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The ultimate guide to 
international teaching

International teaching is a highly enticing prospect for thousands of teachers across the world, 

who jet off to foreign climes to experience a new culture and a whole new life, while using the 

pedagogical skills they have developed. But for those just starting out on this career, or still 

thinking about making the move, there is a lot to think about.  

 

This expert guide will take you through all the essential elements to consider, from finding the right 
kind of school to avoiding admin pitfalls and ensuring career development continues.

Top tips for teachers looking at an international career

We asked international teachers on Twitter for the advice they’d offer to those starting to look for 

international jobs. Here are some of the replies we received:

Don’t arrive with preconceived ideas; listen, learn the 

culture, schedule chats home, plan CPD and sort your 

work life before your social life.

@TodBrennanEng

Treat the experience as a learning journey just as much 

for yourself as for any students. Also be yourself, your 

character and experience are so interesting to people from 

other countries, it’s not just about teaching grammar!

@ukcpsweekly

Be prepared, [there are] different pressures, similar to the 

independent sector. Schools are great (mostly) but make 

sure you research the place and school. When you get 

there, don’t be afraid to ask questions. People will help you 

settle and get the things you need. Enjoy it!

@lyngphysics

Keep an open mind
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There is no such thing as the perfect organisation or 

perfect country. Every culture (school and country) has its 

problems. You just have to find the one you enjoy learning 
and teaching in. Regardless, you will grow. Sometimes the 

most difficult settings teach you the most.
@MrsGodsiff

Don’t be drawn by a country or city - make sure the 

school is the right fit! You need a nice balance of good 
place and good school

@LennyDutton

Embrace the culture and learn about your host country 

as much as you can, make friends outside of your school, 

visit home when you can, research school thoroughly and 

make sure it’s a good fit, and bring things to make it feel 
like home (photos, cushion covers etc)

@missgray_eng

Do your research

Go for it and remember that you can always go home 

(not that you will)! 2) Research every aspect of life in the 

country and school 3) Reach out to one of us - we are a 

close and well-connected community

@KnightWilliams

Best decision I ever made! Go for it! 

@AdaptedEd

Go for it
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How to pick the right 
international school 

Having spent the last 10 years overseas, including stints in Spain, Abu Dhabi, Moscow and Dubai, 

I can vouch that the life of an international teacher can be a hugely rewarding one. 

 

But how do you go about finding a school that’s right for you? After all, there are more than 12,000 in 
the market now and they all have fancy websites, claiming they offer world-leading teaching in state-

of-the-art facilities and so forth.

All international schools have different cultures and ways of working so it is important to do your 
research before applying to see if the school in question is right for you. This is not always easy when 

they’re halfway around the world but there are ways you can get a feel for an international school 

without having to leave your sofa.

The international schooling sector can be loosely grouped into three tiers. Tier 1 schools are the 
premium schools and by far the most desirable. These are either long-established, originally serving 

the children of expatriate diplomats and military service personnel, or they are the sister school of a 

UK institution.

Tier 2 schools don’t benefit from the same reputation as their Tier 1 rivals, but they can still often offer 
an outstanding education, at a more affordable price. The range of quality within these schools is 

varied but, by and large, students and staff have a good experience.

Then come the Tier 3 schools. On paper, these can look like Tier 2 schools, but the reality is very different. 

These schools generally put the focus on profit above all else and this can mean they don’t always have 
education and the best interests of the children as their priority (despite what they may claim). As a 
result, the quality of the education can be lacking and many staff are not qualified teachers.

Of course, some Tier 3 schools are simply up-and-coming and have good intentions, and go on to 

break into that Tier 2 category. But spotting the good from the bad is not always easy - and that is why 

it is important to explore further. 

Paul Gardner is vice-principal at Methodist College in Belfast and the author of So, You Want to Teach 

Abroad. He has previously worked in international schools in Dubai, Abu Dhabi, Russia and Spain

Paul Gardner
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Explore accreditation

Accreditation is important as international schools are not governed by any set of common rules. In 
fact, anyone can set up an “International School of (insert city name here)”. So how do you ensure that 
they adhere to or even recognise the standards you would expect at home?

Organisations such as the Council of British International Schools (COBIS) and the Council of 
International Schools (CIS) were set up to provide this assurance. COBIS was set up almost 40 years 
ago and ensures high standards in all areas of school life.

Membership requires schools to undergo a rigorous inspection process. The standards that are 

examined during inspection are not limited to best practice in the UK. In fact, the standards are taken 
from best practice from school systems all around the world.

If schools pass, they become an accredited member. There are approximately 250 schools around the 
world with COBIS accreditation, so this gives you some idea of the level of exclusivity, and quality, that 
accreditation brings.

When considering whether to apply for a school internationally, it is one of the first things you 
should look for. Any school that takes itself seriously is accredited with at least one of the major 
international organisations.

Look at reputation and leadership

Regardless of where you go in the world, it is difficult to avoid the inspection process. While frustrating 
for the teachers, this is a useful guide for those looking at potential new schools.

Check out the school website or take a quick search on Google to find where the school sits in terms 
of inspection outcomes. For some, like the United Arab Emirates, there are national benchmarks. For 
others, COBIS membership means a BSO (British Schools Overseas) inspection, which will grade the 
various areas of the school.

Another key metric is the “stock” of the leadership. Where have they come from and what is their legacy 
in previous schools? What reputation do they bring with them from previous schools? These are key 
things to consider when deciding whether they are someone you could or would want to work with.
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Check out the online presence

International schools usually have a strong and active social media presence, and you can find out a lot 
from a school’s Twitter or Facebook pages. Bear in mind that it is their “best foot forward”, as they look 
to promote an image to the community, but it can still be instructive about what they value and see as 

worth promoting. For example, a school that claims it’s focused on arts and performance, but then only 

posts stories or videos about sport may get you thinking.

A school’s website is also really valuable when it comes to getting “under the skin” of a new school. Is 
the curriculum clearly mapped? Is there a clear commitment to safeguarding? Are policies easy to find 
and accessible?

Check core policy documents

A deeper dive into the policies of the school, which should be available on the website, will give you a lot 
of information about the school and whether they really do what they say they do.

While this isn’t glamorous or exciting, reading through these key documents will tell you much of what 

you need to know. Another key sign is the commitment to safeguarding in the recruitment process.

Is there a clear commitment to safeguarding stated in the advert for the post you are thinking of 
applying to? Is the policy reflective of UK best practice? If not, this is a serious red flag and a school 
you want to avoid.

Reach out and ask

This is certainly the best way to get a true feel for your potential new workplace. The international 

teaching community is actually a very small one. Despite the exponential growth in the sector over 

the past 15 years, there is rarely more than two or three degrees of separation between colleagues 
around the world.

So if you’re interested in a school, ask around. Someone will either know someone who works or has 
worked there, or who has worked for one of the leadership team. 
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International teaching:  
the hidden issues to avoid

Moving your life abroad to teach in the international sector is not something to be undertaken 

lightly. Yes, it can be a wonderful experience, but there is no question that living and working 

abroad poses major challenges, some obvious, some less so. Drawn from hard-earned 

experience and insights from those who have worked in international schools, here are some of 

the potential pitfalls. 

Salary security

One of the big lures of international teaching is the promise of a larger salary than you’d command 

at home. However, that’s only true if you’re actually being paid. This is not as far-fetched as it may 

sound: salary security is something that can either affect schools in the short-term, owing to cash-flow 
problems, or potentially be a much deeper problem, as a result of poor financial planning or corruption. 
This can mean a late payment or potentially no payment at all for the teachers who work there.

On a few occasions during my time abroad, I have been aware of schools that simply weren’t able to pay 
the people who worked there. In the worst example, one school didn’t pay its staff for nine months. The 
teachers involved eventually lost patience and refused to continue. The school closed shortly after.

This is why the reputation of the school you are joining is so significant. Speaking to current or former 
teaching staff will help you to understand how financially secure the school is. Thankfully, this only 
affects a small number of schools but it’s important to make sure you don’t end up working in one.

Stealth taxation

There are many places around the world that offer a “tax-free” salary. Having worked in a couple of 
these environments, I can vouch for how fantastic it is in terms of your bottom line. However, to say 
these locations are tax-free isn’t exactly accurate. Often, there are stealth charges that may seem 

suspiciously like tax, and will reduce your take-home pay.

An example would be the payment of “council tax” in the United Arab Emirates. While there is no 
council tax as such in the UAE, there is a surcharge on top of your rent. In short, the equivalent of five 
per cent of your rent must be paid to the government on top of your monthly rental payments.

It is a similar scenario when it comes to your car. You won’t pay road tax but there is a government fee 
when processing your car insurance that will be more or less exactly what you would pay for your road 

tax in the UK. As long as you are aware that there are multiple examples of these types of charges, and 
you build this into your financial planning, then you won’t get a nasty surprise.

Cost of living vs savings potential

It’s worth understanding how far your salary will realistically go in a particular country after you’ve 
accounted for costs. A position in a school in Japan, for example, might offer £70,000 or £80,000. 
However, when you factor in rent, food prices and basic living costs, there will be very little of that left. 

Other locations, such as Thailand, offer much lower salaries but your ability to save might actually be 

better because the cost of living is so much lower.

Paul Gardner
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Qualifications
If you are part of a couple and one of you has secured employment, you may think that when you 
arrive, the jobless partner can begin to look for a position without any barriers. But this isn’t always 

the case.

In Vietnam, as in many other countries, there are restrictions on who can teach what. For example, 
if you are a primary teacher in the UK and your degree is in education, you may struggle to get 

accreditation from the governing body of Vietnam to teach, as this isn’t a foundation subject.

Also, if you don’t have three years’ experience in the classroom, regardless of your degree, then you 
won’t be considered qualified either. This can be a disaster for a teaching couple reliant on the second 
partner getting a job upon arrival.

Ironically, until recently in the UAE, it was the exact opposite. If you had a degree in one of the 
sciences or maths, you wouldn’t be able to teach primary, as your degree needed to be in education. 

Having a primary PGCE wasn’t considered sufficient (unless you already had a job there before the 
rules were introduced). 

The point is, each country determines what they feel is required to be considered a fully qualified 
teacher, so be sure to check with the HR department of your potential new school that you and your 

partner qualify to be able to work in that region. Alternatively, contact the embassy, which should be 
able to point you in the right direction.

Validating your documents

Attestation is the process of validating your official documents, such as qualifications and 
professional certificates. It is a hugely expensive process and, depending on where you want to go in 
the world, it may or may not be needed. Some countries even need your GCSE certificates attested.

It’s a costly process and a time-consuming one, as you are required to send your documents away to 
a company that will process them for you. It isn’t unusual to pay £100 for each of the documents that 
you need. If you wait until you are in the country where you need them, this may cost significantly 
more owing to shipping and recorded mail delivery.

Temporary travel insurance

If you are moving overseas and taking a long-haul flight, whether it be South America, the Middle East 
or Asia, you’ll likely have insurance provided by the school. However, this won’t be in place until your 
visa is applied for and stamped on your passport.

There is therefore a small window where, if you haven’t thought about this in advance, you could be 

vulnerable. Be sure to get yourself covered in the short term, for at least a few weeks, until the ink on 

your visa stamp is dry.

None of the above should put you off but hopefully it gives some insight into the sorts of issues that 

can occur in international teaching so that you’re fully prepared before you make your move.
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How new international teachers 
can plan for career progression

Opportunities abound abroad, but nothing is guaranteed about the career path, so you need to 

ensure you make the right decisions and are in the running when an opening arises. So, here are 

some top tips to make sure your overseas move takes you where you want to go.

Be ready for opportunity

The first thing to note is that international schools are famous for their transient nature. Wherever 
you end up teaching, it is very possible that there will be opportunities for progression around the 

corner, as even the most established and long-serving leadership teams can quickly dissolve, leaving a 

vacuum to be filled. 

This is often unpredictable and surprising when it happens but it means it’s worth putting yourself in 

a position to be spotted in the event of a new role becoming available.

Look the part

Like it or not, at an international school you work for a business. The ethos behind what you do may 

not have changed, but in all likelihood the way you are viewed by the community has. And the way you 
are viewed by the senior leadership team is different, too.

If you are looking to take that next step on the ladder, you need to 
present well at all times. The “all” is the crucial part, as anyone 
can put on a suit for an interview or assembly. A good rule 
of thumb is to dress as smartly as, at a minimum, your 

line manager. From a very simple optics perspective, 

this makes sense. If you want to be seen as 
someone who can do “X”, then you need 
to dress like someone who can be 

trusted to do “X”.

If you want to step up, 
they need to know that, 

when you do, you’ll 

look the part because 

international parents 

often have a certain view 

of how a leader looks.

Paul Gardner
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Consider moving on

It’s possible that, in order to achieve the career progression you want, you may have to move on. 
While this might also be the case in the UK, there is a big difference between moving county and 

moving country.

The networks you build in international schools mean that you will quickly know people from all 

around the world. You may want to take advantage of these connections if an opportunity comes 
up in their school, even if this is in a different country. This is something you need to weigh up but, 

ultimately, it can be really worthwhile.

Each country has its own quirks and nuances, so don’t fall into the trap of thinking because you’ve 
done the move once, you now know it all. Each new country will present new challenges and 
opportunities. I’ve known many who have made this move and I myself have done so on three 
occasions. Ultimately, you have to consider the pros and cons of moving on and whether it is worth it 

in your circumstance. 

Have the right attitude

I have seen many promising potential leaders fall down in terms of attitude. The demands of 
international schools are significant and it is easy to fall into the trap of complaining about what is 
being asked of you.

Fundamentally, this normally comes down to a lack of understanding of what you were signing up 

for and this is why it is so important to fully understand your school and its demands before signing 

the dotted line.

Of course, there is a reasonable limit to what should be asked and I’m not suggesting for one moment 
that you should never complain if something is wrong. However, attitudes towards day-to-day things 

like doing duties, cover lessons, meeting deadlines and so on, are so important.

This is an important element of leadership and particularly important in international schooling, as 

you are often presented with challenges that you have absolutely no idea of how to overcome.

There is little precedent, there are various stakeholders with wildly differing expectations and time is 

typically of a premium, so bring positivity and creative thinking. Get this right and it will not go unnoticed.

Find a mentor

Last but by no means least, if you are serious about progressing your career in the international 

sector, you’ll need to find someone who you can look to as a mentor. In time, this person can also act 
as a confidant and coach.

This is something I have benefitted from throughout my career and it is by no means limited to the 
schools you are working in. Once you (or they) move on, you’ll still have these relationships with key 

members of staff that you can use for advice and support.

Networking generally is very important in international schools and if there are any events that you 

can be a part of, be sure to make as many new contacts as you can. LinkedIn is a fantastic resource 
and something you should get to grips with as soon as you can. Without the need for face-to-face 

contact, Twitter is also a great digital staffroom for sharing advice and stories with a wider audience.
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5 ways leaders can help 
new staff settle in quickly 
at an international school

I have worked within international schools for more than five years, and have found that 
moving to a new school or country is exciting and daunting at the same time. I think most 

teachers would agree that deciding to move to a new country is an event in itself and schools 

can be incredibly helpful in making sure that move goes as smoothly as possible.

Here are some key aspects and ideas that every good induction process should cover for new starters.

1. Who’s who?

When entering a new school, meeting so many staff members can be overwhelming. Within the first 
few days, someone is bound to point you in the direction of the IT or HR department and it is highly 
likely you will not know who those people are, even if you were previously introduced at some point.

Something I found to be very helpful in solving this problem for new colleagues is to provide a 
personal directory of staff to each new team member. Not only should this include the names of 

people in relevant departments but, ideally, photos to go alongside. This aids in helping staff to know 

who’s who, giving them a bit of knowledge and independence from the start.

2. Team spirit

Team-building activities can be a great way to get staff interacting quickly and means there is a break 

away from the large amount of screen time and listening that is usually par for the course in induction. 

One way in which a previous school catered for this was to bring in a contestant from Italy’s Got Talent 
to teach staff how to juggle in several different ways. Not only did this get staff interacting in a fun 

and carefree environment but it also meant that they were taught a skill that could then be showcased 

within the classroom.

Alongside this, I have found the most settled staff members are those who have a wealth of friends 
or acquaintances across key stages or even outside of the school they work in. Using induction time 

to mix staff across phases can be extremely beneficial in promoting this, as can guiding staff to local 
clubs, teams and sports that are on offer within the area.

Eden Finnegan is a primary teacher and English leader at the International School @Park City in Malaysia

Eden Finnegan
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3. Think about time

Getting prepared for school life is a big task on its own and can take up a huge amount of induction 

time. That being said, it is not the only area where time is needed and certainly not the only way to 

help a new teacher feel settled.

Providing time for personal admin tasks, such as setting up banking, internet and other household 

utilities, is fundamental in ensuring that new members of staff feel settled in their new life abroad. 

Providing a list of potential contacts is always helpful here. Where possible, arranging meetings with 

relevant agencies is even more beneficial. The sooner the daily-life admin is in place, the closer you are 
to feeling at home in your new surroundings. 

4. Teaching tools

Each school has its own technological platforms, timetable systems and teaching methods and it is not 
something that is always quickly grasped. Even the most skilled educator takes time learning a new 
process or platform.

The best thing a school can do here is to allow time and training for staff to navigate their way around 

these systems, should they wish to, and ask any relevant questions needed. While this might seem 

simple, it can be the difference between a staff member feeling fully prepared for their first week of 
teaching and being completely overwhelmed by what is to come.

5. Where am I?

Most international teachers will agree that the most exciting part of moving abroad is the wealth of 

experiences that lie ahead. Much of that comes from the places to visit and sights to be seen. The best 

schools are those who welcome this excitement and do their best to guide new staff towards where to 

go and what to see.

Recently, a local member of staff was brought in to give a fantastic guide to life in my new country. Not 

only did this highlight how much there was to see, it gave me my first experience of local culture and a 
huge to-do list. Alongside this, existing staff members were invited to share their highlights of living in 
the country so far, which only added to the eagerness to explore.
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How the pandemic reshaped 
international leader relationships

A few years ago, I was at a social gathering for international headteachers when a fellow head 

approached me.

Without even so much as salutation or introduction, they launched into an acknowledgment of the 

success of students from my school in a recent awards ceremony. Yet they did so with undisguised vitriol 
and the statement that we should enjoy the limelight while it lasts as he was out to “put us in our place”.  

There was no cheeky smile to soften the blow; the message was delivered as intended: an unveiled 

and direct threat.

 

 

A period of change

That incident took place several years ago but I have always remembered it as a distillation of a time 
when engagements between leaders were laden with suspicion and irrational assumptions that 

“they must be up to no good”. Efforts to collaborate all too often led to insecurities about who was 
considered (or worse, considered themselves to be) the “tallest poppy”. The landscape was volatile, 
suspicious and isolating. Other schools were viewed as competition; their leaders a potential threat to 

one’s own success.

Over the past two years or so, however, there has been a sea change in the international community 

whereby arms are down and mutual respect is rising. 

The pandemic has been the catalyst for this. As uncertainty prevailed for us all and, along with it, 
the important responsibility to support our school community in navigating the myriad challenges it 

presented. We had no choice but to support one another.

Those who I once approached with caution, owing to the competitive nature of international 
education, have become my best professional friends. We have been able to put politics aside and 

build a network of real support that has been instrumental in keeping me (and many others) afloat 
through our greatest challenge.

Nicola Singleton is school director of the Modern English School in Cairo, Egypt

Nicola Singleton
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Collaborative communication

We identified the benefits of meeting more regularly, moving from termly formal sit-downs to 
weekly chats on Zoom. We abandoned set agendas when we realised that what we needed most 

at that time was kinship through our struggles. We shared policies and practices, alongside real 

concerns and light relief. 

We built a strong sense of “being in it together” and, while the nature of our schools within the group 
was vastly different in size, charter, clientele, finances and more, we recognised common struggles 
in leading our schools through difficult and uncertain times. Through that effort, we broke down 
preconceived biases and discovered infinite benefit from our different perspectives.  

We continue to talk regularly. Old members have moved on yet remain in contact. New members have 

come and we are including them as much as they wish to be a part of the network we have built.

A recent situation involving a teacher under contract at my school, who had applied at another school 
in-country, was easily resolved with a collegial chat between heads. Previously, this same scenario 

would have ended with an angry email exchange and further damage done to already fractured 

relationships. 

The connections are authentic. We build each other up and celebrate each other’s achievements. We 

serve as professional referees for each other and have formed audiences for rehearsals of profoundly 

important presentations. We share critical incidents, seeking counsel from the collective wisdom and 

experience of network members.  

A new era for leadership

No one outside of education fully understands the challenges that face those of us within it. When 

you can develop and nurture critical friendships with colleagues in similar roles, facing common 

challenges, everyone benefits. 

Through regional and in-country associations, there should be good opportunities for collaboration. 

Through mine, I identified colleagues whom I trust and find rapport with. These “professional friends” 
have become my essential circle. 

We call each other for counsel without risk of judgement or contempt; we have an unwritten charter 

to offer support and encouragement, as well as objective insight; we are comfortable asking the hard 

questions and support each other in finding solutions. 

And when issues arise between us, such as staff movements, we are much better placed to have frank 
and honest exchanges than we were two years ago when we existed as islands apart.

Professional development for school leaders takes various forms. The benefit of nurturing rich, 
authentic relationships with fellow headteachers has been a tangible opportunity for growth for me.  

The process of building relationships is necessarily nebulous and evolutionary, but I am now blessed 
with a wider circle of support that has been strengthened through adversity. 

The headteacher who approached me at the event all those years ago has since retired. I wonder if 
they would succeed in this new era of collaborative leadership that has emerged.
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