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1

INTRODUCTION

For years, my commute to and from work between the cities of Monrovia 
and Azusa, both in Los Angeles County, was on the 187 bus. One of the 
great things about bus riding is the chance to witness a kaleidoscope of 
humanity. On any given trip, there would be riders of all types—text-
messaging businessmen; caregivers; house cleaners; mothers with children 
in strollers; students quietly reading textbooks, buds in ears; frail, elderly 
people with shopping carts; full-throated yakkers broadcasting unsolicited 
personal opinions; and at least one wheelchair user planted in the spot 
specially reserved for them. On cold, late-night rides, one or two homeless 
persons would be fast asleep on a seat in the rear of the bus. The 187 was 
a world on wheels. 

In this curious company I often found myself contemplating the qual-
ity and strength of America’s social fabric. How might different people, 
each with their own particular identity, occupying public space together, 
learn to live well with one another? I was familiar with the sweeping ver-
dict of media pundits and political leaders: that building genuine com-
munity across deep differences was more and more inconceivable. The 
economic, racial, political, and religious divisions were just too sharp, 
especially as the inflammatory and polarized language of respect-seeking 
groups worsened. 

Furthermore, I was aware of the growing evidence suggesting that we 
have entered a phase of passive segregation, be it in our media feeds, neigh-
borhoods, or schools. Race and class, it seems, are on everybody’s mind, 
and for good reason. By almost every empirical remeasure—income, wealth, 
employment, education, incarceration, and housing—the racial and eco-
nomic gap has yet to close. Ideologically as well, more and more people 
seem to be stuck in their own “truths.” Liberals accuse conservatives of 
being climate doubters and indifferent to the poor. Conservatives accuse 
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2  the art of world learning

liberals of being unpatriotic, irreligious, and indifferent to family values. 
Both accuse the other side of impoverished moral thought. Given that so 
many groups have concluded that society does not recognize and respect 
their innermost self, it’s increasingly difficult to imagine what it is, exactly, 
that binds us together.

There are two kinds of integration, objective and subjective. The former is 
about putting together people of different colors, creeds, countries, cul-
tures, and classes in the same classroom, office, or neighborhood. The latter 
is about forming emotional bonds of connection that combine a positive 
sense of group pride with an overall “we-ness.” Achieving subjective inte-
gration, of course, requires something of us—a psychological and social 
shift. Instead of seeing “us” immutably stuck in opposition to “them,” we 
come to see and embrace “them” as part of what Martin Luther King Jr. 
(1986a) described as an “inescapable network of mutuality” and “a single 
garment of destiny.” Moving from a parochial to a cosmopolitan mind-set 
is no longer a luxury on a small, interconnected, and warming planet; it 
has become a necessity. But for most of us that requires a bit of a journey 
from where we are now. 

In this book, I’ve assigned myself the task of presenting a set of ideas 
and practical tools to guide us on this journey. Thankfully, over the past 
several decades a powerful set of vehicles have been developed to help 
bridge and repair the great rifts of humanity, whether within, between or 
among nations. These include study away/abroad, service-based learning, 
community research, field ethnography, diversity programming, environ-
mental education, and social justice education (see Musil, 2009). Despite 
differences in social setting and content emphasis, each of these world-
learning strategies supports three distinct yet interconnected tasks, each of 
them crucial to artfully addressing the fractures that imperil an equitable 
and sustainable future.

The first (personal) task is that of stretching learners’ minds. All of us are 
tattooed at birth with tribal outlooks and beliefs. “We are all acolytes of 
our own realities, prisoners of our own perceptions, blindly loyal to the 
patterns and habits of our lives,” explains anthropologist Wade Davis 
(2007, p. 12). Even so, our natural parochialism is not the end of the 
story. A potent antidote exists. Signature world-learning pedagogies aim to  
guide us, gently but resolutely, out of our respective bubbles and into active 
encounters with those who look and speak and think and believe unlike 
ourselves. World learning is all about establishing safe spaces for people to 
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relate across their deep differences. The core assumption is that the Other’s 
world has something to say to Our world.

To take any alternatives seriously, however, we must first experience 
them. As we do, our minds become more limber and inclusive. We begin 
to imagine ourselves living another’s life. Perspective-taking helps us to 
not only more fully know ourselves in ration to the wider world but also 
recognize that our way of life is just one way of being human (especially if 
we’ve been told that our way is the greatest, most evolved, and most envied 
way on the planet). Different models of reality also enable us to consider 
a fuller range of alternatives to the global predicaments sketched out in 
chapter 1 of this text.

The second (interpersonal) task of world learning responds to the 
human proclivity toward Us/Them-ing by turning strangers into neigh-
bors, if not friends. Fostering a culture of civility in pluralistic societies 
requires both good laws and good habits. We have a negative duty to 
do no harm to other people. But we also have an affirmative duty to 
do good, whether we like the Other or not. World learning, at its best, 
arranges opportunities for the kinds of meaningful encounters and active  
perspective-taking that break down stereotypes and build social trust. By 
replacing diatribe with dialogue, we can hope to discover common ground 
for the common good. “We should learn about people in other places, 
take an interest in their civilizations, their arguments, their errors, their 
achievements,” writes moral philosopher Kwame Appiah (2006a) “not 
because that will bring us to agreement, but because it will help us get 
used to one another” (p. 78).

That said, it is also true that mere physical proximity to difference is 
not enough to consider how someone else may think or feel about some-
thing. In To Kill a Mockingbird (Lee, 1960), Atticus Finch, a lawyer in a small 
Southern town who is defending a Black man falsely accused of attacking 
a White woman, gives his six-year-old daughter, Scout, some sound advice: 

If you can learn a simple trick, Scout, you’ll get along a lot better with all 
kinds of folks. You never really understand a person until you consider 
things from his point of view—until you climb into his skin and walk 
around in it. (p. 39)

Seeing things from the angle of someone in circumstances far removed 
from our own requires real relationship, especially if they are on the other 
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4  the art of world learning

side of some racial, cultural, national, or ideological divide. We must draw 
near to them, meet their gaze, get to know them, and share common tasks. 
The effect of such encounters is generally to convince us that others, despite 
a thousand differences, are simply altered versions of ourselves: vulnerable, 
uncertain, flawed beings who likewise crave love and wrestle with the dilem-
mas of childhood, education, family, work, love, aging, and death.

World learning, then, aims at minimum to help us overcome our nat-
ural blindness toward differently situated others. However impossible it 
might be to fully empathize with another human being, especially if their 
opinions and manners contrast our own, we can learn to cultivate an ethic 
of mutual charity based on cultural understanding and moral respect. 
Emotionally-intelligent world learning equips us to critique ideas and 
behaviors rather than to stigmatize persons. A secular progressive from the 
United States, for instance, should be able to tell a conservative religionist 
in Uganda that some of their beliefs about sexuality are misguided and 
unjust. And vice versa. But that is not the same thing as calling the other 
person a bigot or a pervert.

Learning to move out of relative sequestration and to engage difference 
as open-minded (though not empty-headed) individuals nourishes a col-
lective state of consciousness that affirms the shared fate of Us and Them. 
This, as King (1964 December, 11) remarked during his Nobel Peace Prize 
lecture, is

the great new problem of mankind. We have inherited a big house, a great 
“world house” in which we have to live together—black and white, Easterners 
and Westerners, Gentiles and Jews, Catholics and Protestants,  Moslem and 
Hindu, a family unduly separated in ideas, culture, and interest who, because 
we can never again live without each other, must learn, somehow, in this one 
big world, to live with each other.

This brings us to the third (academic) task of world learning: using inter-
disciplinary learning to better the world . Here the learning objective is to com-
prehend the world truly, overcoming the complacent ignorance that often 
comes with economic and cultural privilege. The academic task maps by 
two questions: What and how should we learn? And having learned, for 
what should we use what we know? Knowledge by itself is morally ambigu-
ous: It can remain inactive and indifferent or, if mobilized, it can serve 
either constructive or harmful ends. Much depends on the accuracy of 
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the knowledge, together with the will to act in ways compatible with that 
knowledge. The head and the heart must be educated together.

The intellectual side of world learning invites learners to use direct expe-
rience and interdisciplinary study to think systemically about world realities. 
A group of education majors travel from a U.S. or UK university to teach 
English among Creole-speaking slum dwellers in Port-au-Prince, Haiti. 
Though earnest and well-intentioned, they will not automatically compre-
hend why so many people are destitute, why the infrastructure is so battered, 
and why the state is so hopelessly ineffectual. To think systemically in this 
situation would require that learners witness firsthand the pervasive depri-
vation, ideally by living and working directly with the people affected by it. 
Seeing it for themselves then becomes the experiential basis for theoretical 
study that seeks to unpack the tangled institutional roots of the problem. 
Inquiry and insight necessarily precedes position taking and advocacy. 

Plan of  the Book

These three goals—stretching learners’ minds, turning strangers into neigh-
bors, and thinking systemically about the world—delineate the artistry 
detailed in The Art of World Learning. Nevertheless, learning any craft—be 
it pottery making, carpet weaving, wood working, or clinical medicine—
requires two masteries: the mastery of theory and the mastery of practice. 
To become a skilled general physician, I would need to acquire a compre-
hensive knowledge of the human body, along with the ailments and dis-
eases that afflict it. But theoretical knowledge alone would hardly qualify 
me to practice medicine. Only after years of real, informed practice could 
I hope to master the art. Theoretical knowledge and experiential insight 
must become one. This text is written to reflect world learning as a way of 
knowing and a way of making.

Every field of practice, including global education, emerges and matures 
by fundamental ideas that are endlessly examined, discussed, debated, and 
reformulated by networks of scholars and practitioners. Global educators 
are no exception. In fact, we are, in the words of Michael Vande Berg 
(2012), “in the midst of a long, drawn-out, and now accelerating reappraisal 
about how we conceive of learning abroad” (p. 7). Or learning at home for 
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6  the art of world learning

that matter. The most important thing in this rethinking process is to find 
new ways of conceiving definitive questions. 

As backdrop to our reappraisal, chapter 1 portrays the great canvas upon 
which world learning as art making takes place. A number of urgent and 
intersecting crises challenge global learners to reject indifference, to grasp 
complex realities, to stretch their imaginations, and to act pedagogically in 
ways that help repair the world. 

The chapters 2 through 7 correspond to six fundamental design ques-
tions (Figure I.1).

Chapter 2 asks: Why should we organize programs that help students 
better understand the world? We explore a response through a complex set 
of mandates—political, economic, educational, and ethical. While acknowl-
edging the legitimacy of each driver or rationale, the case is made for defin-
ing a socially relevant global education in terms of the public good.

Chapter 3 casts a broad vision of student development, knowing that 
the truest character of art depends on the quality of the self that infuses 
each thing. Here we ask: What kind of person do we seek to shape, and for 

figure i.1. Six fundamental design questions.

For what?

Who?

Where?

How?

What?

Why?
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what kind of world? Our response delineates the singular character of global 
artists—those who, through empathetic engagement with the world around 
them, develop a set of braided arts or competencies that support creative 
action in the world.

Chapter 4 follows as an extended inquiry into the formation of such 
persons. How might learners participate in the world in ways that truly 
transform consciousness and choice? What pedagogical perspectives, prin-
ciples, and procedures can best shape the persons we need for the future we 
want? A response is framed in terms of a worldly vision of global learning 
that is immersed, emotional, and transformative.

Chapter 5 considers where we should expect the most powerful, life-
changing learning to take place. Somewhat controversially, we argue in 
favor of a radical remapping of the geography of world learning to support 
a tactical progression of the nearby (“doorstep”) to the faraway (“planet”) 
in learners’ global education. 

Chapter 6 poses an oft-neglected question: Global learning for whom? 
Who is involved in and profits from a globalized education? Historically, 
students have been regarded as the primary, if not exclusive, beneficiaries 
of global-learning programs. This chapter presents an alternative “reciproc-
ity model” aimed at balancing the benefit between students and the local 
families, groups, and organizations that host them. 

Finally, chapter 7 probes the transformative potential of community-
engaged learning by asking: World learning for what? Our discussion 
inquires beyond sincere but often romanticized accounts of having had 
a “life-changing” experience to contemplate the concrete and indispensa-
ble work of remaking local communities through the right application of 
affection, knowledge, and sustainable practice.

These inquiries have global educators in mind, especially those with sup-
port and supervision responsibilities: academic leaders, faculty leaders of 
short-term domestic and international programs, and program directors.

Community-Engaged Global Learning

Perhaps the best phrase to describe the distinct model of education 
expounded in The Art of World Learning is community-engaged global learn-
ing. The phrase denotes an ecology of learning that is learner-centered 
and  experience-driven, locally-situated and globally-oriented, rooted in 
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8  the art of world learning

relationships and guided by academic insight. Scholarly work is done with 
communities, not just in, to, or for them. Knowledge is created through the 
community, rather than only flowing outward from the university.

Many colleges and universities are part of an expanding civic or commu-
nity engagement movement within higher education (Saltmarsh & Hartley, 
2011). Community engagement is portrayed by a diverse language: experi-
ential, global citizenship, socially responsible, public, entrepreneurial, ser-
vice-based, missional, participatory, asset-based, organic, and democratic. 
Despite important distinctions, each label expresses a common commit-
ment to grapple with quality-of-life issues directly affecting human and 
natural communities. Budgets may be squeezed, and schools may be under 
intense pressure to demonstrate return on investment. Yet more and more 
schools and universities are effectively “deschooling” themselves by provid-
ing opportunities for multiple community groups and settings to become 
hosting spaces for a wide variety of human-to-human learning experiences 
(Slimbach, 2016).  A growing number of students rightly believe that their 
capacity to develop new knowledge and skills can be enhanced by forming 
organic connections with local or distant families, community groups, gov-
ernment agencies, large businesses, or any number of social service organi-
zations. Such alliances not only impart real-world relevance to classroom 
learning but also instill a fresh vision of how higher education’s teaching, 
service, and research missions can support healthy, thriving community 
life (Figure I.2).

Community-engaged global learning is thus an artful appeal to a posi-
tive future. It urges a rising generation to think and feel and act in the gap 
between what is and what can and should be. This space between is both crea-
tive and fearsome. And it is what finally sets community-engaged global 
learning apart from more routine and individualistic forms of community 
service or study abroad.

The model contains several core principles and values, all of which run 
through this text. 

Community

David Brooks (2016), cultural commentator for The New York Times, asks: 
“What’s the right level to pursue social repair? The nation may be too 
large. The individual is too small.” Brooks, along with other communitar-
ian conservatives, reminds us that humans are social animals, designed 
for relationship. We need and want to be enmeshed in particular families, 
neighborhoods, traditions, moral virtues, and ecologies. In terms of global 
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learning, the geographic or social community right-scales lived experience, 
along with collective responses to the technological, economic, cultural, 
and environmental accelerations that are reshaping the world. Local com-
munities are close enough to people to understand and respond to their 
needs. They are also nimble and apolitical enough to effectively mediate 
between the concerns of private and public. “Community alone,” writes 
Kentucky essayist Wendell Berry (1993), “can raise the standards of local 
health (ecological, economic, social, and spiritual) without which the 
other two interests will destroy one another” (p. 118). That’s because a 
healthy community depends on cooperative relations with others, com-
mon patterns of thinking and doing, memory of the past, hope for the 
future, and love of place.

Throughout this text, community is used to denote a people living together 
in a place or sharing particular interests or quality-of-life concerns. They 
may be small farmers or factory workers, nursing home residents or an 
encampment of displaced persons. Also included in community mem-
bership is everything on which humans depend: soils, forests, water-
sheds, air, and all native creatures. Such communities are distinct from 
the public world where large institutions dominate, and where people 
pursue their own interests as workers and consumers, largely indifferent 
to other people and places. True community depends on one giving to 
another, whether in friendship, in marriage and family life, or within a 

figure i.2. Global learning and community health.

Community-
Engaged Global 

Learning

1.
Family

homestay

2.
Community 
immersions

3.
Learning 

service

4.
Participatory 

research

5.
Language 

learning

Book 1.indb   9 20-01-2020   18:40:09



10  the art of world learning

kaleidoscope of human groups having their own membership and con-
ceptions of the good. As global learners enter into relationship with com-
munity groups, they witness how ordinary people use local knowledge 
and practical intelligence to better understand and creatively act upon 
their shared challenges.

Engaged

Engaged forms of learning offer a bridge between the theory of the class-
room and the lived reality outside those walls. The educational process 
is embedded, embodied, and envisioned. It seeks to unite what is typi-
cally divided: body and mind, self and society, being and doing, campus 
and community. Through direct, socially meaningful experience, learners 
form emotional bonds with their subject of study and with those having 
insider knowledge of it. Instead of passively absorbing information, learn-
ers position themselves in direct relationship with the phenomena under 
study.

Sustained exchanges can take place in households or small businesses, 
civic organizations or religious bodies, government agencies or fam-
ily farms. The ordinary structures of community life offer innumerable 
opportunities to engage in what academic commentators call high-impact 
educational  practices (Kuh & Schneider, 2008). These include foreign language 
study, family stays, volunteerism and service-learning, clinical placements, 
ethnographic fieldwork, environmental field schools, action research pro-
jects, and various forms of technical assistance. Rooting in actual commu-
nities, learners build a bridge with the living world they commonly study 
at arm’s length. This enables them to acquire the virtues, intelligence, and 
ethical vocabulary needed for what Czech philosopher Vaclav Havel (1997, 
as cited in Elshtain, 2000) described as “the richest possible participation 
in public life.”

Global

The global reflects an empirical reality—a world order where people, goods, 
ideas, and capital flow freely. In a globalized world we are always already 
interconnected. Because populations continuously overflow national bor-
ders, few groups on Earth remain culturally homogenous and spatially 
bounded. This reality renders sharp distinctions between the West and the 
rest, and among developed and developing countries, increasingly obsolete.
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Similarly, the global in global learning can no longer be exclusively asso-
ciated with the international. Study abroad has long existed as the exclu-
sive face of global learning. If high school or college students wished to 
broaden their life horizons, they left their homeland, crossed an ocean or 
geopolitical border, and studied or worked in a far-away place. Today, this 
is a luxury in both time and money that precious few students can afford. 
Of the 18 million undergraduates enrolled in U.S. institutions, a quarter 
are older than 25. A similar percentage are single parents. The new normal 
is to be a student of color from a low-income family, working at least 20 
hours a week. Precious few of these nontraditional students can afford to 
live on campus, much less quit work, leave their family, and pay thou-
sands of dollars in program fees to live for a semester (or less) in Bolivia 
or Ghana. How will the global-learning needs of this new majority be met?

Fortuitously, difference and dilemma are no longer out there, in dis-
tant or exotic sites; they are right here, at our doorstep. Indeed, what we 
regard as global problems—like climate change and vanishing biodiversity—
are ultimately rooted in the ways we choose to eat and drink, work and 
recreate, house and transport ourselves. Highly localized practices inter-
twine with global forces. What does this mean for a globalized education? 
Learners need opportunities to comprehend the local through the broader 
forces of history, politics and economics; and then to recognize the global 
through local practices, and predicaments. Without dissolving the tradi-
tional domestic–international divide, the global emphasizes the interplay 
of the close by and the far away, the micro and the macro, operating simul-
taneously, for good or for ill. 

Learning

Conventional classrooms typically focus on setting up emotionally safe 
spaces for students to ingest disciplinary knowledge and acquire useful 
skills, removed from what many students call without apparent irony the 
“real world.” The process of learning sketched out in the following chap-
ters flips this model on its head. Global learners are expected to take risks 
by subjecting their bodies and minds and emotions to realities that are 
sometimes disturbing and other times inspiring. Despite the challenge—
and arguably because of it—the learning that results can, and often does, sur-
pass that produced by conventional methods. The value of global learning 
is best demonstrated by its outcomes: intellectual and practical skill devel-
opment, formal knowledge of the human and natural world, and active 
engagement with complex problems and diverse communities.
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Moreover, learning isn’t limited to students alone. At the center of our 
pedagogical model is reciprocal learning—the artful exchange of complemen-
tary knowledge. Universities contribute out of their store of tested meth-
ods, good theory, a scientific method, and orienting questions. What civil 
society, business, and government organizations bring to the table are an 
established local presence, organic knowledge born of extensive people-to-
people experience, and vast social networks. Far from being incompatible, 
academic knowledge and organic knowledge derive vitality and direction 
from their connection to the other. Both realms overlap in a permeable 
space (Figure I.3).

Greater Good

Finally, and crucially, community-engaged global learning envisions a good 
that is greater than the instrumental ends that have come to dominate 
modern society. Ours is an age that celebrates and valorizes wealth, power, 
influence, and prestige. To ask “Global learning for whom?” and “Global 
learning for what?” is to probe beneath the enormous cult of the self for the 
larger meanings of and purposes for life. The good to which global learn-
ing aspires goes beyond professional credentials and earning capacity. Or 
even knowledge-for-knowledge’s-sake. These are all important things when 
connected to a larger purpose, which is to say, when they raise the health 
of global communities.

Sir Albert Howard (2006) once called the “whole problem of health in 
soil, plant, animal, and man as one great subject” (p. 11). Derived from the 
same Indo-European root as “heal,” “whole,” and “holy,” the word “health” 

figure i.3 Coproduction of knowledge.
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is unifying and comprehensive, leaving nothing out. A healthy community 
is a place that is whole, where broken connections—social, economic, politi-
cal, and ecological—are healed. (See Appendix C for an extended descrip-
tion of community health outcomes.) Global learners participate in local 
life in order to expand the greater good of community health as far as 
possible. This is the ultimate standard by which global-learning programs 
judge themselves.

Coming to Terms

Throughout the text, two phrases—world learning and global learning—are used 
interchangeably. Both phrases narrate forms of learning that engage human 
differences and quality-of-life challenges in ways that foster a mindful way 
of being in the world. The two phrases also blur the lines of what, histori-
cally, have been three distinct fields:

1. Intercultural studies: relations between and among social and cultural 
groups, primarily informed by anthropology, sociology, and intercul-
tural communication

2. International studies: relations between and among nations, primarily 
informed by political science, economics, and foreign languages

3. Global studies: relations between and among transnational systems, 
which are informed by virtually every academic discipline

Global educators have traditionally made it their special business to 
promote communication between and among people of different cul-
tures through direct, face-to-face encounters. These experiences promised 
to yield an educational bounty, variously described as “intercultural com-
petence,” “global citizenship” or “cosmopolitanism.” Reflecting what was 
then known as the “intercultural relations” approach to world learning, 
anthropologist-linguist Edward Hall (1959) famously declared that “cul-
ture is communication and communication is culture” (p. 186).

The emphasis on intercultural communication across cultures markedly 
influenced not only global education but also international development, 
missions, and business. Intercultural communication theory offered pro-
fessionals in each of these fields “simple, understandable, and immediately 
useful ways to facilitate communication across a wide range of cultures 
and contexts” (LaBrack & Bathhurst, 2012, p. 196). Yet, primary attention 
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to microlevel operations of culture and communication tended to side-
line broader analysis of macrolevel social arrangements shaping local life 
for billions of people. One needs only to imagine a pair of foreign stu-
dents shopping on P.C. Hooftstraat in Amsterdam. Despite being able 
to communicate effectively and appropriately with salespersons, they may 
be blissfully ignorant to how the larger process of globalization tends to 
impoverish one place in order to be extravagant in another.

Overattention to values, expressive symbols, and languages can also eas-
ily overlook the fact that cultural meanings are often vigorously contested 
at the community level. Field settings in the modern world are invariably 
saturated with relations of racial, economic, and social power. These power 
dynamics “alter radically the nature of the social relationship between 
those who ask and look and those who are asked and looked at” (Geertz, 
1988, p. 131). Underrating the entanglement of culture and power in social 
life prevents outsiders from developing critical awareness of what is per-
haps the main obstacle to bridging entrenched divides and promoting the 
greater good. 

Finally, a narrow focus on interpersonal dynamics can easily eclipse 
powerful organizational and institutional forces in culture. While micro- 
and midlevel beliefs and behaviors do have consequences, they are both 
formed and fortified through powerful institutions and networks (Heclo, 
2008). The market, the state, education at all levels, advertising and news 
media, national myths and symbols—these and other structures forcefully 
shape consciousness and action. They also account for the “wicked” or 
impossibly complex character of the world’s stubbornest problems.

The Art of World Learning encourages a new generation to apprehend cul-
ture in its full complexity. By making connections among the intercul-
tural, the international, and the global dimensions of life, learners come to 
respect human differences while also learning to think institutionally and 
systemically. This is the necessary foundation, competency-wise, for creat-
ing an artful life amid the deepening crises of our time.
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