] but I feel like the school should honestly do 

a better job because it's obviously difficult teaching in a school like this, but i feel like 

we should have more talks about certain topics that maybe taboo like racism, anti-
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semitism, anti-islam. I feel like these things would really help a student become more 

internationally minded because you can do the IB and still be close-minded and mean 

so I feel like it depends on what's implemented in classes. Yeah and again, you cannot 

change everyone's opinion, you'll never be able to. There's people who believe what 

they believe, and we have to respect that yeah but I feel like the school could definitely 

do a better job at changing challenging them”.  

For Elena, the IB provides an opportunity to foster international mindedness, but the institution 

and the family and social backgrounds of the student body, have a key role to play in the success 

of this. She discusses CAS, EE and TOK has helping her develop her own critical awareness 

of global inequities. She believes that if embraced, the IB programme has the potential to 

encourage international mindedness amongst the student body, but she worries about the other 

influences outside of the school on this process.  

She feels inequality is not discussed within school: 

“It's not a conversation that happens [discussing inequality]. Yeah, um I think that 

people, yeah it's unfair obviously they have a lot of money they can go wherever they 

want they will probably since again, I believe in white privilege, since they're white and 

I'm talking about males specifically. They're men and they're white. Um they will never 

they'll never know unfortunately they won't ever face any discrimination, it's really the 

truth so I feel like they just don't feel the need to have a conversation about privilege 

because I feel like their defense would be that they didn't choose be born white” 

She deplores the injustice that she sees around her. The nihilistic and ironic trolling of liberal 

multiculturalism that she constructs within the school is emblematic of the online ‘culture 

wars’. She describes her identity as inextricably entwined to a non-essentialist and 

cosmopolitan worldview, one that sees the threat of extremes nationalism and the possibilities 

for international cooperation. 
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Elena sees a future in breaking down class hierarchies and fighting for disadvantaged 

individuals around the world. She plans to study international law and be “an open-minded 

person and speak against injustice”.  

“I would love to work with lawyers without borders. That's like my dream job. Or like 

um there's a child organization that like specifically helps children so I'm leaning 

towards one of those, like an international organization for sure. Yeah but yeah I will 

probably be in like less developed countries because that's where they need the most 

help of course” 

Elena’s discusses an awareness of her own privilege, whether that be in Georgia, Pakistan, the 

Czech Republic or in a global sense. She hopes to make the most of her advantages by fighting 

against global injustice in her future career path. 

 

Honza 

I think I am kind of worried about it [the economy], but I think due to the opportunities that  

the school has allowed me to have, and my future educational plans, I have an advantage over 

the majority of people applying for jobs in the future. So I wouldn’t say I am too worried. I 

think that is definitely a privilege of mine afforded to me. 

Honza has just finished up his second year of DP and is preparing for university. He is currently 

deciding between offers from two Ivy League universities to study English literature or 

philosophy. He is contemplative throughout the interview and from the start very open to 

considering his own privileged position and the issues of elitism within his school.  

“I do think there is still a level of elitism in the school, where rich parents will send 

their kids to expensive private schools and they will then go on to form the 1% again, 

and have their children go on again to perpetuate poverty and inequality” 
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He worries that the homogenous background of students leads them away from exploring 

societal problems but thinks that international schools have the potential to challenge this. He 

is very self-aware of his privilege, even relating it to his recent success in university application.  

“[Without attending an elite international school] I likely would not have applied to 

America, I most likely would have stayed in the Czech Republic or gone to a school 

here. I think my educational attainment might have been of a similar level, but I don’t 

think I would have been able to get the same spot I have now. I think especially the 

application process is very subjective, and can quite easily be, not manipulated, but 

money helps when you are going through it. By that I mean there is a lot of standardised 

testing, that is much harder to study for without a tutor, a large base of it is essay writing 

and kind of presenting yourself in a more positive aspect, and I think this school has 

helped with that by firstly developing my essay writing and secondly by giving me 

support when I was writing these essays and giving me feedback. And especially 

through professionals like the guidance council and other faculty, lastly, I think just the 

opportunities and experiences I had within the school made me a more interesting 

applicant. So, I think going to this school gave me opportunities that I wouldn’t have 

had in a Czech school […] I think I would likely have not been able to achieve the 

success without the support of the school, and kind of the intellectual pursuits it has 

encouraged me to go on. I also think that because I have been encouraged to have these 

intellectual pursuits, I am more likely to pursue a masters”. 

Honza is exploring the international school as a means of accessing elite universities. Honza 

considers himself to be at an enormous advantage over other Czech children in her university 

applications. When asked if the school has provided an opportunity through the curriculum for 

these thoughts, he rejects this saying that his parents and his upbringing made him aware of his 

privilege and the realities of it. 
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 However, he does credit a service-learning school trip to Cambodia as being formative 

in his understandings of his own privilege.  

“I loved the trip, though I wouldn’t necessarily credit that to the school. The entire trip 

was organised by a third party, who have won multiple awards for the eco-ratings of 

their trips and the way that they support sustainable development within the 

communities and places that they visit. So, I would definitely think that the trip engaged 

them in Cambodian culture and I learnt a lot about Eastern culture that I had never heard 

about before […] I think it challenged a lot of my own personal views, I think also it 

put things more into perspective. In our Western society we get accustomed to a certain 

way of living and being and not only seeing, experiencing a different way of living, 

even though for a couple of days it can be a very eye opening experience and a very 

humbling experience as well. I also feel the issues that we had discussed on the trip, so 

the trip was very learning focused as well and so, we would talk about different issues 

in Cambodian history and culture. And the possibilities of sustainable development and 

how economically that could happen. And so being able to engage with those issues, 

and learn about them, and then see them in real life really kind of made me much more 

aware and keen to learn more about them” 

Honza feels like global inequality is something he understood much more clearly after the trip 

and stimulated some thoughts on inequality in his own country, particularly for the Roma 

community. 

But he places his own sense of advantage alongside the possibilities of his peers in state 

schools:  

“[The] Czech Republic is a good country for social mobility because there are, I think 

the level of public education is quite good, and especially the fact that universities are 

free, if you are Czech you can attend a Czech university” 
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Note that this contrasts with his earlier saying: 

“Czech schools are underfunded and teachers have very low salaries, which I think 

leads to, not only there being inadequate classroom equipment but also the teacher not 

having as much investment in the education of their students, I think because they don’t 

have as much job satisfaction. I also think at a Czech school, because I think the teachers 

are less motivated to do their jobs to the full extent. There’s not as much oversight to 

what goes on in the classroom so it is much easier for things like bullying, like, I think 

specifically bullying, just students who perhaps like cheat their way through the system 

or for other students to fall behind”  

Again, he relates to this own advantage in schooling: 

“Academically definitely this school has challenged me a lot more [than a Czech 

school], and I think my kind of intellectual endeavours were much more pronounced at 

this school and I definitely progressed more here than I would have at another 

institution” 

But then considers he would have reached the same academic level regardless of what school 

he attended: “I think my educational attainment might have of a similar level”.  

 But Honza does reflect on his views throughout the interview and shows attempts to 

develop his perspectives.  

“I enjoyed our discussion, especially income inequality is an issue that I think isn’t 

discussed enough and I’m appreciative of it being discussed, especially in relation to 

the school because it is something that perhaps is overlooked often, the impact of the 

school, and institutions like this in perpetuating these types of systems. I would say that, 

I felt slightly uncomfortable when questioned about my own socioeconomic status, 

perhaps because I felt some guilt for the way I have lived my life, and for the way others 

have never been given the opportunities that I have. There is an inherent 
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uncomfortability that comes with that type of conversation […] I think a lot of times its 

much easier to discuss topics that aren’t very close to us, so I think larger issues that 

are going on globally, its quite easy to give your opinion on that, but when its actually 

your own life and you as a person, and when your own status is being questioned, or 

perhaps you have to confront the idea that your actions have perpetuated some of these 

cycles is uncomfortable for people”. 

Honza follows thisclear view with the hope that he will “challenge and create progress” but 

recognises how rare and difficult that is. He does not think that the IB or the school has been 

key to the development of these views but thinks individual teachers have played a key role in 

his intellectual development, as well as being immersed in an environment with many cultures, 

while his parents have kept him grounded. He worries about the future in terms of climate 

change, racial injustice and precarious employment, yet feels confident in his own success and 

hopes he can challenge it through his future work. 

 

Adam 

We pull up next to them and we fly in formation with them all the way for five minutes coming 

out. We go around over the city, then we come down and see them land in formation together. 

You know I had the controls back. I put the engine to full and it was real like that and just 

instantly as I'm pulling up, I'm like I want to do this for the rest of my life. Yes, I knew right 

there that this is something that I wanted to do for like…until the day I die. Like just that 

moment seeing that plane, this plane land like, just it was something else and uh you know that 

really, that's when I started to actually really also…it changed the way I worked at school. 

That's why I came to school and was like ‘you know I want to do this yeah’ and having that 

sense of purpose knowing what I wanted to do it made me better at it and it also um you know 

it improved my life in general. 
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Adam has a good sense of his future and he is confident of success. He knows he wants to fly 

in the US military. He knows he wants to eventually enter US politics. He knows the value of 

hard work and firmly believes, as we shall see, that his success is his own.  

 Adam has been in international schools in Chile and Singapore before the Czech 

Republic and feels his strong sense of international mindedness is perfectly aligned to America 

as a leader in global politics (see below). He is very positive about the potential for international 

education in spreading intercultural understanding, but particularly emphasises his time at 

UWC Singapore as being important. 

“I really do appreciate that time I spent uh in Singapore and I think that the graduating 

class is probably more open-minded, uh less xenophobic and uh I guess more 

understanding of the world and it's cultures yes, that comes when you have uh so many 

nationalities at one school”. 

Overall, he is positive about his current school too, but questions its legitimacy due to the 

homogenous class background and less international students in comparison to his previous 

international schools. He also worries that privilege is something hidden. 

“I think it's something you don't talk about, you know like the school would never … 

talk it […] it is so taboo I guess that's why people don't talk about”. 

He recognises his privilege and the advantages of his schooling but is lost as to why the school 

does not confront these questions. 

“It's just again not talked about yeah, people don't like to think about it. I think people 

don't like to [talk about it], there's also a very negative connotation with the word 

privilege. Yeah, I think people don't like to think that, you know ‘oh I'm privileged’. 

[…] It's a privilege to get a chance to go to a great school with a great education and 

it's a privilege to have the access to the resources that we have. You know that the fact 

that I get to like, I get to go and I get to do what I love doing because my parents were 
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successful in their lives, you know that's a privilege. I know people who want to fly 

who want to be pilots, but the price is prohibitive yeah. It’s not something to hide from 

it's just it's a thing and um you got to use that privilege the best way you can I guess to 

make the world a better place. You know you're in a position. It's not something we talk 

about I don't think. I think maybe individuals discuss it, yeah, different people talk 

about it in different ways. Yeah but uh it's a personal thing as well you know, so there's 

not a conversation that happens in a classroom. If it happens it's a conversation in a 

corridor”. 

Adam recognises how privilege can be hidden and approaches it with honesty and clarity. He 

argues that his own position is justified because there is a strong sense of merit from the social 

mobility in his family story. 

“One of the moments that really filled me with so much pride when I was flying and I 

flew over my grandparents’ house, and my grandparents are farmers living in a small 

village of 15 people. Yeah, and that's their life yeah, you know and their daughter, my 

Mom becomes a high-profile banker you know, working out of London, in Prague, all 

across the world and my grandparents on my dad's side were refugees. Yeah, they lived 

in refugee camps they were government-like sponsored. That's the background we 

come from. It's the tiny towns in the Czech Republic and you know that my dad, you 

know he was also a great banker and he's a good businessman who worked his way up 

from nothing, and I think that's why my family appreciates that wealth in a different 

way. A different way because you know that it's really something they really had to 

work for. Yeah and it was like the American Dream but not in America. I guess 

grandparents on my Dad's side really got a taste of the American Dream when they 

came with literally nothing and proceeded to build an incredibly good life.  



   
 

110 
 

And it was that moment where I was in a left turn. I'm coming over and I loop over, 

and I see the house and I see like the field, I see the farm yeah and just how far we've 

come, you know. How far my family has come because of hard work and effort mainly 

from my parents and my grandparents on my dad's side, and uh you know that's not 

something to be ashamed of. No absolutely I really don't think that's something to 

celebrate, that you know you can with hard work and determination and a love for the 

things you do, you can do it well” 

He offers a touching story of his Grandfather moving as a refugee to California after receiving 

an orange from a US soldier during the liberation of Czechoslovakia in 1945. He moves to 

considering his own parents’ journeys to the wealth they now have. The intergenerational story 

stands as a testament to the idea that those who work hard get ahead. 

“this private pilot's license, which is half funded by my parents, yeah well I guess 

mostly funded by my parents, yeah um because you know that's training yeah, and uh 

you know I have to think, oh well you know I guess I'm not going to be able to fly this 

weekend because uh you know I don't have the money or I need to get more money 

yeah, um and uh I do think that's formative for other people”. 

Despite the advantages, Adam credits hard work as the key to success, believing firmly in it as 

crucial to individual success. 

“We should understand that the reason why we're paying this much I guess is to have 

great access to well, uh to um education you know really just great access to education. 

Yeah and that we should make that sort of education more accessible and we should 

teach other people, as we go on in life too, I guess I mean that's really uh that's the best 

answer I can come up with” 

Finally, he offers a justification that if the system is unfair, he will be in a position to make it 

better and more just. The narrative of hard work being key to success in life is then linked to 
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an ideological commitment to create a more equal society. Again, these become part of a 

narrative about meritocracy and success. 

 Adam plans to study civil engineering next year in the States. He hopes to become a 

politician or an astronaut (or both) in the future. He has high ambitions but is highly confident 

of success. The question remains that as he accrues more credentials and future success will he 

become more strongly convinced of the possibilities for upward mobility? Adam believes we 

live in a world where hard work leads to success regardless of background, will he challenge 

or further reinforce this view in the future?  

 

Jana 

Jana is the daughter of political revolutionaries. Her mother’s family were political prisoners 

in Prague during the Soviet occupation and her father is a well-known journalist who was 

involved in the Velvet Revolution. Despite this family history, Jana has been attending 

international schools in England, Germany and now Czech Republic, and now feels some sense 

of cultural dislocation in her own country. 

“Yeah um so I'm Czech I was born in Czech Republic and yeah I feel a bit different to 

Czech people because there's some environments, some events and stuff and yeah I 

wouldn't say it's now the language barrier because I'm a bit better at Czech than before, 

but it's just when people ask you first to say ‘oh what's like school? what did you do in 

school? where are you going to go now?’ and you say ‘oh like i went to international 

school and now i'm going to England yeah’ and they start getting like interested like 

‘oh okay’ […] ‘so you're so you're born here but you have this accent, but you take 

some other program, why don't you go to this school’ [...] and then I didn't really have 

anything to ask them because I don't know anything about like I just know oh so where 

did you graduate and they said oh yeah from this like school and I didn't know where it 
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was […] there wasn't just not much to say after that so it just felt strange, but i just 

really couldn't think of anything else to ask. […] yeah I could feel a divide” 

Jana feels isolated at times in her identity as an internationally minded young woman. She says 

that she feels more comfortable in an ‘American-style’ school than she would in a Czech public 

school. When she first returned to the country, she said she “felt really like an alien”. Most of 

Jana’s friends outside of school are expats who attend her school or other international schools 

in the area. She hopes to work in a theatre company one day and is very passionate about acting, 

which she does with a local theatre group, which is largely for the expat community. She 

usually acts in English and this has held her back from the Czech theatre scene. 

“I did audition for some plays but it was always my accent, yeah like and when I would 

start speaking before I would start my monologue or anything or the audition piece yeah 

they would say ‘where are you from?’ yeah and it'd be bad because I had to explain my 

whole life story in like five seconds so it doesn't take up most of the time yeah, and then 

when they say oh ‘where's your accent from?’ then you already know [they don’t want 

you]. It's also very cliquey the drama groups here and you have one company and that's 

it for like 10 years or something like that, okay they don't get much money here, unless 

you're like in the national theater or something, yeah so difficult thing to break. Yeah 

like it's always been about connections but here it's definitely connections and definitely 

like family friends or something like that, that can get you into this theater sometimes. 

They're corrupt too, its not by merit, just by who you know”. 

Jana goes on to talk about a variety of advantages to her international education but feels 

disconnected from her own country and disadvantaged when moving through the circles of 

local elites. Yet, she believes the IB and international education open doors to elite universities 

abroad. She feels like staying for university education in Czech Republic would hold her back. 

Yet, there are contradictions in this account. 
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“I felt like I wouldn't be advancing somewhere if I stayed here but I think that's only 

the idea that like you move to a different country, you're moving forward or something 

like that. and just because you're staying here doesn't mean you're not going anywhere 

[…] I think it's because there's like so many like every kid has potential but it's just up 

to the teacher and I think it's also going down to the money that if they don't like, you 

know, if you don't get money for like the hard work that you do, it's tough to then keep 

on doing that good work and then to sort of nurture that development, yeah it's tough. 

Jana constantly presents conflicting accounts of her feelings on her privileges. She sometimes 

talks about her frustrations with how “some kids are really smart”, but its harder for them to 

“get to England for education”. She describes the class background of her school as “high, like 

higher upper class” and believes that many do not realise their tremendous advantages. 

However, she also thinks that the fact Czech students have to work harder in Czech schools is 

good because it brings “a sort of discipline” that will help them in future. For herself, she feels 

it was always assumed she would go to university abroad she believes that comes naturally 

with attending an international school.  

She is confident in her future having been accepted into a Theatre and Performance 

Drama School in England with a list of academy award winning alumni. After graduating, she 

hopes to travel the world in a company or be involved in political theatre, inspired by the work 

of Vaclav Havel. She hopes to change views and be involved in social change through her 

acting. She worries about politics at home and wants to bring in her own activism from global 

protests such as climate change protests, BLM events to national movements against the current 

government, such as the anti-corruption protests. She feels lonely and isolated at times from 

Czech culture but firmly embraces an international and open-minded future. Has her schooling 

prepared her well for this future of global mobility? Are her feelings of dislocation and 

alienation relieved within the strong community of the international school or paradoxically 
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heightened by the indeterminacy of an international identity? Jana presents contrasting views 

on these questions, which might speak closely to the truth. 

 

Oscar 

I think far too many people see climate change as a pesky little issue that um that they can't do 

very much about. I think people can be far too…and I think this is probably a lot of people in 

my year group…they are happy with their lives at the moment and don't really want to think 

about um how their lives radically need to change to be, you know, become globally 

sustainable. Um I know that sounds silly but um I think people see climate change as just a 

fairly irritating thing and don't want to consider how what they do accelerates climate change 

and I think most people at my school see climate change as an issue, but I think there's a lot of 

people that wouldn't really want to think about the the fundamental evils, the fundamental 

wrongs of the current world political system. 

Oscar is very interested in politics. He plans to study History at Oxford or Cambridge after his 

final year of school. His parents are both British international teachers, and unlike the other 

accounts, Oscar attends the school as part of his parents’ renumeration package from working 

at the school. He has been educated in a public school in England, as well as at Repton, an elite 

international school in Dubai. He is aware of the differences between himself and the other 

students and explores this throughout the interview. 

“There's quite a lot of people that I see as very different to me […] I think a lot of the 

people that go to this school have probably come from, well definitely come from, 

wealthier backgrounds than me and so go on probably very different holidays to me 

and have had a very different upbringing obviously relative to much of the rest of the 

world” 
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One of Oscar’s biggest concerns is his fellow students’ inability to relate to the problematic 

social questions outside of their direct environment. 

“I mean obviously I'm influenced by people from more affluent backgrounds than me 

by coming here, um but I do think their background influences how they interact with 

topics in the school or political events. I think their background probably I think it's 

very difficult to look at events. Say um, say talking about the situation for black people 

here, like it's very it's difficult to look through it from the lens of having had a very 

privileged upbringing which is uncomparable, which is not comparable at all to people 

there […] I think possibly people who come from fairly affluent backgrounds may see 

politics, because of that political debate, as not particularly important because people 

here haven't experienced the poverty which surrounds them here […] and you know um 

people here may not see climate change as particularly relevant to their lives and they 

may not see the black lives matter protesters particularly important of their lives and 

therefore they have less of an interest in that. That's not, I'm not speaking for all the 

wealthy and affluent people here but there's possibly people like that because of their 

privileged upbringing they view the world from that perspective” 

His concern is that the school breeds a form of political apathy and he feels it does little to 

challenge “the blissful ignorance of privilege”. When asked if the IB curriculum or the school 

offers anything to consider global issues, he says it does but that it does it through the 

perspective of a “privileged Western lens” and that it needs to be much more “transformative”. 

He elaborates to say that the IB and the school “in terms of fundamentally getting people to 

think about global injustice and the roots of that I think both could do more”.  

 However, Oscar credits the environment of the school with fostering his sense of 

international mindedness.  
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“this international school has possibly um diluted a lot of people's sense of national 

identity, especially people that have been here a really long time. To some extent I think 

like me it's probably made people more open-minded, um I’m not sure what people 

would say about drawing lines in the sand, in some ways it to me, it just I mean I'm not 

calling for an end to nations in the world at the moment, but I just have moments where 

I think it seems quite silly”. 

He defines his international mindedness and connections in the following way: 

“I empathise with people a lot um from outside of um my own culture. I think feel a 

shared values, a shared set of values and identities with people in other countries. I think 

basic, you know, respect for other people and other people's cultures definitely. Um I 

um a shared belief in making the world a fairer or equal place probably. Um I would 

say that for me wanting, yeah wanting to see you know, a fairer more equal world, less 

people in poverty, less conflict, um is far more important to me than my sense of 

national identity. Yeah so that is in terms of shared values with people at the school”. 

He discusses the Black Lives Matter protests, restricted freedoms in the UAE, the Hong Kong 

protests, Brexit and a whole range of movements, but he is particularly concerned with the 

political apathy in the school around climate change and links it to wider ignorance.  

“Um yes absolutely it concerns me [climate change]. I think it concerns me so say the 

UK’s general election earlier this year, it concerns me that climate change wasn't, you 

know, absolutely central to both to nearly every party's political um manifesto. Um it 

concerns me that say in America you're even debating whether we should be doing 

anything about climate change at all. That concerns me, the apathy of lots of people um 

towards the whole issue of climate change concerns me a lot. […] I obviously love my 

Grandma very much, but she sees veganism as an assault to her eating chicken, as an 

assault to her enjoyment of life, and that sort of it frustrates me a bit, but I don't know 
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if that's more people, you know, not being well informed um. But the fact that climate 

change isn't central to political discussion, isn't central to the curriculum, I wouldn't say 

climate change is particularly central to the curriculum at the moment, isn't central to a 

lot of the way we think about the world all the time, I think that's very concerning […] 

I think the school could do more to you know create more concerned citizens”. 

He said that when the school does approach these topics the focus always becomes on 

individual change as opposed to wider societal change, which he finds frustrating. The school 

does not encourage ‘climate protests’ or changing ‘establishment and systems’ but does 

promote recycling and avoiding paper cups.  

For Oscar though the future needs to take a very different course, something that he has 

picked up through reading outside of school and through social media.  

“personally, I think severe changes [are needed] I think the current political system of 

capitalism, the current world order, is not compatible with a sustainable future”. 

He is not very optimistic about this in the conclusion of our interview. 

“I hope that as people move away from the pressures of being part of a clique and the 

pressures of you know trying to fit in, I hope people become more aware of and act 

more aggressively against global injustices. I hope, I'm not amazingly confident that 

they will do that I think there's probably a lot of people that are very happy with their 

status quo and wouldn't want to do much, don't want to be too radical, for fear of ruining 

that”. 

But in the face of political, viral and ecological threats, Oscar is anxious about the future. He 

is highly aware of the need to act, yet see’s the constraints and difficulties. He is growing up 

in a state of existential uncertainty, as he feels devoid of real transformative alternatives, but 

hopes he will be wrong and that his classmates will lead positive social change. As one of the 

two students in this study from a middle-class background, it is interesting to question whether 
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his response is emblematic of a contrasting view to the ‘typical’ elite international school 

student?   

 

William 

I really like music and I want to write some good music, with like other people but I also want 

to be like useful. Like music being a musician is useful to society also, but I also want to do 

something else with my career yeah. Um so I'm it's really difficult to think about because I want 

to, I’m definitely I'm going to try to study contemporary music, and composition at the Royal 

Academy in London. Uh yeah which would be like a dream, like it would be really great, um 

because you can get told to write a piece and then you can choose performers from the 

academy, yeah to play it for you, and then they get credit for playing it, and then you get credit 

for having written it and you you get told to like to write an obscure abstract ballet in the style 

of this, I'd love to do that […] I also think about studying law then I could also have like an 

employable skill. Yeah um because I'm also worried about like um because I really want to be 

financially independent like as quickly as possible. 

William is a talented musician but is caught between a desire to pursue music and the need to 

gain meaningful skills for the future labour market. He has a keen interest in politics, history 

and philosophy and is very comfortable discussing global issues around climate change, and 

political polarisation, but tries to avoid ideological solutions, favouring empirical approaches. 

 On climate change he is stark in his rejection of the recent protests which he describes 

as “dishonest” and “disingenuous” as he advocates for “innovation-based ways of dealing with 

things and less catastrophising”. He quotes ‘Bjorn Lomborg’, a sceptic on Climate action, and 

insists that “individual engineering efforts” and “investments in industry” are key to resolving 

the crisis. 
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In part, his conservative response stems from a worry about identity politics and what 

he thinks of his generation’s “disingenuous engagement with political activism”. 

“I worry about identity politics, I really don't like identity politics. I don't like the um 

situation in the UK and the US in relation to that stuff like free speech and things like 

hate speech legislation, I'm really against that like I don't want people to use language 

that is not like, I don't know racially sensitive or whatever, but I think that legislating 

against that is a really big mistake and I see now in the West like a legislative move 

towards seeing people by markers like gender or sexuality or um race things like that; 

I really don't like that because I um I find that kind of disturbing because like I really 

want to see people as like extremely complicated um beings and then like it’s identity 

politics for me is like a big issue with um with like free speech and uh economic policies 

and things like that” 

This feeds into the wider political polarisation that concerns him. 

“with politics I'm afraid of like there being too much polarization kind of um, and I 

think we need to get back to like the fundamentals of democracy, where like both sides 

have valid opinions and like it's not useful to call the other side like communists and 

the other side like Nazis, like it's not helpful anymore yeah. Um and I feel like 

sometimes we need to just get rid of the whole like left right distinction because some 

issues, like issues need different distinctions and just because you use certain words 

doesn't mean you're automatically like identified as a like a capitalist who exploits 

people or like a crazy like socialist, like it's not useful so I'm worried about that kind of 

polarization”. 

 He does think this school “opens students up to other cultures and backgrounds” but at the 

same time he worries about the ideological implications of the curriculum and some teachers, 

inserting what he considers ideological perspectives.  
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“Yes sometimes um too much like with history it can be a little, I had a teacher he didn't 

like Trump very much, which is fair enough, and he compared um he made too many 

comparisons to Trump I think um, and I guess some of them were there because um 

you know so we felt it was kind of drawing on the contemporary a bit too much, 

muddying how you think about the past […] I don't think people pay as much attention 

to like the positive aspects of things so there can be sometimes like teachers maybe not 

consciously or whatever but adding their own kind of interpretations to things, I mean 

unless it's like a discussion in which case then it's just like a discussion and it doesn't 

matter what you what like you might think about it because then that's the point of 

discussion but um yeah that can definitely sometimes be like some injection of like an 

ideology or something”. 

However, William does not worry about dislocation and an international identity in the same 

way as others in this study, and despite a variety of national backgrounds in his wider family 

history and his own past, he is comfortable describing himself as English. 

“I feel like if you…if you are a citizen of the world you have to first of all be a citizen 

of a part of the world, otherwise you feel like there's a bit of kind of emptiness to it [..] 

it's your community and then it's your city and then it's the states and so it's useful to 

have an eye on like, the big, the big picture, yeah but you don't, you rarely need to do 

that. Um I think so I mean yeah, I mean if I meet someone who's also from England I 

might get like excited and I'll talk to them about this or that and they'll like catch a 

reference to something that that someone from from another part of the world might 

not okay might not get, but that doesn't, that's just like a useful reference point. Yeah 

um it's not really defining, yeah it's not it's not defining of an identity, it's more like the 

way you conduct yourself, I think because that's what people see and that's more 

important than like national identity” 
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William takes a non-essentialist position about his nationality throughout, but feels he can 

identify as English at times, and considers this important for avoiding a “rootlessness” and 

“dissociation”. He calls national identity “arbitrary” but at the same time thinks  

“it is useful because there are issues that need to be solved and there are like life is very 

difficult and you need um you can't have one big you can't have the world taking care 

of it, you you need like that's why it's useful to have like a prime minister or a monarch 

or something that is symbolically representing like your home” 

William is critical and reflective throughout on the global issues, but not in the same way 

regarding the social class of the school. His quietest moment in the interview comes when 

asked about whether he thinks international schools contribute to inequality. 

“Its like inequality of opportunity right? So not everyone can, yeah I mean, I guess not 

everyone can afford to go to international schools because they are expensive, um yeah 

I guess I agree with that yeah [when asked again to explain his views] Uh we have those 

conversations all the time, yeah sometimes too much, sometimes it gets a bit like, we 

get it, like there's a lot of um it's definitely more like more about inequality and things 

and that then then like the right-wing capitalist whatever that side of things um, and 

yeah I mean it's definitely true that like not everyone can afford to come to an 

international school and the IB isn't available to do like a large portion of any country's 

like population so yeah I agree” 

He criticises private education in the UK and its role in British politics, but is less reflexive 

about his own privilege. Having studied in international schools in England, Germany and 

others within Czech Republic, he has a good sense of the advantages (where he focuses on 

music studios, class sizes and close relationships with teachers), and endorses the institution 

which he feels does a good job in encouraging and stimulating open debate. 
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William does worry about the future of the economy and politics but is confident in 

himself whether that be a future as a lawyer or as a musician: “My own future I’m optimistic 

about […] I think I'll be okay”. For the wider political questions though he focuses on 

“scientific thinking” on social issues and prefers technological solutions over messy political 

reform. He believes schools are the best way to prepare the “next generation of engineers” to 

fix societal inequities and he is “cautiously optimistic” about that.  

William appears confident in himself and in his own future in the face of precarity, and 

hopeful in the possibilities of scientific progress for the wider issues 

 

Ten additional portraits 

Olga 

Olga is a Russian international student who joined the school last year after struggling in a 

Czech public school and a Russian private school. She enjoys the international ethos of the 

school and for the first time in her life, feels like she has found a sense of home. She had 

suffered some mental health issues over the past years but feels well supported within the 

school: “I really like studying here because like when I went through my dark time I was really 

supported by my classmates and my teachers”. She feels like this is because the international 

school has a ‘better’ group of people: 

“I think it's the case of international schools because like there are people who are like 

supporting each other because they're from different countries and it's sometimes hard 

for them to be like in different place […] it's like a shared experience […] and probably 

because like at an international school there are wealthier families than in normal 

schools […] it's like having better families and better background than like people in 

like because uh before I was living like in a small town in Czech Republic and it was 

very unfriendly because families were poor”. 
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She does appear dismissive of discussions around access to her advantages and when asked if 

she feels sorry for others who cannot access the same international community she can, she 

does not think it is an issue because of her own struggles at previous schools.  

“I don't think it's an issue because for example for me when I was like attending Czech 

school, I was feeling like really got adrift from my classmates, yeah and yeah I was 

bullied because of my like social status and so on, so like here I should feel like 

comfortable”. 

She recognises the wealthy background of students who attend the school and says that neither 

the school nor the curriculum provide a platform to discuss privilege (“we don't talk about it”). 

She does worry that for many students, international education is a way for “wealthier people 

[…] to show off” but for her it has been formational in her sense of direction for the future.  

She is an activist in the school around LGBT rights and violence against women, as 

well as a campaigner for change back in Russia. These efforts have led to her breaking off 

relationships with many family members in Moscow, straining her relationships with her 

parents, as well as leading her to worry for her own future civil liberties in the country after her 

social media campaigning. She has received death threats online over her commentary on 

Russian politics and is anxious about going back to the country.  

For her own future, she is very confident and wants to give back after her troubles with 

mental health. She has embraced an international identity and plans to study medicine in 

England and then work internationally, but one day wants to find a place to call home. To 

prepare for university, she has been volunteering with an oncology department, which she finds 

very rewarding (but dislikes using it for CAS). She is very grateful to her teachers and the IB 

curriculum in preparing her for her university education, as well as offering her a sense of 

belonging. 
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Karla 

Karla has been attending the school for the last three years having been educated in Germany 

and Sweden before this. She describes having a “confusion in what to call home” and thinks 

that international schools create a confusing sense of self. She also worries about her future “I 

go to study in a different country, and then what? Where do I go? Where do I live?”.  

 She is unique compared to most of the others interviewed as she does spend time outside 

of school with a people from a wide variety of socioeconomic backgrounds. She said people 

who attend her school standout though “we don’t talk about our parents or how much money 

we have but you see it”, and even if it is not discussed in school (it is swept “under the carpet”), 

in her athletics club her background is discussed a lot: “they [teenagers in the club] always say 

that I am spoiled or wealthier than them […] they see us as spoiled rich kids […] they see us 

as prestige children living off parents money”.  

 She recognises the privilege that comes with an international school describing it as 

offering “endless opportunities”. She said that it provides “opportunities for what comes 

afterwards”, describing the students in her school as “more exposed to the world and what 

comes next”. However, she is quick to point out that this does bring pressures, pressures that 

those in her athletics club do not understanding. She says, “we feel pressure” particularly 

because “we want to get into great universities abroad”. For her the university application 

process is fraught with anxiety because “we aim for named, known universities, which is very 

competitive”. 

 She hopes to carry out creative pursuits at university, possibly an Arts programme, but 

bemoans that the school offers little career advice or guidance in this area. However, she says 

that “business, law, medicine, they receive loads of help with applications”.  

 She worries about her future. She feels that with climate change, technological 

revolutions and the recent pandemic, there is a turn inwards within countries. “People who are 
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international all their lives feel more uncomfortable with the changes that are going to come 

[…] they don’t have anything to go back to”.  

 

Lev 

Lev is an Israeli citizen who has a firm sense of international mindedness. He is planning on 

studying international relations next year and is a firm believer in the value of international 

education. He differs from the other accounts in that he does not consider the school to be a 

particularly prestigious or privileged site. He describes the school as being diverse across socio-

economic backgrounds and when questioned describes his classmates as middle class. When 

pressed on the issue he says that he is lucky but that there are lots of good forms of education: 

“I think that any kind of education that you can get is good, any form of education is 

good, you know, there's some there's some people in countries that can't even go to 

school, you know. There are women who are prevented from it, you know, if you go to 

places like Afghanistan or any other of these countries. You know women, you know, 

could be beaten up for going to school, so I think that any kind of education is good. 

This one is also especially good because of the various things that they offer whether 

it's a trip here or whether it's learning a new subject that can help you develop your 

intelligence. So yeah I mean sure I would wish for, like I said, I would wish for anyone 

to have this kind of education, but any kind that you have that can help you get 

somewhere in life, you know use it, make the most of it. Yeah I uh I think it depends 

you know I think this one gives can give anyone a chance to come here, you know if 

they can um because there are some schools you know that are very selective, you 

know, like if you go to Eton College and they won't let everyone else, and you know, 

they might only let the son have a politician or a wealthy person uh go into that school. 

I think this school you know like, you know, some might argue with me I'd say but you 



   
 

126 
 

got to go to somewhere that's um affordable but you know I mean the good thing about 

the school is that you know it doesn't have a sort of a selective approach, you know, if 

you, if you can, you can come here and you can learn and benefit from it as much as 

possible. So I mean yeah I mean you could argue that it perpetuates [societal inequity] 

but I think that like you know having been someone who was here and seen people 

come and go I think anyone can enjoy it”. 

Lev offers a range of contradictions and justifications for his position within this account. He 

goes on to talk at length about the school, the IB curriculum and teachers improving his 

capacity for critical thinking and offering an excellent education for developing future leaders. 

He himself plans to work in geopolitics as a diplomat in the future. He concludes our interview 

by telling me that any education is valuable if you work hard. 

 

Nadia 

Nadia tells me that she has always felt like an outsider. She has lived in Central Europe as a 

Muslim for the past seven years and is one of the only North Africans studying at the school. 

She has attended international schools in Egypt, where she was a victim of intense bullying 

based on her background and now attends this school in Czech Republic where she feels 

welcome, if a little out of place. Her family are living in exile after her father lost his position 

in the government’s cabinet following a recgime change. She discusses Islamophobia that she 

has been exposed to within the school but largely within wider society. 

 She describes herself as having a conflicted sense of identity. On the one hand, she does 

not feel like she belongs in Europe, but still feels European when she goes back to North Africa. 

A particular point for her is how she embraces many secular values that she feels she has to 

hide when she returns home.  
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 She does not feel bad about her own wealth and states that the inequality she sees in 

Northern Africa is fine because she thinks people are very happy, happier and more content 

that Westerners. She discusses a school trip to Uganda where she was struck by how happy 

people were with very little, whereas she sees a lot of people in Europe who are unhappy.  

 She is very grateful for her international schooling and believes that her intercultural 

understanding will give her an advantage in the future when working in multinational 

corporations. Yet, still, she struggles to imagine her future and where she will end up telling 

me that she feels “between two worlds”. 

 

Michelle 

Michelle is also a non-fee-paying student and echoes many of the sentiments offered by Oscar 

earlier. She feels the school, the IB, individual teachers and students rarely discuss privilege 

and that everyone acts like it does not matter: “I think it should be talked about because I think 

a lot of people don't understand”. However, she is appreciative of her international school 

experience, particularly emphasising the level of teacher engagement and the open mindedness 

that comes with being surrounded by so many different nationalities. She has recently become 

interested in social activism and has been attending the Black Lives Matter protests. Her 

interest in this and climate change activism largely comes through her engagement on social 

media as opposed to through the school. She is worried about the future, but is confident that 

she will be okay, citing her academic performance and how well prepared she is for university. 

She has dual citizenship, Czech and American, but sees herself studying Biology in the future 

in England and eventually moving into research. She does not have a clear sense of where she 

will live but is open to travelling and seeing where she ends up. 
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Milan 

Milan is enthusiastic about many of the things that his international school experience has 

offered him over the last four years, but he has also has disappointments. Before joining, he 

was in Czech school and found that since coming here, he has improved his English, but more 

importantly gained confidence and better critical thinking skills. He states that Czech schools 

are about regurgitating knowledge, whereas he finds this school encourages him to think 

critically and develop his own opinion. But being gay has been difficult for him and he has 

been a victim of bullying based on his sexual orientation. He talks about the school tending 

towards a political centre but discusses some reactionary views he has come across on 

sexuality, race and inequality within the student body. He said he was quite surprised to 

discover classmate who hold some extreme views on sexuality. He recognises all of his 

advantages within the school but believes that education in Czech Republic is meritocratic as 

his sister has managed to get a degree and a good job without attending an international school. 

He is planning to study Psychology next year in the Netherlands and believes the school has 

encouraged him ‘to find his own voice’ and be confident in himself. He is beholden to the 

school for that. 

 

Pavel 

Like Milan, Pavel joined the school four years ago, and is very open about the tremendous 

advantages to attending an international school over Czech public school. For instance, he has 

discovered an interest in programming, which he never would have had the opportunity to 

pursue in his previous school. He does worry though about the impact of a homogenously 

affluent student body and feels like most students will “unconsciously, unknowingly 

perpetuate” social problems and inequality. He discusses his own brother’s issues in public 

school and feels that his brother would have done better in his life if he could have attended an 
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elite school like this one. Pavel plans to study abroad next year in computer science or 

engineering and is self-assured about his future. He firmly believes that society’s problems can 

be solved by technology and feels that he can play a positive role in this. 

 

Katerina 

Katerina is very interested in why people act the way that they do and at a societal level she is 

fascinated by the interactions between those in Czech Republic who are expats and those who 

are locals. She discusses what she deems ‘the progressive, open-minded’ views of those who 

connect to global issues and have a care for the planet versus those who are more insular and 

‘nativist’ in their outlook. She has been educated in an elite Czech school before joining two 

years ago and she has seen the interplay between these two viewpoints in the student bodies. 

But for her, she thinks it is encapsulated more in the different mindsets between the capital, 

Prague and the smaller villages and cities that make up the country. She has family living in 

the latter and characterises their perspective as ‘close-minded’. The urban and rural divides 

interest her but any inequality between the two for her is down to the different outlooks. She 

firmly believes that her family choose to value education, so she rightly deserves the 

advantages that she has gained.  

She said that the school has changed her sense of identity enormously, as she now has 

friends from all over the world. She is currently learning Japanese because she is interested in 

that culture, a passion she discovered through her Japanese friends at the school. She thinks her 

international identity will serve her well into the future, particularly aiding her in her plans to 

study Psychology next year in England. She perceives her privilege in this but is a firm believer 

that education is key to social mobility and that everyone can make use of this. 
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Karel 

Karel is different compared to many of the students interviewed as he moves between 

international and local groups outside of school. He is a keen golfer and plays at a top club in 

the Czech Republic and most of his friends within the club are Czech and attend private Czech 

schools. However, he also spends his spare time with an eclectic group of friends from his 

school, including students from Korea, Israel and Azerbaijan. He is an advocate of international 

education as providing progressive, student-centred education and believes that it offers him 

the opportunities to attend a top university and eventually benefit him working in international 

business. He is very critical of the Czech education system and thinks it should be reformed so 

that everyone can access the quality education that he has received. He plans to study Computer 

Science abroad next year and believes technology will be the key to solving our current crises, 

citing the efforts of Elon Musk and Jeff Bezos. He firmly believes that large corporations will 

be key to solving the world’s crises through social initiatives. He wants to be a key leader in 

this movement. 

 

Eva 

Eva is the only student I spoke to who seems to dislike the student body as a whole. She joined 

the school six years ago, but misses the “authentic”, “honest” and “trustworthy” students in her 

previous Czech school. She said that students in the school are all “slightly spoiled […] which 

brings a headstrong sense of who they are that conflicts with others when others are the same”. 

She said that students in the school are “both very confident with themselves, and they struggle 

to see mistakes in themselves”. She said she has developed this confidence herself since joining 

the school. She talks about being shy before she arrived but now has gained a tremendous 

confidence and discusses how this ‘headstrongness’ that she identified as negative, will be very 
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useful for “the world of business”. She is very critical of the IB and the school for their 

approach to developing socially aware individuals describing their attempts as ‘a box ticking 

exercising’ and more about ‘advertisement’ than encouraging genuine change. Despite her 

consistent discussion of advantages and her own dislike for what international schools cultivate 

she refuses to be drawn on whether she receives privileges that others lack. She fiercely defends 

meritocracy and believes that she is the reason why she has developed a sense of confidence, 

despite previously saying this was created by the school. She concludes by telling me that she 

plans to study law at Warwick next year but worries her year group will perpetuate societal 

inequity “fully and proudly”. She hopes she will resist and leave the world a slightly better 

place.  

 

4.4 Interpreting the Data: Towards A Theory of Practice 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice (1977) offers a conceptual framework for the broader systems 

and structures that underlie the impact of an elite international school on affluent students. The 

accounts above all lend insights into how social class, familial doxa and the school as a site of 

intersection between these areas, and with its own doxa, are all powerful forces in the lives of 

these international students and key to how they think about privilege. Bourdieu’s theory is 

useful here, as it accounts for the dichotomous relationship between individuals and the broader 

social world, elucidating how the concepts of field, habitus and capital are all part of both a 

‘structured’ and ‘structuring’ process through which perspectives and dispositions are 

developed (Bourdieu, 1984/2010: p. 170). In this way, the international school could be seen 

as cementing a new global class structure, where the students at the school move on to ‘elite’ 

universities and eventually work in globally mobile, ‘elite’ jobs. The school itself could be 

offering the social and cultural capital for this developing field and bestowing a distinction to 

the students. Bourdieu’s theory would suggest the school as a site for encouraging the status 
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quo through the establishment of general dispositions on social and political issues within the 

student body. Yet, at times, this theory feels strained when applied to the nuanced, complicated, 

and often contradicting narratives of the individual students in this study.  

To an extent, Bourdieu’s theory offers insight into some of the wider processes 

happening within international education in terms of encouraging modes of thought that 

perpetuate inequalities. But the accounts above suggest a more fragmented and complex reality 

at a micro-level. For instance, the students convey various perspectives on the importance of 

their social class background, family relations and social media engagement in terms of shaping 

their views and their reactions to their own privilege. The school, the institutional habitus, can 

be seen as a place where these interests interact, as the accounts depict, particularly strong in 

the relationship with teachers, peers, administrators and through the curriculum. Their 

motivations for attending the school seemed varied, most interested in developing intercultural 

understandings as opposed to gaining capital for future social mobility or reproduction. 

The perspectives and understandings of privilege varied immensely too, with some 

approaching it as key to their identities, while others chose to remove it from their lifeworld. 

Likewise, their social and political actions in response differed, with some involved in online 

and in-person activism at a local and global level; while others criticised these actions and took 

more conservative positions on social change. Most were highly complementary of the school 

in terms of its ethos and the standard of education, but some were critical of parental power 

and the school as a ‘business’. Some students firmly embraced globally mobile identities, while 

others felt firmly rooted in national ones. Even discussing whether the school was successful 

in encouraging international mindedness or not felt problematic. 

There are similarities across the accounts and some conclusions will be drawn in the 

discussion section, but what is clear is that the students offer diverse and paradoxical 

perspectives on the privilege developed within the elite international school and its impact on 
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them, their familial doxa being a powerful influence on this. It is clear that the students respond 

to this in different ways and are not fixed agents in the face of the institutional habitus. 

 

4.5 Chapter summary 

This chapter offered an overview of the narratives that students offered on their own privilege 

and the habitus of an elite international school in Czech Republic. After presenting the results 

of the thematic analysis, I moved to answer the research questions by exploring the perspectives 

of sixteen students on their social realities. These attested to the processes of social 

reproduction within Bourdieu’s theory, as well as presenting new manifestations based on the 

different historical and social determinants of 21st century elite, international schooling. The 

results on the field of power in the elite international school will be extrapolated on in the next 

section of this thesis. 
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5. Discussion 

5.1 Introduction 

The chapter is predicated on the data presented in the results section and looks to extrapolate 

to wider questions around educational justice and international education. This chapter looks 

to more directly engage with applying a Bourdieusean framework within the context of a 

contemporary form of globalised social reproduction. The first section will apply the 

conceptual tools that Bourdieu offers to weigh the influence of social class, family background 

and the school in the development of the students’ thoughts on privilege. The aim is to 

emphasise the habitus of this elite school as the site where these influences interact and examine 

their impact on shaping students’ identities. It encapsulates and expands on some of the analysis 

in the results section to elucidate the complex social realities of an international school and its 

role in structuring and re-structuring the social order. The second section explores the precarity 

of these students lives and the global class structure they inhabit. It will examine elite schooling 

within the context of the socio-economic-political instability of the global capitalist system. It 

will also look at the pressures and difficulties that students’ face within this competitive and 

uncertain environment. The next section will explicate the students’ technocratic approach to 

social problems and analyse this as a new manifestation within the neoliberal market paradigm. 

The final section will conclude by examining the potentialities for international education and 

progressive internationalism. This will analyse current models of international education and 

examine ways to transcend the current predicaments. 

 

5.2 The Habitus of the Elite International School 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice demonstrates how schooling is largely a conservative force 

tending to support the continued establishment of social structures (1977). However, he differs 

from his Weberian, Marxist and Durkheimian roots, as well as from his Neo-Marxist 
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contemporaries like Althusser and Adorno (see Grenfell, 2007: p. 39), by emphasising the 

connection between this and culture generally, while exploring how knowledge formation itself 

reproduces social hierarchies. This ‘cultural unconscious’ (1971: p. 178), an amalgamation of 

Jungian and Durkheimian theory (Grenfell, 2007), positions the school as directing the way 

agents think and act by propagating and maintaining certain world views.  

“The school is required to perpetuate and transmit the capital of consecrated cultural 

signs, that is, the culture handed down to it by the intellectual creators of the past, and 

to mould to a practice in accordance with model of that culture a public assailed by 

conflicting, schismatic or heritage messages […] further it is obliged to establish and 

define systematically the sphere of orthodox culture and the sphere of heretical culture” 

(1971: p. 178).  

The students at the elite school in Czech Republic demonstrated the power of habitus and field 

through their accounts, but were not fixed in this perspective, and this section will examine 

how on the one hand the school inculcated ways of thinking and approaching the world that 

look to maintain positions of privilege, while also presenting the students as questioning the 

dominant narratives and their role in society. 

Bourdieu’s research demonstrated the habit-forming force of education as part of a 

process of saturation by which ‘men formed by a certain school have in common a certain cast 

of mind’ (1971: p. 182), which we see in the interviews to some extent around questions of 

national identity, self-confidence and future aspirations. This cultivated habitus is part of the 

‘cultural unconscious’ of the agent, as well as the link between the individual and wider society. 

Through exploring the oft dialectical relationship between systems of education and systems 

of thought, we can begin to understand global society and how it operates, as well as using 

sociology as a guide for social change. This section begins by exploring the individual impact 
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and shared dispositions of the students interviewed, focusing directly on applying Bourdieu’s 

thinking tools through weighing the influence of the school alongside other factors.  

Social Class 

With yearly public expenditure on secondary education in Czech Republic falling to around 

9000 euro per child (OECD, 2019) compared to the upper fees of 22000 euro per child in this 

institution, there are obvious questions around educational justice. But nearly every student 

echoed that privilege was an issue that was rarely raised or examined in the school: “It's just 

again not talked about yeah, people don't like to think about it” (Adam). Most students 

concurred that explorations of their own social class background were largely hidden from 

them, certainly not engaged with in the curriculum. Honza commented that “income inequality 

is an issue that I think isn’t discussed enough and I’m appreciative of it being discussed [in this 

interview], especially in relation to the school because it is something that perhaps is 

overlooked often, the impact of the school, and institutions like this in perpetuating these types 

of systems”.  

For some students though, reflections on social class were a central part of their 

engagement at school. For both Oscar and Michelle, the two non-fee-paying students in this 

study, their awareness of the class differences to their peers was clear, even if the engagement 

on these considerations in the classroom was limited. Oscar commented that “here quite a lot 

of people are very different to me […] I think a lot of the people that go to the school have 

probably come from, definitely come from wealthier backgrounds than me and so go on 

probably very different holidays to me and have had a very different upbringing relative to 

much of the rest of the world”. Michelle reflected on how the students at the school are viewed 

differently by wider Czech society and on how she recognises the difference between her and 

others in her year group. It is difficult to use these two students as representative of a ‘habitus 

clash’ within the school, as the sample size is so limited, but it is interesting to note discernible 
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differences in their response compared to other students who either denied social class as being 

important or viewed themselves and peers as middle class.  

But how important is social class in the development of these students’ identities and 

reaction to privilege? This is difficult to assay, partially because of the hidden nature of 

privilege within the school and partially because of the contradictions within the accounts. 

Bourdieu’s concept of misrecognition offers insights here as the roles the students take on in 

their social world of the elite international school, and the roles they will take on afterwards, 

hide them from the mechanisms through which they have been produced. The social agents get 

caught up in the process of forgetting how they have been produced in and by the field in which 

they operate. 

But an interesting case to consider through this approach is Pavel who moved from a 

public school four years ago, the first in his family to attend a private school. He discussed how 

over time attending the school, he became distant to his friends from public school: “they had 

like interests that I didn’t find myself into, so in terms of like maybe the genre of music or the 

way they were like dressing themselves, behaving, spending their free time. I was like yea, it’s 

nice yeah, but it was not me, I just couldn’t fully express myself. So if I did, I was like scared 

that I would not look as good as them or they would laugh, I would be embarrassed or 

something like that, so this uncomfortable feeling I think got me like out of this group, so when 

we had to meet up, I would probably not come all the time and then eventually we kind of 

stopped talking”. Pavel reflects on how he has developed differently from his former friends. 

Of course, this may be coincidental, teenagers change a lot, but it feels pertinent that this 

occurred through his move to the elite school. He discusses how most of his friends outside of 

school now attend the school or other private international schools. Did this change occur 

because of the school or his developing friendships with those within the school? 
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This network of privileged friends was something echoed by many students within the 

study, most saying they spent their free time with other international school students. Karla felt 

isolated at times from a more diverse socio-economic spectrum at her Athletics team, even 

being teased or bullied based on this. Jana felt distant from Czech society through attending 

the school.  

The impact of spending time with a homogenous group of individual students is worth 

exploring and surely has an influence on their dispositions. Adam encapsulates this well when 

he said “I think that’s just the international school environment: you shove enough wealthy 

people together, this sort of reinforcing is bound to happen”. Katerina was convinced of this, 

commenting on how confident students in the school were, a fact she attributed to their sense 

of entitlement. She believes that most of her classmates will be future business leaders and 

“actively perpetuate their privilege and wider inequality”. 

But the networks were not limited to those around them, with many continuing to foster 

links with students in previous international schools. Elena discussed her continued important 

friendships with students from her time in Pakistan and Thailand. Being surrounded by those 

of a similar background has the potential to reinforce certain viewpoints, possibly favourable 

to your own position. For many parents, the desire for private education is the access to this 

network and thus the broader social structures. Bourdieu referred to this as social capital, the 

gaining of access by attending an elite school: “the sum of the resources, actual and virtual, 

that accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or 

less institutionalised relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” (1992: p. 119). It 

is interesting to note the 21st century manifestation that moves across social media platforms 

too. The students placed great emphasis on these relationships, so it would be fair to argue that 

they do impact their thoughts on privilege. How these connections offer social contacts, which 

in turn provide social positions and opportunities, is more complicated and whether they will 
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utilise these in the future remains to be seen, but it seems unlikely that students will avoid 

utilising the networks that they are fostering at national and international levels. 

 Oscar did express concern about the impact that spending time with students from a 

similar background has: 

“I think possible people who come from a fairly affluent background may see the 

political debate as not particular important because people here haven’t experience the 

poverty which surrounds them here […] and you know um people here may not see 

climate change as particularly relevant to their lives and they may not see black lives 

matter protests as particularly important to their lives […] I wouldn’t say that the school 

actively perpetuates that apathy, but I think the school could do more to eliminate that 

apathy”. 

Other students (Honza, Jana, Adam, Katerina, Michelle and Karla) expressed similar concerns 

about the impact of being surrounded by the same social class in school and then outside of it. 

It is tempting to rely here on Bourdieu’s summation that social and cultural capital allow for 

the legitimisation of social hierarchies, as those who attain it, move on to dominant positions 

that allow them to reproduce the status quo from which they benefitted. Bourdieu describes 

this as ‘symbolic power’, the power “of consecration of revelation, a power to conceal or reveal 

things which are already there” (p. 138). The symbolic power the students gain, as well as the 

maldistribution of opportunity, seem to contradict the egalitarian notions that international 

schooling was founded upon, as well as the principles of international mindedness more 

broadly, so it is worth questioning the effect of social class on their reaction to privilege. But 

interviews do not suggest that the misrecognition is strong enough to blind the students, with 

many questioning the status quo and affirming the need to disseminate the benefits of 

international schooling to a more diverse socio-economic spectrum. Social class is certainly 
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important in shaping the students, but many are reacting and questioning their positions, even 

if this is not encouraged at school or common within their conversations with friends. 

 

Family background 

For the students who did question the class dynamics within the school, a great deal of emphasis 

was placed on the role of their parents in shaping their reactions to privilege, as opposed to the 

school or curriculum. Michelle felt that family was the biggest influence on students’ response 

to their privilege: “It’s based on your family (considerations of your privilege) […] most don’t 

care and so, I don’t know what would change that or what would change people’s opinions”. 

Michelle credits her family background as being key to thinking about these questions and to 

getting her “to think of things in perspective”. Adam, Oscar, Katerina and Honza both echoed 

similar statements, with Honza stating that he has thought about income inequality not because 

of the school, but because of continued conversations with his parents.  

 Milan felt that family background was key to the dispositions of students and that the 

school could only play a small role in shaping this. When asked about his peers’ reaction to 

privilege, he said that it “is very much an individual thing”, feeling that the biggest influence 

is the background of each student “so from their family and their culture” which in turn led to 

“some sort of centred political view”. He also linked this to has “some students do show off 

their money more than others” saying that he thinks this is “a way of setting themselves apart 

[…] in international schools there is this sort mentality of showing off how much money you 

have”.  

 Most students agreed that parents were a key influence on the cultivation of privilege 

and their identities, but some accounts expressed divergent views, with Olga discussing how 

her developing international mindedness and progressive ideals were isolating her from her 

Russian parents. Similarly, Pavel, Karel, Eva and Katerina all expressed feeling different from 
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Czech people in the rural towns they were from, as well as their families sometimes. This came 

down to reactions on social and political issues, particularly the refugee crisis as being 

contentious. While Nadia felt dislocated from her North African background and different to 

her parents in terms of attitudes towards religious and cultural practices. Whereas Elena felt 

the international school and her international identity brought her closer to her parents (both 

work as EU diplomats).  

An interesting consideration here is the difference between many of the students 

attending an international school and their parents, who mostly did not attend such an 

institution. For some students, the international school, intercultural understanding, and global 

mobility are part of the family background in terms of work, etc., whereas for others, they are 

the first generation to experience this education. In The Inheritors, Bourdieu and Passeron 

explore how forms of social and cultural distinctions can work in a similar way to financial 

means of selection (1979). They demonstrate that individual merit as a legitimisation of the 

social order can be perpetuated through families as disadvantaged groups lack the codes for 

social recognition. In a way, this is more worrying than economic selection, as the exclusionary 

practice is presented as a field of equal opportunities. But what are the codes for success within 

the elite international school? Is there a disposition that allows the students to succeed in the 

institution and then eventually through the capital of the international exam system? If so, is 

this fostered within the institution or through the parents? The thematic analysis suggested that 

confidence in their future success and individualism were traits that most of the students 

displayed, but how was that developed? Social class, family background and school must surely 

play a combined role.  

But this research suggests that there may be a clash between what the international 

school tries to offer and the parental perspectives. At times, this presented itself as a more 

progressive force for getting the students to consider their privilege, while at other times, it 
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seemed to be a conservative force when approaching the progressive ideals of international 

schooling. Akin to this, divergent views start to arise between traditional, national identities for 

parents and their children’s cosmopolitanism. Regardless of the contradictions here, what is 

clear is that the students firmly felt that their reactions to social and political questions was 

largely influenced by their parents, and either challenged or reinforced then at school.  

 

School and Social Reproduction 

Through the data, it is possible to speak to this elite international school as an institutional 

habitus shaping the students. The influences of social class and family background are 

pertinent, but the school is the intersection of these influences along with the actions of 

teachers, school management and IB policymakers. The elite international school receives its 

legitimacy through the narrative of international education being about developing empathetic, 

global citizens who are focused on spreading intercultural understanding and solving questions 

of global social justice. But this contradicts the socio-political context from which students are 

excluded from schools based on wealth. It is not just that these conversations are uncomfortable 

(Honza: “I think from our point of view those types of conversations can be uncomfortable 

[…] so we don’t have them”), but the habitus is actively suppressing them because the 

legitimacy of the school is linked to ideologies connected to perceived fairness and equality. 

This is not to dismiss the agency of individuals to enact change or the valiant efforts of those 

striving for socially just pedagogic action, but it is difficult to avoid the powerful structuring 

and re-structuring within the field and habitus that is enacted by the pursuit of economic, 

cultural and social capital. These forms of capital are obtained with the aim of success, both in 

terms of societal recognition (in the Hegelian sense too) and in terms of success in the global 

economic competition. Students and parents are attracted to international education because of 

the varying forms of capital it bestows, and those working within the institutions are invested 
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in the supply. By examining this, we can see the clearest delineation of what types of privilege 

are being cultivated in this elite institution.  

The engagement with capital in its plurality of forms was presented as complex across 

the interviews. Some areas within this will be covered later in this discussion section such as 

dispositions towards individualism and international mindedness, but some more concrete 

forms can be seen through the students’ self-understandings. Certainly, most students explored 

English as being a key form of cultural capital. As prior studies on international schools note 

(explored in detail in the literature review), English as the lingua franca is desired for students 

to access elite universities and roles in multinational corporations. As the language of 

instruction, and through the EMI teachers available, the students gained an advantage that 

provides them possible access to the global network of opportunities, be they university places 

or future elite jobs. The students viewed the IB diploma overall as a form of cultural capital 

that facilitated this. It was discussed as providing the framework for future university success, 

as well as allowing access. Students articulated how many of their school experiences were 

then co-opted within this, as CAS (the service and action part of the programme) became about 

‘ticking boxes’ or ‘playing the game’ for university admissions. Honza’s account depicted this 

dramatically as he speculates on whether his success in receiving a university place at two 

different Ivy League schools would have been possible without the support he received from 

guidance counsellors, teachers, etc. 

The homogenous student background seems to be an impediment to international 

education as Adam noted “some of these international schools are just echo chambers where 

everybody is saying the same thing over and over again” looking to pass on a “standard liberal, 

neoliberal mindset”. Adam though said this depended on the individual institution, feeling his 

previous international school in Singapore created a “graduating class that is probably more 

open-minded, uh, less xenophobic and uh, I guess more understanding of the world and it’s 
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cultures”. Michelle felt this was somewhat successful in the school, as she said many students 

graduated more “open-minded”. However, Elena worried about the authenticity of this: “they 

can kind of trick themselves, like they know they aren’t being truthful, but like they kind of 

want to pretend like ‘Oh, I’m international’ so I feel like that’s why they go to these schools, 

so again, like a status symbol more than anything else”. The authentic of the international 

mindedness is difficult to judge. At times, it is worth questioning whether there is an 

intellectualisation of social change being encouraged? This fits with the mantra of global 

capitalism and industry that asserts that societal problems can be solved through engineering 

new forms of corporate social responsibility and action. Yet, a deeper, care and empathy 

seemed apparent amongst the responses too, alongside admirable activism. 

But how can a school get students to deeply consider their privilege and perspectives 

and would this be an attraction or a downside for perspective parents? Students raised the 

various service-learning trips to Uganda, Kenya and Cambodia as broadening intercultural 

understanding. Some credited the coming together of many different cultures to achieve this. 

The curriculum certainly has a role to play, and the small class sizes, facilities and resources 

were all benefits that the students discussed in their accounts, along with individual teachers. 

“I think the school does a pretty good job of getting people to think about global issues. I think 

teachers, say with tutor times, and in lessons, um especially yourself, are very good in general 

about uh getting us to think about broader world issues” remarked Oscar. 

Despite some of the admirable idealism and the students’ own critical reflection in the 

interviews, it is difficult to move past the belief that most students will cement and perpetuate 

their positions within society. Individually, teachers can present ideas around social 

reproduction, but the wider influences and structures deeply hamper this. This is to respond to 

critical pedagogy on the grounds that it is unrealistic and utopian to imagine that a single 

teacher or even a small group of teachers could enact radical change through the curriculum by 
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simply exposing the contradictions and inequities of the school and wider society. But the 

students did attest to the challenges that some teachers offered to consider social change in a 

way that confronted the status quo. Similarly, their exposure outside of school through the 

current crises depicted a questioning of this. Yet, moving this knowledge to new socio-political 

alternatives is a far different development and shows some of the limitations imposed by 

habitus. For Oscar most people in the school “live in blissful ignorance of their privilege”, and 

despite teachers that “are willing to promote discussion on inequality and injustices” he does 

not think this has “a particularly transformative effect on people’s outlook”.  

Yet, there is solace here too, as he questions it, and many of the other students do. One 

could question whether the social class backgrounds, family and school’s culture are all being 

challenged based on the students’ responses to global crises? Of course, at a fundamental level, 

one can see to an extent how parents accumulate wealth and power and then look to maintain 

or increase a privileged position of power or influence through their children’s education. In 

some ways, cultural capital is the sanctification of economic capital as it becomes a means for 

social differentiation through academic credentials. Fourteen of the sixteen students 

interviewed are part of an elite strata within their society, as they are fee paying students at one 

of the most prestigious (and most expensive) institutions in the country. The payment of fees 

demonstrates how the education is valued and parents can only presumably look to gain an 

advantage through this. Some students (Nadia, Katerina and Eva) described attending their 

school as being a form of prestige and social distinction. 

 Yet, this narrative feels myopic based on the interviews. Social reproduction is certainly 

taking place, but there also seems to be a more complex process of national versus international 

identities, progressivism versus conservatism, acceptance versus revolt, occurring. The 

contradictions through and within accounts, maybe speak to schisms appearing in how 

education explores and challenges the intersectionality of class, gender, and race, while looking 
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to question global inequality. It is possible to speak of dispositions within the students 

interviewed: a firm sense of independence and confidence, a belief for some in meritocracy, a 

degree of individualism; but there are dispositions too that are not strictly designed for social 

mobility and the reproduction of the status quo. Students questioning the world around them 

and striving to change it.    

Through applying Bourdieu’s thinking tools, wider society can have a greater 

understanding of social problems and the unfairness of domination within global hierarchical 

systems. But this status quo is not fixed and a rational utopianism is possible through the “little 

things” that “generate changes that generate changes” (Bourdieu, 2000: p. 19). By looking at 

the elite international school in Bourdieusean terms we can explore the emancipatory potential 

that comes through revealing the generating structures. Certainly, the school can challenge 

these structures, but in a blunted approach. Social reproduction is not eternal though, and 

habitus is not destiny. The final contribution of Bourdieu’s conceptual tools will be explored 

in the last section of the discussion. 

 

5.3 The Global Class Structure, Precarity and Neoliberalism 

But to consider Bourdieu’s concept of social reproduction we need to explore a new 

universalistic approach that goes beyond the confines of the nation state, hence the inclusion 

of Standing and Piketty in the theoretical framework. This is necessary because the 

international school is a transnational space and because examining a transnational perspective 

is the only way to analyse the students’ accounts that exist within a global class structure. This 

also raises further implications of the students’ perception of their school in terms of privilege 

and its impact on their identities. 
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Students and the Global Class Structure 

The first development to note since the majority of Bourdieu’s thought was published is that 

since the 1980s, socioeconomic inequality has increased in all regions of the world (Piketty, 

2020: p. 1). The World Inequality Report 2018 demonstrates that income inequality has 

increased rapidly in China, India, Russia and North America, with moderate rises in Europe 

(WIR, 2018). The modes of social reproduction that Bourdieu explicated have only been 

exacerbated since his writings, though in different forms. The COVID-19 pandemic has further 

exposed these inequalities in terms of wealth, education, health and power.    

 More closely aligned to classical Marxism than Bourdieu, Standing (2011, 2016) is 

useful as he explores the global transformation in the global class structure though the 

emergence of a new hierarchy from elites to precariats (see literature review for more). To be 

clear, he posits precariats as a class in the making, but since his hope in 2011 of this group 

moving to be a class for itself and thus to be a power of positive change in terms of 

redistribution, it looks increasingly more likely that it will take the form of populist revolt. Yet, 

Standing is highly applicable for offering an outline of how a new global class structure has 

become superimposed over old national structures. He also tracks how the downward trend in 

wages in developed countries is highly linked to the introduction of emergent economies to the 

global labour market and their two billion new low wage workers. He combines this with the 

liberalisation of markets since the 1980s and the subsequent loss of social solidarity to 

demonstrate the loss of labour’s collective bargaining power (2011). What is most pertinent 

here is that this is the global economy that international students are entering. Alongside the 

fundamental changes that ‘The Fourth Industrial Revolution’ looks to bring Standing 

conception offers an accurate, but bleak picture of the future of the global economy. The 

precariousness of that future is something that the students were clearly anxious about despite 

their overall confidence in themselves.  
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 Piketty conceives of a similar development to Standing, but through less of the Marxist 

guise, as he accounts for how “globalisation has attained another level altogether in the era of 

hypercapitalism [a term he prefers to neoliberalism] and digital technology” which has resulted 

in a global system that “remains hierarchical and not sufficiently social or democratic” while 

introducing “new tensions […] both within and between countries” (2020: pp. 648-649). This 

new global structure provides a different and important aspect to Bourdieu’s concept of social 

reproduction. The new forms of habitus and field link to a global economic system as opposed 

to a national one.  

The students displayed a keen awareness of global politics and the uncertainty of their 

own economic futures, as well as for their generation more generally. The precarity of their 

lives and the success or failure based on their educational outcome certainly provides a 

different stimulus than Bourdieu’s work accounted for. Regardless of being privileged, the 

students discussed how they are facing a future of insecurity, and where they end up at the top 

of that hierarchy, brings pressure and difficulties.  

 This wider context increases the competitive nature of the environment for Honza: “I 

think there is a culture at the school, as much as the school is very friendly […] there is a 

competitive culture, an edge […] I think perhaps at times there were things done that are 

slightly immoral or slightly unethical by students […] I think we are all driven by 

competitiveness, maybe an extreme”. Given the financial contribution of parents, there was an 

expectation of the school to maintain high levels of success in the IB examination, which in 

turn fosters a certain atmosphere within the school. Honza later remarked “students will do 

anything to get ahead”. Pavel described the programme as “stressful” and said he had “days 

where there is too much expectation”. Olga, Katerina and others expressed anxiety over the 

current workload, their futures and alluded to mental health concerns. Jana expressed similar 

feelings but linked them to her indeterminacy about her own identity and where she fit in as an 
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internationally minded young person. Standing (2011; 2016) is useful for understanding the 

wider context for the pressures the students discussed in the face of social-technological 

revolution, the casualisation of labour and the uncertainty of the future economy, whereas 

Piketty (2014; 2020) offers insights into the tensions these have brought in terms of a backlash 

against cosmopolitan identities.    

 The students displayed a keen awareness of global politics and the uncertainty of their 

own economic futures, as well as for their generation more generally. The precarity of their 

lives and the success or failure based on their educational outcome certainly provides a 

different stimulus than Bourdieu’s work accounted for. Regardless of being privileged, the 

students discussed how they are facing a future of insecurity, and where they end up at the top 

of that hierarchy, brings pressure and difficulties. The populist backlash against 

cosmopolitanism that Piketty outlines was considered by the students too, adding to this 

uncertainty. Despite their advantages, when they conceive of their own privilege, they are 

responding to these precarious circumstances. 

 

Fracturing International Mindedness 

These circumstances exacerbated a general sense of rootlessness for some of the students, but 

still there was a diversity of views on their identities as national versus global citizens. In 

contrast to prior research on international education, the student body had a far more 

ambivalent attitude towards international mindedness than would be expected for an 

international school, particularly commenting on more problematic manifestations of it.  

 Piketty’s work demonstrates the global social structures that internationalism can 

operate within and the different forms it can take (2014; 2020). From his analysis, three distinct 

forms can be seen: progressive internationalism, reactionary internationalism and the global 

neoliberal form of internationalism. The latter is the traditional model of internationalism 
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concerned with open, liberalised markets, free trade agreements, financial deregulation and 

wider integration. Reactionary internationalism accounts for the new forms of international 

solidarity across illiberal regimes. Though insular, and occurring simultaneously with social 

nativism, there is an international agenda for populist rulers.  

 The students echoed this fracturing within their accounts. Elena discussed the social 

nativism she could see in the toxic masculinity of some of her peers. Many (Jana, Pavel, 

Katerina, Eva, Karel and others) discussed their own anxiety about the rise of populist politics 

in the Czech Republic, while others worried about its role in politics in countries like Britain 

(Oscar and William), the US (Michelle) and throughout the EU, particularly Hungary and 

Poland (Elena). In a similar way, Honza discussed a developing hostility towards the types of 

students attending international schools. Some students clearly encouraged the ‘neoliberal 

model’ of internationalism (Adam and William); however, others argued for a form of 

progressive internationalism and encouraged more radical change (Oscar, Michelle and 

Honza). Parents, the school and/or social class all played a role in encouraging or discouraging 

these viewpoints.  

 Traditional research on international school has viewed them as legitimate or 

illegitimate on their ability to inculcate international mindedness, but some students (Nadia, 

Milan, Elena, Honza and Oscar) commented on examples of xenophobia, homophobia, anti-

Semitism, far-right ideologies and extreme nationalist identities. The habitus of the school 

seemed to simultaneously foster students who conformed to the projected ideals of 

international mindedness, as well as cementing atavistic identities for others through the hidden 

curriculum. These fractures in global politics are clearly playing out within the student body.  

 But despite this, many students interviewed presented strong belief in global change 

and collective solidarity in the face of global warming and technological revolution. There 

could be an intensification of nationalist and identitarian conflict in the future or a progressive 
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internationalism could offer potential for new forms of international legal frameworks. Yet, 

what is clear is that international schools could be a far more diverse site for views on 

international mindedness than prior research suggests.      

 

Existential Uncertainty for International Students 

This fracturing of international mindedness and the precarity of the global capitalist system 

also reflect a more general perspective from the students: a deep sense of existential 

uncertainty. Oscar embodied this well stating “personally, I think severe changes [are needed] 

I think the current political system of capitalism, the current world order, is not compatible 

with a sustainable future”. As digital natives, the students are highly involved and aware of 

global crises around the environment, race, etc., but particularly in the light of the pandemic, 

there is an incredible awareness of the not-knowing about how to act and the general 

uncertainty of the age. With the failures of the ideological foundations of communism and ‘end 

of history’ liberalism, students have few grand narratives to guide them and regularly expressed 

political apathy and feelings of disenfranchisement.  

Yet, it would be impossible to deny some of their enthusiasm too for this as a time of 

great social change. Some students are involved in admirable political activism, while most 

want to strive towards work that encourages positive changes. But maybe that feeling is 

common: the revolutions of 1848, the summer of ’68, there are plenty of moments in history 

where people felt on the cusp of revolution, only for movements to end in failure and 

disappointment. However, maybe for these students they really will challenge the processes of 

social reproduction and create new emancipatory global alternatives to our current systems. 
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Education and the Neoliberal Paradigm 

A major impediment that runs across accounts, identified most clearly by Eva’s worries about 

the marketisation of education, is the economic primacy that has shaped contemporary thinking 

around schooling. The students throughout their responses highlighted the neoliberal 

transformation of the educational process, both in terms of how they conceived of their futures 

and through their current reflections on the school. They discussed their feelings of isolation 

from wider society, their mental health and well-being issues and their estrangement from their 

passions. The limitations on education of the neoliberal paradigm are a key part of 

understanding these problems.     

Bourdieu explores neoliberalism in his later works focusing on how the “strong 

discourse” of neoliberalism tears apart our “collective structures”, by insisting on reimagining 

our economic and social realities around individual thought and individual profit (1999). For 

Bourdieu, neoliberalism manipulates the pedagogical basis for schooling towards human 

capital: the creation of consumers and workers (ibid.). But the commodification of schooling 

is deeper than this as the neoliberal reformation have created a model of education bereft of 

humanist values. 

This can be seen in the neoliberal subjugation of knowledge and schooling. When 

scientific advancements and technological progress are caught within the economic episteme, 

knowledge itself can never be autonomous. When human creativity is framed in profit 

maximisation and financial accumulation, we waste the potential of our collective cognitive 

capacities. The marketisation, privatisation and commodification of education are a part of this 

wider problem. 

Yet, this should not be seen as deterministic. Human beings have the capacity to call 

into question our ways of living and change them. Often dismissed as an essentialist conception 

of our humanity, Marx’s understanding of our “species-being” underlines our ability to engage 
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in our life-activity as a free activity (1978/1844). It is dependent on us not having a precise 

nature or essence, which is a misunderstanding Arendt argued in The Human Condition. 

Labour, for Marx, is the purposive activity we engage in that does not free us from work but 

frees us to work in ways that are meaningful to us. Who we are is, ultimately, what we do and 

the way we do it. It is coerced labour that we need to be freed from and the emancipated society 

would allow for actual ‘free’ labour. This means that we could work as an end in itself. Students 

like Katerina and William felt compelled to look for work that would offer financial security, 

sacrificing their own passions and interests to do so. All of the students discussed pressures to 

conform to strict economic imperatives. 

For Marx, our relationship to labour is dependent on historical and social conditions 

that can change. There will never be a historical period where we do not require some type of 

labour or some form of social relations, but we should be free to explore the normative 

conditions of the self and our schools should allow the freedom for that process of discovery.  

When we divide children by class backgrounds, when we have them compete in an 

education system that alienates them from their passions, when we prioritise some and 

disenfranchise others, we do them all a disservice. As we too disservice wider society when 

our pedagogic commitments undermine the common good. But how we organise our economy, 

how we develop our modes of education, these are open to historical transformation. By 

changing our institutions, we can change the practices and in turn, change our ways of seeing. 

Despite, the challenge, education has the potential to change attitudes, beliefs and behaviour.  

The immanent critique of this study is that international education is currently 

contradicting its asserted ideals. To achieve them, policymakers and educators need to 

transcend the educational injustice of our current systems. Only then can students discover their 

own passions and lead their own lives. Only then can we pass on a care for the well-being of 

the global community, a concern for global environmental issues and an understanding of all 
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people, regardless of race, ethnicity, religion, class or gender, as an end in themselves. Only 

then can international schools allow all students to flourish. 

 

5.4 Chapter Summary 

This chapter elaborated on the data in the results section to examine the habitus of the elite 

international school. Firstly, the exploration of the influence of social class, family and 

institutional habitus were considered. Then a Bourdieusean framework was explored within 

the context of a globalised form of social reproduction. This focused on the elite international 

school’s role in the development of young affluent students’ identities. Finally, the chapter 

ended by examining the students’ accounts in light of precarity, internationalism and the 

neoliberal paradigm. 
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6. Conclusion 

This thesis set out to explore to what extent privilege was cultivated in an elite International 

School in Central Europe and the impact this had on the students’ identities. Through critical 

methodology of hermeneutic phenomenology and narrative methods, qualitative interviews 

were carried out with sixteen IBDP students. I then carried out thematic analysis and answered 

my main research question: 

Does the habitus of an Elite International School cultivate a sense of privilege for International 

Baccalaureate Diploma students? 

In this section, I summarise my answer to this question, offer some key findings and link to the 

wider implications of this research. I also consider the limitations of the study, as well as 

exploring future research possibilities.  

 

6.1 Answering the Research Question and Exploring the Potential of International 

Education 

The accounts the students offer present varying perspectives on how this elite international 

school cultivates IBDP students’ sense of privilege. Despite this, there are a range of interesting 

similarities as well as conflicting points of conjecture in their depictions of their social reality. 

From this we can extrapolate a range of ideas about how this elite school cultivates privilege, 

and the roles of peers and families in this process, through a relational analysis.   

The participants’ accounts were closely aligned to Bourdieu’s conception of elite 

schools as a place where agents “enter into struggles and transactions aimed at imposing their 

vision” while negotiating from “points of view, interests, and principles of vision determined 

by the position they occupy in the very world they intend to transform or preserve” (1989/1998: 

p. 2). The students in this study certainly construct a social reality of domination, but while 

actively constructing it, seek to negotiate and challenge it. The classic Marxist conception that 
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“the dominant are dominated by their domination” holds true, but where Bourdieu transcends 

Marxist utopian thinking is by showing us how schools provide “the foundations of domination 

and of the legitimation of domination” (p. 5), while being sites for individuals to actively 

struggle for new realities. How often within the accounts did we see students providing 

justifications for their privilege? This is what Bourdieu would have called the misrecognition 

that offers the recognition for legitimacy. But there were schisms in the acceptance of this 

legitimacy, some through the dialogue for this study and some occurring in other interactions 

with wider society. What Bourdieu deems the “academic mode of production” (p. 22) is a 

strong influence on the students’ sense of their own legitimate position as the dominant, but it 

is not without suggestion of fracture. The accounts and conclusions here are a departure from 

traditional theory on institutional habitus, both in terms of the transnational context and in terms 

of the agency given to students, but the empirical pragmatism is true to the guidance of 

Bourdieu’s logic throughout his work, as the school socialises to an extent. 

 Throughout the narratives that students offered, one can see that they are sometimes 

shielded from their own privilege. Bourdieu deemed this the “unconsciousness of acquisition” 

(p. 21), the unconscious classifications by which students assert that their right to their 

advantages are “absolute, universal, and eternal” (p. 6). There were few topics that all students 

agreed on, but they were firm in their collective belief that the IB curriculum, teachers, the 

student body and school leadership looked to avoid discussing the school as a place of 

tremendous affluence, and ultimately, distinction. For many of the students, these interviews 

were the first time in their lives that they had ever faced questions over the privileges they 

benefit from. This response is encapsulated in Bourdieu’s account of how schools look to 

naturalise their processes of ensuring continued social reproduction. Through misrecognition, 

the students accept and implement this belief in the school as being a normal experience, social 

class and family background playing into this too.  



   
 

157 
 

 However, there are moments of clarity that expose the misrecognition within this. Some 

students were able to examine their own privileges and create new narratives, particular 

informed by their familial doxa. Contrary to previous research on international education, the 

students did not depict a clear and concise sense of international mindedness within the school. 

They offered insights on reactionary international views that tend towards social nativism, the 

classic neoliberal conversative conceptions, as well as progressive international views. With 

the latter, the role of the pandemic, the crises of global capitalism, the lack ideological 

coherence of the previous grand narratives of the end of history, all combine with social media 

activism, to create a schism and possibly offer potential for reform and change.   

The theoretical framework based on contributions from Bourdieu, Piketty and Standing 

offers insight for understanding the students’ perspectives, but the empirical data from the 

interviews combines with these insights to point to potential futures for international education 

and progressive internationalism more generally. The habitus of a single school may seem 

limiting for offering understandings on these global processes, but the results of this study feed 

into current and future research on these topics. It is also clear that any exploration of a single 

school highlights how crucial investment and access to education really is for achieving 

progressive reform transnationally. If international education is to achieve its egalitarian aims 

of spreading intercultural understanding and global peace, if education is to achieve the aims 

of the aspirational Sustainable Development Goals, if humanity is to combat global warming, 

geopolitical instability and technological revolutions, then students, teachers, administrators, 

parents and policymakers will need to be actively making changes to the current status quo.  

What is clear is that education is unique in these discussions because it will always be 

at the centre of emancipatory projects around the democratisation of knowledge and the 

creation of more just societies. The students’ self-understandings both depict the rigidity of 

inequality, but simultaneously prompt thinking for new paths towards progress. Education does 
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play a key role in social reproduction but widening access and increasing the quality of 

schooling also has the potential to provide radical and far-reaching emancipatory possibilities. 

 Currently, xenophobic populism looks as likely to triumph over our global capitalist 

economy as any utopian vision for greater international harmony and cooperation. But beyond 

the collapse of liberalism and the return of nationalism, a progressive internationalism is 

theoretically valid and worth examining. To be successful, it would need to revolve around a 

new cooperative, more equal global economy, which is the only way the lofty goals of 

international education can come to fruition. Responses to our current global crises can come 

from the local and national level in the forms of solidarity movements and changes in 

educational institutions and others, but ultimately these are limited in addressing the root causes 

of problems. What is needed is a new global movement beyond national borders and identities 

to respond to these threats. The transnational response will be crucial, and this starts with the 

development of young people who can think beyond the confines of our current paradigm and 

imagine political and ideological alternatives. International education needs to be key in 

developing that progressive internationalism.    

 As Bourdieu writes (1989/1998), students set out to ‘preserve’ the social reality of their 

domination, hence the processes of social reproduction. But they undoubtedly ‘transform’ it 

too. Class as a broad social structure certainly cements itself in our personal and intimate lives, 

but the students in this study demonstrate that they are actively challenging that social structure. 

Parental pressure, social class backgrounds and to a higher degree the practice of the school 

offer them incoherent narratives for the future. The students are questioning them. 

 

6.2 Limitations 

A far deeper presentation of the limitations of this study and some suggestions about what I 

would have done differently looking back can be found in the methodology section. But I feel 
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it is appropriate to frame this research clearly by briefly summarising the generalisability of 

this study.  

- Sample Size 

Firstly, the sample size within the school of sixteen students means only around 15-20% of 

IBDP students in the school were interviewed. I feel the views could be seen as largely 

representative but still there is a limitation to this scope, particularly as each graduating group 

has different dynamics and probably perceives the habitus slightly differently. A longitudinal 

study, combined with quantitative research would offer more representative information of 

IBDP students’ self-understandings, but may be superficial compared to the rich data collected 

through the interviews. Still, it is pertinent to underline that even amongst the sixteen students 

there was rarely commonality on a range of issues, and it can be expected that this would be 

similar if more were interviewed. It would also be interesting to know how the students view 

their education in their years to come, after university and when they are in the workplace. 

Again, a longitudinal study would offer more on how the social class making continues after 

school. Akin to this, the sample is only students, and only IBDP students, a wider sample of 

parents, teachers, administrators and other students may offer more wide-reaching data. This 

would have added a great deal more complexity to the data but would have prevented me from 

gaining such deep insight into how the particular subgroup identified viewed the habitus of 

their elite international school. 

- Saturation 

Though I always set out to complete sixteen interviews, I could not help but feel that I may 

have benefitted from carrying out multiple interviews with some students. I coincidentally 

bumped into one of the interviewees while walking in the park one day and she felt compelled 

to tell me how much the interview had impacted her. She had discussed it with friends and 

family since and had a range of new views in relation to the topics. This came after I had 
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reached a point that I felt was saturation, but I feel I may have benefitted from interviewing 

some candidates again through short interviews to maybe focus on some niche areas for the 

study. There were a range of factors holding me back from this, but it may have provided some 

new or slightly different understandings of the phenomenon.    

- Generalisability  

In terms of scope, this is a small-scale study of a single international school focused on IBDP 

students. I link my thoughts to wider research on international education and geopolitics, but it 

only offers insights on one school, so cannot be generalised to what other international schools 

are like in their practice. I myself have taught at three international schools in UAE, 

Netherlands and Czech Republic and I certainly see similarities but there my own experience 

has been of a unique habitus to each school and a unique set of students. I use the wider research 

to situate my own, but the conclusions drawn are either directly related to the school at hand 

or extrapolated through a purely theoretical approach to considering the wider context. Again, 

the aim was for gathering rich data of the students’ self-understandings of their privileged 

school, but there is plenty of opportunity to build on this study to consider wider, more 

generalisable explorations of the international school sector. 

 

6.3 Future Research Possibilities 

This research raised more questions as it answered the initial research questions. Due to both 

the limitations of the study and the possible avenues for research that it presents, I will briefly 

outline some possibilities for future roads to go down. 

- What is the role of international education in global social reproduction? 

Far more empirical research is needed on international education, but it is particularly needed 

in considering social reproduction within and beyond the nation state. There is no in-depth 

quantitative research in this area, and it is needed to situate the type of research within this 
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study. It will also be key for the development of organisations like the IBO and CIS, as their 

missions can be adapted based on research from academia. This concerns elite international 

students as a class in themselves. To assay this, far more longitudinal studies and studies 

focused on students examining their education in hindsight are required. Research has 

examined social group making in international schools (Brown and Lauder, 2010; Tarc and 

Tarc, 2015; Bunnell, 2017; Bittencourt, 2020), but an examination of if, and if so in what way, 

this continues after school in terms of class advantages and the continued use of networks is 

worthy of further consideration. It would also be worth pursuing some of the key findings of 

this research in other schools to consider whether these outcomes are confined to a single 

school or whether they are more universal. 

- What role does technology play in encouraging conformity or rebellion into social 

reproduction? 

It was an unexpected outcome of this study that the students emphasised the importance of 

technology in their education and their own self-understandings of their identities. Far more 

research is needed on the role of platforms in international education, as well as education more 

generally. It is unclear whether their engagement with social media created a conservative 

response or a progressive response to the variety of political movements, as well as their own 

thoughts on their privilege. Research at the intersection between technology and education 

could offer far greater insights on this process. I am interested in whether technology presents 

an opportunity for a postcapitalist public sphere and what education does, or would look like, 

in this context. 

- What role can teachers play in using critical pedagogy to confront social reproduction? 

Before starting this thesis, I planned on carrying out a qualitative study of international teachers 

examining their experience. I think they are an under-researched area too and could offer 

valuable insights on many of the questions within this study. What would be particularly 
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noteworthy would be elucidating the role that critical pedagogy could play in confronting social 

reproduction in international schools. Many students spoke well of how their teachers had 

presented opportunities to explore social issues, so it would be useful to consider how effective 

this is in encouraging self-reflection to confront the stubborn processes of social reproduction.  

- What role does an international school play in creating global citizens? 

There has been plenty of research exploring international school students’ sense of 

international mindedness (Bittencourt, 2020; Bunnell, Courtois and Donnelly, 2020; Bunnell, 

et al., 2020; Hayden, et al., 2020), my own research suggesting that there are many political 

identities contested within the international school: some progressive, others atavistic. But I 

am interested in whether the school produces new types of people too, and this was beyond the 

scope of my own research project to consider. Where do people who view themselves as 

citizens of the world fit into our current Westphalian world order? I am also interested in what 

a post-Westphalian world would be like, and whether this would be more stable and equitable 

than current geopolitics.  

 

6.4 Contributions to Knowledge 

The primary value of this research is that it builds on recent studies in international education 

on the student experience (Bittencourt, 2020; Hayden, et al., 2020), to demonstrate how 

students view their privilege within the habitus of an elite international school. An 

understanding of how the school inculcated certain ways of thinking, and the role of class 

background and family background in this process were explored, while demonstrating that 

habitus is not a destiny, as students questioned dominant narratives around the meritocratic 

nature of their schooling. This finding responds to recent applications of doxa that maintain an 

all-encompassing hold on actors (Reay, 2004; Naidoo, 2004; Tarc and Tarc, 2015; Bunnell, 

2017; Brar, 2017; Courtois, 2018), whereas the application of an empirical pragmatism with 
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Bourdieu in this study, contributes to his continued use in research on international education. 

‘Habitus is not a destiny’, and the students accept elements of their position, but certainly look 

to contest and challenge them too. 

 This research situates their position as international school students at a time of 

tremendous turmoil and upheaval in the global capitalist system, thus contributing to previous 

research on social reproduction and international education (Brown and Lauder, 2010; Tarc 

and Tarc, 2015; Bunnell, 2016; Bunnell, 2017; Bunnell, et. al., 2020 [a]; Bunnell, et al., 2020 

[b]). Consistent with other applications of Bourdieu (Tarc and Tarc, 2015; Bunnell, 2017), 

habitus and field were compatible and clear in the transnational space of the international 

school, as opposed to the traditional application within national educational institutions. 

Students in this study discussed a firm awareness of geopolitical changes, as well as worries 

about their own economic futures. The precariousness was linked to the importance, and 

pressure, of educational success. The students talked about social movements and activism that 

they were involved in, but felt that they were without grand narratives to respond to the crises. 

 This was firmly within the context of a Czech elite international school, and the study 

explored the value of this work to research in education within this context (Walterová and 

Gregor, 2007; Popov, 2007; Strnadová and Hájková, 2012; Kascak, 2017). Rarely is the 

importance of international schooling acknowledged within research on the Czech context. 

There were findings that may be applicable elsewhere in international school research, 

however, they resonate deeply within this local context: such as a discontent with 

cosmopolitanism, and varied political views within the study body (some progressive, some 

broadly neoliberal in thinking, others reactionary). Situating international education research 

within this broader political context is necessary for understanding citizenship in the 21st 

century.  
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 This research also aids an understanding of elite education (Bourdieu, 1996; 

Gaztambide-Fernández, 2009; Khan, 2011; Howard et. al, 2014; Courtois, 2018), which is 

traditionally done within the nation state. The elite international school is a relatively new 

concept within this literature and this work adds to more recent research on social group making 

(Tarc and Tarc, 2015; Bunnell, 2017). There was clear social segregating in how the students 

largely spent time with their network from international schools outside of school (online and 

in real life). Some students maintained friendships with students from previous international 

schools throughout the world. The students all felt this group making inculcated certain ways 

of thinking, but felt family, and other factors, could lead them to question this. This research 

also suggested that there was a possible ‘habitus clash’ between fee-paying and non-fee paying 

students who viewed privilege and the success of the school’s mission in different ways. 

 In a more abstract way, this research contributes to a greater understanding of global 

inequality and some of the ideologies that maintain it, alongside competing dynamics operating 

within international education between internationalist and globalist visions, as the 

contradictions of these are reified within the broad structure of a single international school. 

The exclusion and elitism that the students expose are inimical to the ideals of the school, and 

inimical to the ideals of international education more generally, so they are largely obfuscated 

by the institution to protect the legitimacy of the institution. The hope is that this contribution 

to knowledge aids future work towards a critical political economy of international education 

to lead to equitable models of schooling aligned with the early idealism within the movement. 

 

6.5 Concluding Thoughts 

I do not want this research to be seen as vilifying or traducing students, teachers or 

administrators in international schools. I cannot be effusive enough of how lucky I have been 

to work with some of the students interviewed in this study. I find them intellectually 
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courageous, admirably conscientious and far more empathetic and compassionate than I was 

at that age. I truly believe in their potential, know they will all be very successful in life and 

hope they will improve our current situation. Likewise, I have had the joy of working with 

incredibly passionate and caring educators in the school I researched, and they have been 

fundamental in shaping me as a teacher and as a leader, as well as influencing many of my 

understandings in this research. Similarly, I believe firmly in the principles of international 

education and believe its success is crucial to our shared global progress. Yet, these feelings 

only make exploring the tensions between the inequities and the egalitarian goals of an elite 

international school more important. I see Rousseau’s argument in Émile very clearly here as 

it is not the individual that I am attacking but the wider systems that distort and undermine the 

education process. If I am critical in this research, it is in my reaction to how the neoliberal 

paradigm subverts equitable models for international education.  

This research does not intend to be definitive in approaching this crisis but offers small 

solutions to make gradual progress possible in one area of education reform. With the 

phenomenological framework for this research and the theoretical underpinnings of Bourdieu, 

Standing and Piketty, one can both see the tremendously strong discourse of social 

reproduction, as well as the possibilities for challenging it. The expectation of a reckoning may 

seem naïve but based on our historical context I firmly believe that monumental socio-political 

change is close. It may seem pithy in this wider context, but this starts with challenging 

educational practice at the elite international school and more closely examining questions of 

educational justice. Through exposing the inequities, and critically reflecting on the practices 

of all agents, gradual changes can be made to erode our current forms of schooling.  

I firmly believe in the possibilities of education, both formal and non-formal. Education 

can lead to questioning the entrenched ideologies past down over generations, can allow us to 

examine the strengths and weaknesses of our predecessors and explore new forms of thoughts 
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and feelings. What alters the world is ideas and how they become embedded in our social 

practices and habits. By exploring new ideas, we can challenge that practice and alter how we 

see the world. Education is the strongest tool we have for social change, and I use we 

purposefully here, because this is a process that involves all of us all over the world. Education 

can lead to new behaviour and new attitudes, but a profound shift is needed. For international 

education to be successful it needs to embrace change and present radical alternatives to many 

of the contemporary manifestations that are unsuitable for meeting the moment. It is not 

hyperbolic to suggest that the success of international education is linked to the success of 

international mindedness and human progress more generally. We can do better for young 

people and we must.  
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Appendices 

1. Sample Young Person’s Assent Form 

 
YOUNG PERSON’S ASSENT FORM 

Exploring the Construction of Identity within the Transnational Space of an International School  

 
Researcher: Mr. Callum Mark Philbin  

Supervisor: Dr. Aline Courtois ac2630@bath.ac.uk 

 
Please tick box if you agree with the statement: 

 

1. I understand why this project is being done as part of University of Bath 

research and what taking part will involve for me.  

 

2. I have been able to ask questions about the project and have received answers 

to my questions. 

 

3. I understand that I can stop taking part at any time.  

4. I understand that if my Parent or Guardian requests that I stop taking part, my 

involvement in the project will be stopped. 

 

5. I understand who will have access to the information I provide, how the 

information will be stored, and what will happen to the information at the end 

of the project. 

 

6. I understand that the interview (s) will be recorded as part of the research.  

7. I understand that I will be de-identified as part of the research, but that the 

researcher cannot guarantee my anonymity.  

 

8. I understand the information I provide will be held in line with UK laws 

protecting my personal information fairly, lawfully and transparently (Data 

Protection Act, 2018).  

 

9. I understand that I can ask the researcher to stop using my information up to 

two weeks after I participate in the project. If I do this, my data will not be 

used in the project or future publications. 

 

10. I agree to take part in this project.   

mailto:ac2630@bath.ac.uk


   
 

182 
 

Your name: _______________________________ Date: __________ 

Your signature: _______________________________  

Researcher’s name: CALLUM MARK PHILBIN 

Researcher’s signature: _________________________ Date: __________  

If you have any concerns or complaints related to your participation in this project please direct them to the 

Chair of SSREC at ssrec@bath.ac.uk. 
 

2. Sample Participant Information Sheet 

 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

Exploring the Construction of Identity within the Transnational Space of an International 

School  

 

Researcher: Mr. Callum Mark Philbin  

Supervisor: Dr. Aline Courtois ac2630@bath.ac.uk 

 

We would like to invite you to help us with our research project. This information sheet forms 

part of the process of informed consent. It should give you the basic idea of what the research 

is about and what your participation will involve. Please read this information sheet carefully 

and ask Mr. Philbin for clarification if you are not clear about any details of the project. 

 

1. What is the purpose of the project? 

The purpose of this project is to examine how students build their identity within the 

transnational setting of an international school. The project is interested in the phenomenon of 

how cultural identity is cultivated by a school that focuses on developing international 

mindedness and intercultural understanding.  

 

2. Why have I been chosen to take part? 

You have been asked to participate due to your experiences as a student within the context of 

an international school. The project is specifically focused on International Baccalaureate 

Diploma Programme Year 1 and 2 students, so you have been chosen based on this too. 

 

3. Do I have to take part?  

It is your decision if you decide to give assent to take part in the project. If you agree then you 

can sign the assent form attached. If at any time you decide you no longer wish to take part in 

the project for any reason then you are free to withdraw your participation without giving a 

reason.  

If you decide to take part in the project then we ask that you sign the form to confirm that you 

agree to be involved. We will then give you a copy of your signed form and also this 

information sheet. 

 

4. What would taking part involve?  

If you agree then you will be asked to carry out one recorded interview in person. The interview 

would last approximately two hours. The questions will all be focused on your own experiences 

mailto:ac2630@bath.ac.uk
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as a student in an international school. The interview will take place in school during a time 

that is convenient for you. 

 

 

5. What are the benefits of taking part? 

There are no obvious benefits to taking part; however, the information you and the other 

participants provide will help us to better understand pedagogical practice in this international 

school. The interview will be informal and hopefully it will be an opportunity for you to 

articulate how you feel about your school experience. It may also be valuable for you to 

experience the academic research process. 

 

 

6. What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? 

There are no clear disadvantages for you in taking part in this project. You are free not to 

answer questions during the interview if they wish. 

 

7. Will my participation involve any discomfort or embarrassment?  

We do not expect that you will feel any discomfort or embarrassment if you take part in the 

project. However, if you do feel uncomfortable or appear upset then the researcher will stop 

the interview straight away. If you mention anything that concerns the researcher, then the 

researcher may need to contact a parent or the welfare officer in line with school policy.  

 

8. Who will have access to the information that you provide? 

Only the research team will have access to the information offered by you. All records will be 

treated as confidential.  

 

9. What will happen to the data collected and the results of the project? 

All of the data collected during the project, including any personal and identifiable data will be 

treated as confidential and kept in secure storage on the University of Bath’s secure server. The 

storage of data will be carried out in accordance with the procedures and practices of GDPR1. 

Recorded data will not be kept for longer than five years. Your name will not be disclosed in 

any presentation or publication of research related to this study.  

After the project has been completed, a summary of the project’s results can be provided to 

you if you would like to receive it. This summary will not include names or information related 

to particular individuals involved in the project, but instead will be focused on the overall 

findings.  

 

10. Who has reviewed the project?  

This project has received a favourable opinion by the University of Bath, Social Science 

Research Ethics Committee (SSREC). [reference: ?] 

 

11. How can I stop taking part in the project after it has started? 

If you wish to withdraw you are free to do so at any point in the project without providing 

reasons and without consequences. If you would like to withdraw from the project, you can 

inform one of the above identified researchers by email, telephone or in person. If for any 

reason you wish to withdraw your data then please contact one of the identified researchers 

within two weeks of your participation. After this date, it may not be possible to withdraw your 

data because some results may have already been published. 

 
1
 More information on GDPR available here: https://gdpr-info.eu/ 

https://gdpr-info.eu/
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Your parent/guardian also has the right to withdraw you from the study or withdraw your data. 

If for any reason they choose to do so we will respect their wishes without consequences for 

them.  

 

12. University of Bath privacy notice: 

The University of Bath privacy notice can be found here: 

https://www.bath.ac.uk/corporate-information/university-of-bath-privacy-notice-for-research-

participants/ 

 

13. What happens if there is a problem? 

If you have any concerns about any aspects of the project then you should speak to the 

researchers involved who will be able to answer your questions. If they are unable to resolve a 

concern, or you wish to make a complaint about the project, then please contact the Chair of 

SSREC at ssrec@bath.ac.uk. 

 

14. If I require further information who should I contact and how? 

You can contact Callum Philbin or Aline Courtois at the University of Bath who will be happy 

to answer any questions that you have. Please do also talk to your parent/guardian about your 

decision whether to take part in the project. 

 

Researcher name: Callum Mark Philbin 

Telephone:  

Email:  

 

Supervisor name: Aline Courtois 

Telephone: 0044 1225 386754 

Email: ac2630@bath.ac.uk 

 

 

 

 

3. Sample Parent/Guardian Consent Form 

 

 
PARENT/GUARDIAN CONSENT FORM 

Exploring the Construction of Identity within the Transnational Space of an International 

School  

 

Researcher: Mr. Callum Mark Philbin callum.philbin@gmail.com 

Supervisor: Dr. Aline Courtois ac2630@bath.ac.uk 

 

Please tick box if you agree with the statement: 

 

1. I confirm I am the Parent/Guardian of …………………………………………           

(Name of child) 

 

https://www.bath.ac.uk/corporate-information/university-of-bath-privacy-notice-for-research-participants/
https://www.bath.ac.uk/corporate-information/university-of-bath-privacy-notice-for-research-participants/
mailto:ssrec@bath.ac.uk
mailto:ac2630@bath.ac.uk
mailto:callum.philbin@gmail.com
mailto:ac2630@bath.ac.uk
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2. I have been provided with information explaining what my child’s participation in 

this project involves. 

 

3. I have had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss this project.  

4. I have received satisfactory answers to all questions I have asked.  

5. I have received enough information about the project to make a decision about my 

child’s participation. 

 

6. I understand that I am free to withdraw my child from the project at any time during 

data collection without having to give a reason for withdrawing. 

 

7. I understand that I am free to withdraw my child’s data within two weeks of their 

participation. 

 

8. I understand my child will be asked if they agree to participate and if they choose 

not to, their decision will be respected. 

 

9. I understand the session will stop if my child asks or appears uncomfortable.  

10. I understand the nature and purpose of the procedures involved in this project and 

these have been communicated to me on the information sheet accompanying this 

form. 

 

11. I understand and acknowledge that the investigation is designed to promote 

scientific knowledge and that the researcher will use the data my child provides only 

for the purpose(s) set out in the information sheet.  

 

12. I understand the data my child provides will be treated as confidential, and that on 

completion of the project my child’s name or other identifying information will not be 

disclosed in any presentation or publication of the research. 

 

13. I understand my consent to use the data provided by my child is conditional upon 

the University complying with its duties and obligations under the Data Protection 

Act. 

 

14. I hereby fully and freely consent to my child’s participation in this project.  

 

Parent/Guardian signature: ______________________________  Date: __________ 

Parent/Guardian Name in BLOCK Letters: 

__________________________________________  

Child’s Name: 

_________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher signature: __________________________________   Date:  _________ 

Researcher name in BLOCK Letters: 

CALLUM MARK PHILBIN  

 

If you have any concerns or complaints related to your participation in this project please 

direct them to the Chair of SSREC at ssrec@bath.ac.uk. 
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4. Sample Parent/Guardian Information Sheet 

 
PARENT/GUARDIAN INFORMATION SHEET 

Exploring the Construction of Identity within the Transnational Space of an International 

School  

 

Researcher: Mr. Callum Mark Philbin  

Supervisor: Dr. Aline Courtois ac2630@bath.ac.uk 

 

We would like to invite you to help us with our research project. This information sheet forms 

part of the process of informed consent. It should give you the basic idea of what the research 

is about and what your participation will involve. Please read this information sheet carefully 

and ask Mr. Philbin for clarification if you are not clear about any details of the project. 

 

1. What is the purpose of the project? 

The purpose of this project is to examine how students build their identity within the 

transnational setting of an international school. The project is interested in the phenomenon of 

how cultural identity is cultivated by a school that focuses on developing international 

mindedness and intercultural understanding.  

 

2. Why have I been chosen to take part? 

You have been asked to participate due to your experiences as a student within the context of 

an international school. The project is specifically focused on International Baccalaureate 

Diploma Programme Year 1 students, so you have been chosen based on this too. 

 

3. Do I have to take part?  

It is your decision if you decide to give assent to take part in the project. If you agree then you 

can sign the assent form attached. If at any time you decide you no longer wish to take part in 

the project for any reason then you are free to withdraw your participation without giving a 

reason.  

If you decide to take part in the project then we ask that you sign the form to confirm that you 

agree to be involved. We will then give you a copy of your signed form and also this 

information sheet. 

 

4. What would taking part involve?  

If you agree then you will be asked to carry out one recorded interview in person. The interview 

would last approximately two hours. The questions will all be focused on your own experiences 

as a student in an international school. The interview will take place in school during a time 

that is convenient for you. 

 

 

5. What are the benefits of taking part? 

There are no obvious benefits to taking part; however, the information you and the other 

participants provide will help us to better understand pedagogical practice in this international 

school. The interview will be informal and hopefully it will be an opportunity for you to 
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articulate how you feel about your school experience. It may also be valuable for you to 

experience the academic research process. 

 

 

6. What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? 

There are no clear disadvantages for you in taking part in this project. You are free not to 

answer questions during the interview if they wish. 

 

7. Will my participation involve any discomfort or embarrassment?  

We do not expect that you will feel any discomfort or embarrassment if you take part in the 

project. However, if you do feel uncomfortable or appear upset then the researcher will stop 

the interview straight away. If you mention anything that concerns the researcher, then the 

researcher may need to contact a parent or the welfare officer in line with school policy.  

 

8. Who will have access to the information that you provide? 

Only the research team will have access to the information offered by you. All records will be 

treated as confidential.  

 

9. What will happen to the data collected and the results of the project? 

All of the data collected during the project, including any personal and identifiable data will be 

treated as confidential and kept in secure storage on the University of Bath’s secure server. The 

storage of data will be carried out in accordance with the procedures and practices of GDPR2. 

Recorded data will not be kept for longer than five years. Your name will not be disclosed in 

any presentation or publication of research related to this study.  

After the project has been completed, a summary of the project’s results can be provided to 

you if you would like to receive it. This summary will not include names or information related 

to particular individuals involved in the project, but instead will be focused on the overall 

findings.  

 

10. Who has reviewed the project?  

This project has received a favourable opinion by the University of Bath, Social Science 

Research Ethics Committee (SSREC). [reference: ?] 

 

11. How can I stop taking part in the project after it has started? 

If you wish to withdraw you are free to do so at any point in the project without providing 

reasons and without consequences. If you would like to withdraw from the project, you can 

inform one of the above identified researchers by email, telephone or in person. If for any 

reason you wish to withdraw your data then please contact one of the identified researchers 

within two weeks of your participation. After this date, it may not be possible to withdraw your 

data because some results may have already been published. 

Your parent/guardian also has the right to withdraw you from the study or withdraw your data. 

If for any reason they choose to do so we will respect their wishes without consequences for 

them.  

 

12. University of Bath privacy notice: 

The University of Bath privacy notice can be found here: 

https://www.bath.ac.uk/corporate-information/university-of-bath-privacy-notice-for-research-

participants/ 

 
2
 More information on GDPR available here: https://gdpr-info.eu/ 

https://www.bath.ac.uk/corporate-information/university-of-bath-privacy-notice-for-research-participants/
https://www.bath.ac.uk/corporate-information/university-of-bath-privacy-notice-for-research-participants/
https://gdpr-info.eu/
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13. What happens if there is a problem? 

If you have any concerns about any aspects of the project then you should speak to the 

researchers involved who will be able to answer your questions. If they are unable to resolve a 

concern, or you wish to make a complaint about the project, then please contact the Chair of 

SSREC at ssrec@bath.ac.uk. 

 

14. If I require further information who should I contact and how? 

You can contact Callum Philbin or Aline Courtois at the University of Bath who will be happy 

to answer any questions that you have. Please do also talk to your parent/guardian about your 

decision whether to take part in the project. 

 

Researcher name: Callum Mark Philbin 

Telephone:  

Email:  

 

Supervisor name: Aline Courtois 

Telephone: 0044 1225 386754 

Email: ac2630@bath.ac.uk 

 

 

5. Ethical Implications of Proposed Research Form 
 

 

Doctor of Education 

 
 

 
ETHICAL IMPLICATIONS OF PROPOSED RESEARCH 

 
 

To be completed by the student and approved by the supervisor before any data collection 
takes place.  Before completing the form, students should read the guidelines published by 
the British Educational Research Association (BERA), which are available in Moodle.  
 
 
Introduction 

Full name of student: 
Callum Mark Philbin 

Student number: 
159523957 

Provisional title of your study: 
A Phenomenological Study of Habitus at an Elite International School 

Justification for your study: 
There is very little research on the role of international schools in social reproduction. A qualitative 
study will explore how privilege is cultivated within this transnational space, which will be useful 
for the continued development of research on international education. 

 
 

mailto:ssrec@bath.ac.uk
mailto:ac2630@bath.ac.uk
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Participants 

1. Who are the main participants in your research (such as interviewees, respondents)? 10 
students who are International Baccalaureate Year 1 Diploma students at the international school.   
 

2. How will you find and contact these participants? A combination of convenience, 
homogeneous and stratified purposeful sampling will be used. The participants and their parents 
will be contacted through the teacher-student/parent relationship of the researcher. They will be 
contacted via email. 
 

3. How and from whom will you obtain informed consent and communicate the right to 
withdraw? This will be obtained by both the parent/guardian and the participants. Both will 
receive separate information sheets and consent forms that were developed in line with the 
guidance from the university. 
 

4. Have you approached any other body or organisation for permission to conduct this 
research? The researcher has received verbal confirmation from the Director of the school that the 
research can be carried out. 
 

5. At what stages of your research, and in what ways will participants be involved? The 
participants will be interviewed at the start of the research process, once ethical approval has 
been granted and the thesis proposal has been finalised. 
 

6. Have you considered how to share your findings with participants and how to thank them 
for their participation? The participants and guardians will be informed that after the study a 
summary of the project’s results will be shared with them if they wish to receive it. This summary 
will not include names or information related to particular individuals involved in the project, but 
instead will be focused on the overall findings. The participants will be thanked before and 
afterwards for their contribution to the research, and their importance will be highlighted 
throughout the process. 

 
 
Deception and exploitation avoidance, confidentiality, privacy and accuracy 

7. How will you present the purpose of your research?  Do you foresee any problems? The 
purpose will be outlined as follows: 
The purpose of this project is to examine how students build their identity within the transnational 
setting of an international school. The project is interested in the phenomenon of how cultural 
identity is cultivated by a school that focuses on developing international mindedness and 
intercultural understanding. 
I do not foresee any problems, but participants and their guardians are able to opt out if they wish. 
 

8. In what ways might your research cause harm (physical or psychological distress or 
discomfort, or threat to self-esteem) to yourself or others?  What will you do to minimise this? 
Would access to support be available (if appropriate)? We do not expect that the participant will 
feel any discomfort or embarrassment if they take part in the project. However, if they do feel 
uncomfortable or appear upset then the researcher will stop the interview straight away. If the 
participant mentions anything that concerns the researcher, then the researcher may need to 
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contact a parent or the welfare officer in line with school policy. To minimise this the questions will 
be carefully chosen. 
 

9. What measures are in place to safeguard the identity of participants and locations?  Are 
there special circumstances for consideration e.g. special populations? All participants should be 
able to remain anonymous, as care will be taken to remove identifying features within the 
transcripts. But internal anonymity cannot be fully guaranteed due to the small-world of 
international schools, so this will be made clear to the participants. The researcher will minimise 
this risk by altering some identifying details related to gender, nationality and locations. The school 
is small so the researcher has increased the number of participants beyond the number necessary 
to explore the epistemological and methodological questions in the research to attempt to protect 
individuals from being identified. To further mitigate this concern, participants will be interviewed 
across the two final years of the IB diploma, meaning different groups who are unfamiliar with 
each other will be interviewed.  
 

10. How will you record information faithfully and accurately? By following a considered and 
strict research strategy in terms of data collection and data analysis. GDPR regulations have been 
considered along with the appropriateness of a narrative methodology. The interviews will be 
recorded, transcribed and held in secure storage.  
 

 
 
 
 

11. Any additional information: The procedures and ethical guidelines for this research are 
being adhered to based on BERA (2018), as well as the duty of care and procedures of the school. 
 

 
 

Student: 
Callum Mark Philbin 

Signature:  
 
Date: 27/4/20 

Supervising Member of 
Staff: 
 

Name: Aline Courtois 
 
Signature: 
 
Date: 

Director of Studies (For 
Research Enquiry Stage) 
 

Name:  
 
Signature: 
 
Date: 

 
NB 
Students should send a signed copy of this form to their tutor (for taught modules) or to the 
Director of Studies (at candidature), before any data collection takes place.  A nil return is 
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required for students not doing empirical work.  Supervisors should retain a copy for their 
own records.  
 
 
 
 
 

 

6. Sample of Questions for the Interviews 

 

Exploring the Construction of Identity within the Transnational Space of an International 

School  

 

Warm up questions 

Do you like studying at an international school? Why do you like or dislike it?  

What is your background of schooling? Have you always attended this school? If not, what 

were your prior schools like compared to this? Do you find the school similar or different to 

your previous experiences? 

Where were you born? Do you go back and visit often? Do you like visiting there? Would you 

describe it as home? Do you feel similar or different to the people there? 

Do you feel like your cultural background is valued at the school? 

Would you like to attend a Czech public school? Why or why not? 

Are your friends in the school similar or different to you? 

What are your interests and hobbies outside of school? Do you make many friends through 

this? What are they like? Are they similar or different to you? How do you connect with them? 

How do you meet new people (is it through the school community or in alternative ways)? 

International mindedness 

Do you feel connected to the country you are from? Do you feel a connection to your history, 

language and tradition there?  
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Do you feel a strong sense of national identity?  

Do you feel this national identity is valued within the school? 

Have you travelled much during your life? Where have you visited? How did you feel when 

visiting those countries? 

Do you feel like you connect and empathise with people living in different parts of the world? 

Do you feel like you have a role to play in their futures? 

Do you feel shared values and identities with people in other countries? 

How do you feel about the refugee crisis in Europe? Do you think the Czech Republic should 

do more or is it right to focus on curbing immigration? Do you agree or disagree with the 

current reaction from the European Union? 

Have you attended the recent protests in Prague? Why or why not? 

What do you think of the recent protests in America, Lebanon, Chile, Hong Kong, Catalonia, 

etc.? Do you feel a sense of solidarity with the people there or do you think they should stop 

protesting? Do you feel the students there are similar or different to you? 

Does the rise of fascism globally worry you?  Do you worry about authoritarian governments 

inside and outside of Europe? 

Are there any global struggles that you connect to? Why do they interest or attract you? 

Do you think the school encourages you to think about global issues? 

Does the school encourage you to combat these issues or do you think it encourages something 

more conservative? 

Does the IB programme provide you a platform for exploring global issues? 
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Do you think the IB encourages you to connect with people living around the world or do you 

think it enforces a particularly worldview? 

Do you think all cultures are valued within the school?  

Have you been involved in any of the school’s service learning trips to Uganda or Cambodia? 

Why or why not? What was your experience like there? Did you feel that the trip was valuable 

to the people living there? How do you reflect on it now? Would you attend a trip like this 

again? 

Political change 

How do you feel about climate change? Is it something that concerns you? Do you worry about 

the future in relation to this issue or do you feel confident that it can be solved? 

What do you think of the recent student protests on climate activism? Do you agree or disagree 

with them? What do you think of Greta Thurnberg? Do you like her or dislike her? 

Who do you think is to blame for climate change? 

Do you think individuals through their actions and consumption or the wider business 

community are to blame for climate change?  

Have you heard of the Green New Deal? What do you know about it? What do you think of 

changing our economic model? Do you think this would help or is this too radical? 

Do you think that technology can provide the solutions to this crisis? Do you discuss solutions 

to the crisis at school? 

Do you think that the school is good at getting you to consider climate change? Where do you 

speak about ecological destruction, in classes or elsewhere? Do you think the school/IB does 

enough to tackle climate change? 
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Do you think education generally is doing a good job of responding to the crisis? 

Do you think that our current form of capitalism and a sustainable future are compatible?  

Do you think of climate change as an issue on its own or view it in combination with a range 

of concerns? Do you think climate change, wealth concentrations and racialised violence are 

linked or do you think of them as separate issues? 

Do you think that you personally are doing a good job in responding to climate change? 

Do you think that you will play a positive role in the future in responding to the crisis? 

Do you think the school and the IB put more of an emphasis on theory or practice in relation 

to social change? 

How do you think we need to change our political and economic systems during this time of 

crisis? 

Do you think the school/IB encourage you towards an individual or a collective approach to 

social change? 

Privilege  

Do you think money matters in life? 

Do you think of yourself as privileged? 

How do you feel about social class? 

How would you describe the social class within the school? 

Do you think that you have more or less opportunities than other people? 

Do you spend time with people who you think of as having less than yourself? 
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Do you think the social status that comes with attending an international school is an important 

factor for you and your family’s decision to attend here? 

What do you think of inequality within the Czech Republic? Do international schools 

perpetuate or challenge this inequality? 

Do you think of the community within the school as being similar or different to those who 

you spend time with outside of school? 

Do you think it is fair that you get to attend a school like this compared to those who attend 

Czech schools? Do you think of yourself as similar or different to those who attend Czech 

schools? 

Do you think that you are more likely to get into a university after school having attended an 

international school? 

What do you think are the advantages of an international school over a national school? 

Do you talk about privilege and inequality in school? Where/how does it come up? Do you 

think you are encouraged to reflect on your own privilege or is it something that is ignored?  

Do you think international schools and private schools should continue in the future? Do you 

think they are good for society? 

Does the school/IB DP provide you with an opportunity to explore inequality and if it does so, 

do you think it does so in a progressive way? 

Do you think fee paying students and staff children are similar or different within the school? 

When you think of current political movements that we have discussed, do you relate them to 

your own personal circumstances and your role within it or keep them abstract? Do you think 

the school/IB encourages you or discourage you from this? 
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Do you think an international school gives you an easier access to the global labour market 

compared to a national school? 

International Baccalaureate  

Are you glad that you are studying the IB programme? Do you like or dislike it?  

Why did you want to study the IB? What were your motivations? 

Is the IB how you expected it or very different? 

Do you think that the IB prepares you well for the future?  

Do you feel that your own opinions and perspectives are valued within the IB? Is there an area 

where your beliefs, etc. have been challenged? 

What do you do as part of the CAS programme? Do you value it as an area of your education? 

Do you think the CAS programme leads you to think more about social problems?  

Do you have any problems or issues with the IB diploma?  

Do you think the IB encourages you to value all cultures, beliefs, etc.? 

Do you feel you have a better understanding of global affairs and problems based on your IB 

studies?  

Do you think the IB encourages you to challenge existing inequities within our political and 

economic systems or do you think it encourages you to conform to them? 

Do you think you have changed as a result of studying the IB? 

School life 

Do you feel that the school is similar or different to your prior educational experiences? 

Do you think the school is preparing you to be a future leader? If yes, how does it achieve this? 
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Do you feel like the campus and school buildings have influenced your development as a 

student?  

Do you feel that all cultures and beliefs are valued within the school? 

Do you think of the school as diverse? What might this mean? 

Are your classmates similar to you or different? 

Do you think that the teachers in the school are similar or different to other adult figures in 

your life? 

Do you think your teachers are of similar backgrounds or are they different to you? 

Do you get involved in the school’s charity work? What do you think of this? 

Do you think the school creates internationally minded and global citizens? 

Does the school prepare you well for your future? 

Has the school prepared you well for fighting against injustice within society? 

Future plans 

Do you plan on attending university after school? Where do you plan on studying? What do 

you plan on studying? Why do you want to study that? 

What do you want to do after school? Do you know? Why would you like to do this? 

Do you think you will live here or somewhere else in Europe/the World in the future? Do you 

want to travel or live in one place? 

Do you feel confident about the future and your place in it? 

Many social commentators think this moment is filled with crisis and uncertainty, how do you 

feel about that? How do you respond to it? 
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How do you perceive of your future? Do you think you/ will challenge and try to solve our 

current political issues or do you think you/ will perpetuate them? 

Many of your classmates will be future leaders in business and politics, do you think they will 

challenge and solve or perpetuate our issues and what role do you think the school/the IB 

curriculum play within that? 

Final questions 

How did you feel discussing these topics? Do you think the discussion has led to you 

reconsidering some of your views and positions or have they been reinforced?  

Is there anything else you would like to tell me that you think would be important? 

Do you have any questions you would like to ask? 

 

7. Coding for Thematic Analysis and Sample Coding 

 

 

Does the habitus of an Elite International School cultivate a sense of privilege for International 

Baccalaureate Diploma students? 

Themes/Descriptions Codes 

Social Class 

The social class of students in the school is 

relatively homogenous, with slight variations 

through the children of staff. Most students felt 

they were from a high socio-economic 

background, some referring to themselves as 

upper class. Some students felt uncomfortable 

discussing social class within the interviews 

and felt that it was something rarely discussed 

within the school either in lessons or amongst 

their peers. The homogenous social class of the 

school does have implications in terms of how 

students’ relate to the notion of privilege. 

Students also felt that their social class 

brought certain expectations for their future 

Self-segregation in school 

Isolated when in local community 

Bullying around international identity 

Divided sense of self/national and 

international identity 

Segregation outside of school through clubs, 

friends, etc 

Legitimacy of international school 

High stress 

CAS as commodifying pursuits 

Class distinction of private int. School 

Education for the market over human 

concerns 

Individualism 
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education, their future work, as well as 

isolating them from others within wider 

society. 

Family 

Students discussed their own family 

background and the family backgrounds of 

their peers as having a tremendous impact on 

their views on political and social issues, as 

well as impacting the day-to-day discussions 

and learning in classrooms and hallways. The 

majority of students have families from similar 

social class backgrounds, but there is a 

relative diversity of national backgrounds 

within the school. Many students felt that this 

led to students having distinct and contrasting 

views on issues around privilege and national 

identity. Despite this, some felt there was 

homogeneity on other concerns: like the 

purposes of education or future career paths.   

Segregation outside of school through clubs, 

friends, etc. 

Divisions within families over political views 

Key role in identity development 

Clashes through social media engagement 

Clashes through political engagement 

Focus on meritocracy 

Individualism 

Focus on the value of education 

Varying views on national identity versus 

cosmopolitanism 

School 

Students discussed their school playing a role 

in a form of global social structuring. Social 

reproduction here is an extension of 

Bourdieu’s concept on how education 

maintains social relations through structuring 

and restructuring our social structures and 

systems to a global environment. The school 

plays a key role in offering human, cultural, 

economic and social capital to students and 

mediates the importance of each of these. The 

school is the site where we see the interplay 

between social class, family circumstances and 

the institutional habitus come together. The 

students reflected throughout their accounts 

the varying interests and clashes that occur 

within the school from the variety of agents (be 

they parents, students, teachers, administrators 

or political contexts beyond the school gates).   

Hierarchy in school 

Class 

Hidden curriculum 

Hidden dialogues 

Distinction 

Capital 

Legitimacy of international school 

Reputation 

Capital of different ed. Systems 

Neoliberal mindset 

Echo chambers 

Post-ideological thinking 

Socio-economic differences 

Misrecognition through teachers 

Misrecognition through student body 

Misrecognition through management 

De-politicises climate change 

Believer in meritocracy 

Hierarchy of nations 

Individual over collective action 

 

How do students’ consider their present and future place within the global labour 

market? 

Themes/Brief descriptions Codes 

Precarity Some confidence in future 

Precarious job market 
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Students express misgivings about the future of 

the economy based on the precariatisation of 

labour. Some are not concerned for themselves, 

confident that they will do well despite 

precarious conditions for others. Students 

discussed the gig economy and the 

casualisation of labour as more of a political 

concern than a personal worry. 

Tyranny of merit 

Value of hardwork  

Artificial intelligence and the future of 

work 

Climate change and future 

Business as encouraging social change 

Algorithmic thinking 

Rootless 

Education for distinction and recognition 

Alienation 

Students seemed frustrated with many aspects 

of the education system they are in. Alienation 

was seen based on the problems of strict 

societal stratification and the estrangement 

towards human nature. Self-realisation 

appears as the instrument by which students 

achieve success in the future labour market as 

opposed to schooling as a chance for self-

fulfillment. Instead of self-realisation being an 

end in itself, the school encourages a form of 

economic determination by which students 

work towards betterment to meet the demands 

of the labour market. Students also discussed 

their isolation from certain socio-economic 

groups, the class distinction of the school, and 

the issues of an educational model geared 

towards market demands over human 

concerns.   

Cancel culture 

Self-surveillance 

‘Playing the game’ - ‘inauthentic 

engagement’ with political change? 

High stakes testing 

Scientific Rationalism as approach 

Always be optimising 

Free time as university and work 

preparation 

Segregation outside of school through 

clubs, friends, etc. 

Self-segregation in school 

Commodification of free time 

Individualism over collective good 

Isolated when in local community 

Bullying around international identity 

Divided sense of self/national and 

international identity 

Divisions within families over political 

views 

Class distinction of private int. School 

Education for the market over human 

concerns 

High stress 

High stakes testing 

CAS as commodifying pursuits  

Inculcates belief, leadership 

Confidence in themselves 

Hidden from privilege 

Inability to analyse position 

Confidence in future 

Belief in the future  

 

How do students relate to international mindedness? 

Themes/Descriptions Codes 

‘Fractured international mindedness’ Progressive Internationalism 
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Students inferred that there is a much broader 

spectrum of political views on 

internationalism. Many students discussed 

connecting to others within the school along 

national identities, some expressed ideas that 

could be considered a progressive 

international mindedness, while others 

expressed views of reactionary, new-right 

internationalism or a traditional neoliberal 

view of internationalism.   

Reactionary Internationalism 

(nationalism/tribalism) 

Global Neoliberal Elite Internationalism 

Cultural capital of IM for access to elite 

universities 

Western, liberal curriculum within IM 

Generation divide 

Rural versus urban divides 

Social media as promoting IM and 

transgressions 

Clash between curriculum and 

tribalism/nativism 

Integration versus nationalism 

Hierarchy of ‘internationalism’ 

Cosmopolitanism 

 

How do students respond to their privileged schooling within the context of current 

political transformations? 

Themes/Descriptions Codes 

‘Existential uncertainty’ 

As digital natives, the students are aware and 

engaged in responding to global crises, but 

also reflect the awareness of the not-knowing 

and uncertainty of our age. With the failures of 

the ideological foundations of communism and 

‘end of history’ liberalism, students have few 

grand narratives to guide them and express 

political apathy and feelings of 

disenfranchisement. Some speculate on 

positive futures for social change in response.  

Agents of social change 

Anxiety 

Medially-wired individuals 

Questioning global capitalist system 

Failure of modernisation theory 

Individualism over collective action 

CAS demeaning social action 

Social media and political change 

Power in school 

Power online 

BLM protests 

Climate protests 

School as discouraging action  

 

Does the habitus of an Elite International School cultivate a sense of privilege for 

International Baccalaureate Diploma students? 

Theme Brief Description 

Social class The social class of students in the school is 

relatively homogenous, with slight variations 

through the children of staff. Most students felt they 

were from a high socio-economic background, 

some referring to themselves as upper class. Some 
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students felt uncomfortable discussing social class 

within the interviews and felt that it was something 

rarely discussed within the school either in lessons 

or amongst their peers. The homogenous social 

class of the school does have implications in terms 

of how students’ relate to the notion of privilege. 

Students also felt that their social class brought 

certain expectations for their future education, their 

future work, as well as isolating them from others 

within wider society. 

Family Students discussed their own family background 

and the family backgrounds of their peers as having 

a tremendous impact on their views on political and 

social issues, as well as impacting the day-to-day 

discussions and learning in classrooms and 

hallways. The majority of students have families 

from similar social class backgrounds, but there is 

a relative diversity of national backgrounds within 

the school. Many students felt that this led to 

students having distinct and contrasting views on 

issues around privilege and national identity. 

Despite this, some felt there was homogeneity on 

other concerns: like the purposes of education or 

future career paths.  

School Students discussed their school playing a role in a 

form of global social structuring. Social 

reproduction here is an extension of Bourdieu’s 

concept on how education maintains social 

relations through structuring and restructuring our 

social structures and systems to a global 

environment. The school plays a key role in offering 

human, cultural, economic and social capital to 

students and mediates the importance of each of 

these. The school is the site where we see the 

interplay between social class, family 

circumstances and the institutional habitus come 

together. The students reflected throughout their 

accounts the varying interests and clashes that 

occur within the school from the variety of agents 

(be they parents, students, teachers, administrators 

or political contexts beyond the school gates).   

How do students’ self-understandings consider their present and future place within 

the global labour market? 

Theme Brief Description 
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Precarity Students express misgivings about the future of the 

economy based on the precariatisation of labour. 

Some are not concerned for themselves, confident 

that they will do well despite precarious conditions 

for others. Students discussed the gig economy and 

the casualisation of labour as more of a political 

concern than a personal worry. 

Alienation Students seemed frustrated with many aspects of the 

education system they are in. Alienation was seen 

based on the problems of strict societal stratification 

and the estrangement towards human nature. Self-

realisation appears as the instrument by which 

students achieve success in the future labour market 

as opposed to schooling as a chance for self-

fulfillment. Instead of self-realisation being an end 

in itself, the school encourages a form of economic 

determination by which students work towards 

betterment to meet the demands of the labour market. 

Students also discussed their isolation from certain 

socio-economic groups, the class distinction of the 

school, and the issues of an educational model 

geared towards market demands over human 

concerns.  

How do students relate to international mindedness? 

Theme Brief Description 

Fractured international mindedness Students state that there is a much broader sense of 

political views on internationalism than traditional 

research on international schools would suggest. 

Many students discussed connecting to others within 

the school along national identities, some expressed 

ideas that could be considered a progressive 

international mindedness, while others expressed 

views of reactionary, new-right internationalism or 

a traditional neoliberal view of internationalism.  

How do students respond to their privileged schooling within the context of current 

political transformations? 

Theme Brief Description 

Existential uncertainty As digital natives, the students are constantly aware 

and engaged in responding to global crises, but also 

reflect the awareness of the not-knowing and 

uncertainty of our age. With the failures of the 

ideological foundations of communism and ‘end of 

history’ liberalism, students have few grand 
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narratives to guide them and express political apathy 

and feelings of disenfranchisement. Some speculate 

on positive futures for social change in response. 

 

 

8. Reflections on the Ed. D process 

I am still considering my career path, but I do have an interest in becoming a researcher in 

education moving forward. Therefore, I have written this section partially considering what I 

would do differently looking back, but primarily to reflect critically as a practitioner to 

ascertain where to improve in future research. This section outlines briefly what I have learned 

from carrying out the research process and looks at the positives and drawbacks of my 

approach. 

Firstly, I was impacted somewhat by the circumstances, but a large issue was the 

unrealistic expectations I had of what I could achieve throughout 2020. I completed some final 

essays for the taught component of my Ed.D course in February of 2019, spending the rest of 
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the year reading for my literature review, creating a thesis proposal and applying for 

candidature. The reading for my literature review posed some issues because I found it very 

difficult to know where the line is. The more I discovered, the more I felt there was to discover. 

The more I learned, the more I felt ignorant. When I started reading Bourdieu, I wanted to read 

more by Durkheim, Weber and Marx. When I read more Marx, I had to read Hegel. When I 

read Hegel, I had to read Kant, then the Ancient Greeks. Before I knew it, I was trying to read 

the entirety of ‘Western Philosophy’ to understand Bourdieu! I think putting a barrier on that 

process and being able to say this is enough, it might not be everything, but it is enough for 

now. That was an important realisation: I cannot be an expert in everything. 

Officially my research stage started in January so I felt confident that I could complete 

the ethics applications and start my research towards the end of the school year (April or May 

2020). This would have given me time to complete the transcription and thematic analysis over 

the summer. The timeline felt plausible, but this was in isolation from the other areas of my 

life. I was planning on changing jobs and moving countries in August, and I still had not found 

a place to work or a place to live. I was also going through driving lessons and aimed to do a 

driving test in March (this ended up being pushed back to when I was carrying out the 

interviews). I also had all of the daily routines connected to my work. Realistically, combining 

all of these plans was always going to be an issue. However, with the COVID-19 pandemic, I 

did not just have to be flexible and adaptive, it completely uprooted my plans. But I feel that 

doing all of these tasks would have been difficult regardless of the uncertainty that came with 

the situation. I ended up successfully moving countries, jobs, passing my driving test, 

completing my interviews and transcribing the interviews by August. I was happy with what I 

had achieved but there was an enormous toll on my own mental health. I felt frequently anxious 

for the first time in my life. I was worried about not being able to complete interviews in person 

or achieve my research aims before leaving the country. I was worried about my precarious 
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financial situation. I was worried about my actual motivations for the research. I struggled with 

sleep regularly. My partner felt that it was the first time she has seen me lose my general 

positive outlook. Another issue I had was how wrapped up I was within my own work and lost 

in it to an extent. Even when I was not working, I was thinking about my research. My partner 

felt I was lost in my own thoughts for long periods. It is difficult to assay how much of this 

was to do with my workload or the general existential anxiety of the pandemic, but I ended up 

in a place that was not conducive to my overall well-being or to my relationships with those 

close to me. 

I would not blame the university or the department. I felt very supported by my thesis 

supervisor at the time and the university had made clear a variety of ways students could reach 

out. However, I could not help feeling quite lonely. I think this is probably the case for a lot of 

doctoral researchers but doing it through distance learning definitely exacerbates feelings of 

isolation. There is a sense that you are going through it alone. Many of the courses designed to 

help researchers involved more time online and this felt like another task for me at an already 

busy time. 

There were a few skills and strategies I picked up that would be helpful for the next 

time I carry out research like this. I started using notability, an app for compiling articles, 

lecture notes, etc. I found this excellent for bringing together the last 6 years of research I had 

been doing in the programme. I got into Zotero much more for referencing and notes on what 

I was reading. I use the kindle app exclusively for my reading, keeping detailed highlights and 

notes as I go. I started using the Things app to organise my time for studying, interviews, 

checklists etc. These tools aided me enormously in organising my life and my own time 

management. 

Sport and exercise are ways for me to manage my stress. I started making this a priority 

alongside my research. I started running as a break when I needed it while transcribing. I 
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stopped missing football matches and training when I was prioritising my studies. These 

ultimately aided my research, as I could approach the subject matter in the right state of mind. 

The oft quoted ‘the best laid schemes of mice and men’ comes to mind but I really 

needed to be much more realistic about my timeline. I planned too much and created too many 

expectations on myself. I think an open and frank sense of my limits was needed. 

In hindsight, this all feels very distant. I am delighted with how my own writing has 

been progressing in 2021 and feel in a good and stable place in terms of my work life balance. 

I am proud of the process and the research itself. I am pleased with what I have achieved and 

feel like I am a stronger researcher because of it.  

During the difficulties of the last year, I read Martin Hagglund’s This Life and there 

was a line in it that really helped me:  

“To keep faith in mortal life, then, is to remain vulnerable to a pain that no strength can 

finally master. Mortality is not only intrinsic to what makes life meaningful, but also 

makes life susceptible to lose meaning and become unbearable. The point is not to 

overcome this vulnerability but to recognize that it is an essential part of why our lives 

matter and why we care” (2019: p. 49). 

The pain I went through was vital to the process, it was essential to why my endeavours 

mattered at all. Life is finite and my own is precarious. But that pain and the possibility of 

losing it does not devalue it but makes it worth living. In fact, it would be meaningless without 

the finitude. I chose to be devoted to this work because it matters immensely, not just to me, 

but others within the world. This time allowed me to consider what makes my life worth living: 

my research and my career certainly, but much more importantly, the day to day living with 

those closest to me. 

 




