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“You never change things by fighting the existing reality.  To change something, build a new model that makes the existing model obsolete.”  R. Buckminster Fuller

The purpose of teaching in the global world of the 21st century is to help students discover what works in their lives, what enables them to achieve the values most cultures hold sacred: respect, trust, love, family life, and the pursuit of happiness.  The objective is for students to discover and actualize how to make life beautiful for themselves and others.


Education is a change process by which teachers enable students to learn, think, and discover new ideas.  Teachers also facilitate a process by which learners unlearn obsolete ideas.  To apply this new knowledge to their lives is the reason for learning. If students do not, at some point, apply what they learn and, thereby, change their way of thinking and acting, then the teacher has not taught, and the students have not learned.

Change from Within

On a superficial level, teachers may inculcate ideas and direct students to memorize facts and pick up skills. But these changes are ephemeral. Lasting change and transformation come only from within oneself. We cannot change others; we can only change ourselves (Kegan & Lahey, 2001; Palmer, 1998). The teacher influences others but does not change them.


To influence others to motivate themselves to change, teachers need to enable others to realize that the results of changing are in their long-term self-interest or at least, in their short-term self-interest without drastic long-term consequences. The results of changing need to be perceived as both valuable and achievable.  The perceived rewards for changing need to out-weigh the benefits enjoyed in the present.

Leaders, citizens, students, employees, and family members can be successful teachers if they understand how others view life, understand what they value and how they come to perceive some values or activities as more important than others.
Perception and Values


Recent Emotional Intelligence (EI) research suggests that emotions play a significant role in thoughts, perceptions, values and goals (Goleman, 1995).  Thoughts and feelings can be analyzed separately, but in reality they are inseparable.  Feelings affect thinking and thinking affects feelings. Acting together they determine values.

Expectations are formed by needs and wants that influence perception. What is not expected is often ignored (Osland, Kolb, & Rubin, 2001).  People see what they value, what meets their needs and wants, and ignore those things that do not fit or appear unimportant. People create their own reality based on their thoughts, feelings and values. 

Values determine what information is worth considering when faced with challenges in achieving goals.  When one mode of acting proves successful to achieve a goal, others are no longer considered. The search is over and any further urging to look at alternatives is mistrusted. The greater the mistrust, the greater is the fear of considering other ideas or points of view.  It is easier to be closed-minded than to hold on to contrary points of view.   What people value becomes “the truth” and in the extreme, they are even willing to fight and die for what they believe. 

  Shared Vision, Dialogue and Discussion


Teachers can help students to recognize their values and raise their wants and needs to the level of a collective vision. Needs, wants, and values are distinguishable.  We need water to survive; we want orange juice when we wake up in the morning; These needs and wants can be raised to the level of collective values such as the notion that a good society is one that provides fresh water for all. Such a vision is called a “shared vision” because it meets the needs and wants of most of the members of the culture, organization or group. 


One of the first steps to arrive at a shared vision is dialogue. Issacs (1999) defines dialogue as an innovative long-term approach to produce coordinated action among collections of people across cultures.  It is about creating sacred space through conversation.  

Gerard and Teurfs (1995) deserve to be quoted at length for their description of dialogue and the distinction between dialogue and discussion: 

dialogue is a shared meaning that forms the basis of culture…(it) involves becoming aware of the thinking, feelings, and formulated conclusions that underlie a group’s culture or way of being with each other….dialogue is about creating an environment that builds trust, encourages communication with respect, honors and values diversity as essential, and seeks a level or awareness that promotes the creation of shared meaning (culture) that supports individual and collective well-being….discussion  seeks usually to deliver one’s point of view, to convince or persuade.” (Gerard & Teurfs, 1995). 

Because people disagree, discussion often leads to divisiveness and polarization between parties.  

Opinions tend to be rigidly held onto and defended while dialogue asks to 

suspend our attachments to a particular point of view (opinion) so that deeper levels of listening, synthesis and meaning can evolve within a group.  The result is an entirely different atmosphere.  Instead of everyone fighting over who is right and who is wrong, individuals are involved in trying to see a deeper meaning behind the various opinions expressed.  Individual differences are valued.  What results is a larger and expanded perspective for all. (Gerard & Teurfs, 1995)

Teachers can take advantage of the dynamic of dialogue to enable students to discover meaning in their lives.

Understanding and Influence


Once the objective of teaching is no longer to lecture as to what is right or wrong, but rather to focus on understanding, the teachers and students can learn from one another.  When teacher and student see the same thing differently, the teacher can ask for help to understand. The very expression “help me to understand” is an act of vulnerability.  It enables the student to respond freely without fear and begin to trust.  It is a sign of genuine interest in the other and a willingness to understand. Often, students interpret this expression of “help me to understand,” as interest in their well-being.
When students experience genuine interest from the teacher in what they think and feel, they gain a sense of satisfaction and are more open to the influence of the teacher.  In other words, the experience of receiving attention and being understood creates receptivity to influence and openness to change one’s ideas. By contrast, an inattentive or antagonistic teacher does not satisfy needs and wants and students are unlikely to change.  More broadly, a nation that satisfies the needs of its citizens is more likely to change their behavior in the direction encouraged by the culture. The more a government provides meaningful work, health care, and education for its citizens, the more likely the citizens are to follow the nation’s laws and customs. 


Influencing change is a challenge within one’s own culture.  To seek to do so inter-culturally requires not only greater skill and sensitivity, but also an awareness of one’s own cultural and personal values, as well as, a willingness to change. Beginning with the attitude, “help me to understand” is the key.

To attempt to influence the Iraqis to change, for example, the US needs to understand the Iraqis, namely, how they perceive reality, how they want reality to be, and what they value.  To attempt to influence Iraqis to change, without understanding their perception of reality, their value systems and how these were developed, spells inevitable failure with the concomitant waste of human and material resources.  A similar dynamic exists among organizations and with individuals.  It is a waste of time, energy, and money to try to influence people to change without first making an effort to understand what and why they value what they do.  If the teacher is trusted and can demonstrate that the change is clearly in the student’s self-interest and achievable, the student will be open to change.

The Lens of Values
Needs, wants, and values are determined by culture and socialization. People see things differently because of the lenses they bring to the experience.  Each sees the world out of a given pair of lenses received from the way they were reared, by their upbringing in their specific culture.  Hofstede’s (1980) classic study of managers in countries around the world distinguished five cultural dimensions: power distance; individualism and collectivism; masculinity and femininity; uncertainty avoidance; and long term/short term perspective. Countries can be grouped by how they fall on each of these dimensions.  


Adler (2002) summarizes important cultural variations in beliefs about the nature of people, relationship to the environment, relations to people, mode of activity (doing or being), perception of personal space, and time orientation. Acuff (1997) applies these findings to the practical problems of negotiating in foreign cultures. Eating with chopsticks in Japan is valued over eating with knives, forks, and spoons. The opposite holds true in Germany.  Driving on the right hand side of the street is observed in Canada, while driving on the left hand side in Thailand.  Apparently, it is allowable to tell a falsehood, even in important matters, in China to save face, but such behavior is against the cultural norm in America, and would be considered a lie.  

Reflecting this idea, Michel de Montaigne, a Frenchman, stated in the sixteenth century, “There are truths on this side of the Pyrenees which are falsehoods on the other.” France is an Eiffel Tower culture with large power distance as a cultural norm. Managers behave as superiors. Subordinates accept this and would be disturbed, if treated as equals.  In the US, the opposite norm exists, wherein workers expect to receive genuine respect and fair treatment no matter what one’s family background.  Neither norm is necessarily better than the other. Some values are universal, and some are particular to a culture. Teachers from another culture need to distinguish between universal and particular values.   

Trompenaars (1994) classified corporate culture along two dimensions. The first was equity-hierarchy, and the second was orientation to the person-orientation to the task. These dimensions yield four types of businesses: the family, the Eiffel Tower, the guided missile, and incubator. Each has a distinct approach to thinking, learning, change, motivating, rewarding and resolving conflict. 

Stages of Understanding


How can teachers go about understanding the values of people of other cultures?  How can they understand what students perceive to be significantly important in their lives?  

Stage 1: Spending Time

There is no substitute for simply spending time in another culture and becoming acquainted with people. The first time visitor needs to suspend judgment of what is right and wrong, good and not so good, effective and ineffective, and actively listen to local citizenry.

 This phase involves study of other cultures and careful examination of sophisticated stereotypes. Osland and Bird (2000) provide a model of sense making that encourages students to become like anthropologists to note nuances and hold on to paradoxes.   

Vance and Paik (2004) provide an outline for MBA schools to give students opportunities to participate in international internships to achieve a core set of competencies for working in a global context. These include enhanced self-understanding, ability to adapt to international working environments, and skills in diagnosing cultural differences.

Stage 2: Openness

Teachers need to trust that members of other cultures have ideas, beliefs and values worth considering. With an attitude of openness they can use dialogue to become connected. 

Openness can be naïve. There is a danger that the neophyte will enter the culture with romantic notions about the people and place only to be crushed by the first experiences with adversity. The romantic can then become disillusioned and disgruntled by all things foreign.

Openness needs to be grounded in strength based on experience in the culture. This takes time in stage 1 and an enduring patience. Confidence in one’s self worth is necessary to deal with uncertainty and conflicting values.  

Stage 3: Empathy

The next step is to gain empathy by listening and identifying with the other, to place oneself in the place of the other, and to feel what the other feels.  Understanding history, culture, family, and relationships gives context for what others believe.  Then the teacher’s task is to understand the particular relationship with this student and the student as a person. 

Gaining empathy requires humility. Collins (2001) was surprised to find that leaders who transformed their companies were not the ones with big egos, but rather, they combined humility with a tenacious professional will to succeed. 
Stage 4: Greater Awareness
Teachers can gain empathy that leads to a greater awareness. They become aware of what is particular to their own culture, particular to the student’s culture, common to them both, and what is universal to all. Then they have a new vantage point from which to consider what they value most. 

This awareness leads them to determine what they are willing to change in themselves both for their own growth and to be effective in influencing others. This insight enables them to share ideas openly without a compulsive urge to impose them upon others.  
Mutual Change

Carried out successfully, this teaching process results in change taking place in teacher and student. They both learn and grow together. To create change in others, teachers need to question their values and entertain the possibility of changing themselves. 

Teachers foster learning in students when they learn themselves. Parents impart values when they listen carefully to their children. Supervisors gain the loyalty of their staff when they give them unqualified support. Nations will live in peace when they value the foreigner the same as the citizen.  
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