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Abstract 

A main role of an elite school is to produce future leaders and this paper examines how four elite 

schools in different parts of the Global South are engaging in this process. Despite the critiques 

of global citizenship education (GCE) being a vestige of the colonial project, we analyse closely 

whether and how it is being actively and productively appropriated by the four schools. Our 

comparative analysis highlights two different types of leaders being created. Two schools are 

seeking to produce regional sociopolitical transformational leaders, while the other two 

institutions are more focused on an individualised, self-interested future subjects. We show how 

a range of GCE orientations are drawn on across the four schools that have different geo-political 

and spatial reaches, and are ultimately productive in (re-)producing elite classes. Furthermore, 

these GCE orientations also have the potential to disrupt the unequal relations currently found 

between the North and the South. 

Keywords: global citizenship education, elite schooling, Global South 
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Piketty’s (2014) seminal thesis has argued that ‘elite’ groups across societies are 

experiencing exponential levels of growth in their wealth. Postcolonial scholars argue that these 

unequal distributions of wealth are a consequence of past and present colonial and imperialist 

processes, rooted in social and cultural practices of the Global North that subalternize and exploit 

peoples of the Global South (Andreotti, 2011; Spivak, 2008). Simultaneously, scholars have 

argued that there is an emerging transnational capitalist class (Sklair, 2001), who are hyper 

mobile and driving a global economic system reinforcing unequal cultural and economic power 

relations. Some members of this transnational capitalist class originally come from Southern 

contexts, but through accessing elite forms of education it has been suggested that they become 

physically and cultural untethered from their nation states through mobility for higher education 

and the types of curricula engaged with (Kenway et al., 2017). Yet, other research has found that 

many elite schools or elite education trajectories in different parts of the world are still very 

nationally-focused and produce national political and business elites who will not necessarily 

relocate frequently for work purposes (though they might be quite mobile in terms of travelling 

for work, networking with others in various parts of the world) (Koh & Kenway, 2012; 

Hartmann, 2018). It is therefore critical that scholarship continues to examine the role of elite 

schools in the South and seek to understand what kinds of subjects are being produced – as we 

explore shifting geo-political dynamics and the potential for concentrations of wealth to be 

unsettled. 

 In an effort to engage in this work, we must be attentive to the potential for our 

knowledge production to contribute to the colonial project (Connell, 2007), especially given our 

own Northern backgrounds and locations (Takayama, 2016). Thus, influenced by Connell’s 

(2007) thesis and Chen’s argument that the ‘West is just one cultural resource among others’ 



Howard, A., & Maxwell, C. (2021). Preparing leaders for the global south: the work of elite schools 
through global citizenship education.Compare: A Journal of Comparative and International Education, 
online 26 April. 
 

 

4  

(2010: 223), we have sought to engage with Southern theory in our broader analytical work for 

this project (see Howard & Maxwell, in press). In so doing, we draw on the understanding of the 

Global South as a deterritorialized political economy conceptualization, which draws attention to 

the ‘spaces and peoples negatively impacted [and marginalized] by globalization’ culturally, 

politically, and/or economically (Mahler, 2018, p. 32). As other scholars, we understand the 

Global South as referring broadly to specific regions outside Europe and North America and 

make use of the phrase to mark ‘a shift from a central focus on development or cultural 

difference toward an emphasis on geopolitical relations of power’ (Dados & Connell, 2012). 

Thus, while further distinctions can be made within what we are conceptualizing as ‘Global 

South’, the way these educational institutions are positioned within the ‘elite circuit’ (Kenway et. 

al, 2017) of schooling is that they are seen as being outside the ‘Global North’. Even though all 

four schools have links to the Global North through associations, curriculum and networks, as we 

discuss in detail later in this article, the schools remain on ‘the periphery’ (Dados & Connell, 

2012, p. 12) – located in places outside the locus of geopolitical relations of power.  

Furthermore, in our conceptualization of our schools as representing the broader space of 

the Global South, and our concern to not construct or read the data through an imperialist lens, 

we have also prioritised in the study an acknowledgement of the agency of our participants and 

the contexts being studied. The aim here is to ensure we produce narratives that highlight how 

their cultural resources shape meaning-making and are able to re-appropriate ideas of the Global 

North (Appadurai, 2013). Given our focus is on elite subjects and elite education spaces, the 

necessity of not overlying new imperialist (e.g., Rhee, 2009) readings of the narratives 

constructed is particularly pertinent in our view. 

This paper comes from a five-year, ‘global multi-sited ethnography’ (Kenway et al., 
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2017, p. 4) that examined the lessons students, attending elite schools across the world,1 were 

taught about their place in the world, their relationships with others and how they were cultivated 

into particular subjects within these educational spaces. Based on criteria by which schools 

across the world are typically identified as ‘elite’ (e.g., Maxwell & Aggleton, 2016; Gaztambide-

Fernández, 2009), the schools in our study were identified as elite based on their high standing 

and prestigious reputation within their own societies and, for most of the schools, also having a 

reputation of excellence according to stakeholders with knowledge of elite education (policy-

makers, parents, other similarly-located schools) across the world; the extensive resources 

offered to students in terms of facilities, expertise of staff, extra-curricular and travel abroad 

opportunities etc; an impressive track record of students gaining admission into elite universities; 

and the majority of the student body coming from the wealthiest and/or most powerful families 

in their respective nation and/or region. The four elite schools discussed in this article were 

intentionally selected for their differences in founding principles, overall mission, curriculum 

offerings, structures, affiliations, and geographic location. We also selected schools in nations 

where little attention has been given to elite schooling in these contexts.2 

Global Citizenship Education 

One strong commonality across the schools in the study was that they all overtly engaged 

with global citizenship education as a main framework for educating their students (e.g., Howard 

& Maxwell, 2021). Our broader analytical project has therefore largely focused on how global 

citizenship is defined, the lessons students learn about global citizenship (both within the 

classroom but also outside), how these formal and informal lessons shape these young people’s 

self-understandings, how increasing global connections and imaginations impact students’ self-

understandings, and the role that elite schools play in facilitating and mediating these influences. 
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Methods used to explore these questions included conducting interviews prior and during a two- 

to four-week visit to the school with students, recent alumni, teachers and school administrators, 

including key school leaders. At the four schools discussed in this article, a total of 32 teachers, 

18 school leaders, 8 parents, 8 alumni, and 28 students were interviewed. The interviews 

primarily focused on participants’ understandings of the meanings attached to the schools’ GCE 

programmes and the ways in which these meanings were articulated through practices. During 

school visits, researchers also gathered school documents and artifacts such as promotional 

materials, handbooks outlining policies, curriculum materials, and internal assessment reports. 

These documents and artifacts were collected to provide additional context for participants’ 

understandings, background on practices and purposes attached to the schools’ GCE 

programmes, and demographics of the school communities.  

There is much debate and contestation around what is meant by global citizenship 

education. The scholarly literature on GCE offers a wide range of educational frameworks – 

from liberalist and humanistic frameworks (e.g., Nussbaum, 2002; Noddings, 2004) to more 

critical and social-transformation-oriented frameworks (e.g., Andreotti, 2006; Torres, 2017). 

However, some core principles seem to connect the various articulations: an ethical 

responsibility stemming from interconnectedness; active, informed participation in a global 

public sphere; a transnational system of individual and human rights; and a form of democracy 

exceeding national boundaries (Wright, 2012). Implicit in these is a sense of belonging to a 

community and common humanity that transcends the local.  

Postcolonial critics of GCE argue that practices attached in producing global 

subjectivities often exclude the complexities involved in the historical, cultural and political 

nature of identities and perspectives embedded in global/local processes and in the production of 



Howard, A., & Maxwell, C. (2021). Preparing leaders for the global south: the work of elite schools 
through global citizenship education.Compare: A Journal of Comparative and International Education, 
online 26 April. 
 

 

7  

knowledge (Andreotti & Souza, 2012). Several of these scholars note that what lies at the heart 

of global citizenship education is a Northern-centric perspectivism (e.g., Abdi, Shultz, & Pillay, 

2015), and as such, is a remnant of the colonial project (e.g., Pashby, 2012). More specifically, 

Zemach-Bersin (2007) argues that meanings and practices of GCE covertly reproduce ‘the logic 

of colonialism, legitimizes … Imperialist desires, and allows the interests [of dominant nations in 

the world] to be articulated through the specious rhetoric of global universality’ (p. 17). Because 

of this, it is argued that GCE serves to retrench rather than transform the various social and 

cultural forces perpetuating inequities (Pashby, 2011; Veugelers, 2011). However, this body of 

work, grounded in postcolonial perspectives, has given little scholarly attention to GCE within 

elite schooling contexts of the Global South. In fact, even though there is a considerable body of 

scholarship on global citizenship education (for a comprehensive review, see Goren & Yemini, 

2017; Goren et al., 2020), only a relatively few studies have focused on how global citizenship 

practices and meanings shape articulations of elite forms of education (e.g., Gilbertson, 2016; 

Loh, 2016).  

Given our schools privileged status in these Global South contexts, their particular 

application of GCE may challenge some of the post-colonial critiques of such frameworks. Thus, 

this paper, among others published as part of the broader study, seek to expand on emerging 

work – on elite schools in the Global South, and on how GCE is practiced in these elite schools. 

More specifically, given these elite schools are, at their heart, aiming to produce future leaders 

(political, economic, cultural etc.), an examination of the intersections between GCE, elite 

schooling and the production of leaders from the Global South is central to deepening our 

understandings. In recent years, there has been increased scholarly attention given to the ways in 

which elite schools employ global practices and frameworks, such as GCE, ‘to stay ahead of the 
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game’ (Kenway & Fahey, 2014, p. 117). Scholars document the various ways in which elite 

schools have reconfigured practices, curriculum and institutional structures to fortify status 

distinctions (e.g., Ayling, 2019), foster elite imaginaries and identification in their students (e.g., 

Rizvi, 2014), facilitate access to and maintaining control over valuable forms of cultural capital 

(e.g., Khan, 2015; Resnik, 2018), and secure their students’ prosperous futures (e.g., Gilbertson, 

2016; Lee, et al., 2016). The specific focus on how GCE is used to produce future leaders has, to 

date, not been done before. 

 In this article, we therefore address this gap by exploring the meanings and practices 

attached to GCE in four elite schools located in different parts of the Global South: Chile, Ghana, 

Jordan, and Taiwan. In this exploration, we specifically compare the meanings and practices of 

formal GCE provision across these four sites, examine the similarities and differences in the 

kinds of leaders the schools are seeking to produce, and seek to interpret what understandings of 

GCE are drawn on as part of this project of creating future leaders, in each of the four cases. In 

focusing on the kinds of leaders being formed in the imaginaries of these schools, we understand 

this as a strategy by the schools for creating elite future subjects. We found that the schools are 

seeking to produce different kinds of leaders. Thus, as the schools lean on GCE as an 

overarching resource in this work, we demonstrate how they appropriate it for their own needs, 

which, we argue, challenges the dominant view within the GCE literature, that GCE is 

fundamentally a colonial project. As we discuss in more detail elsewhere (Howard & Maxwell, 

in press), drawing on Chen’s (2007) ideas, we must highlight the agency of those within elite 

educational spaces to understand more fully the complex, mutually entangled structures, 

practices and frameworks of those spaces. Such an analysis, we argue is a form of ‘decolonising 

knowledge work’ (Takayama, 2016, p. 72). 
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 Global Configurations  

Embedded in practices, curriculum, co-curricular activities, and overall educational 

purposes, GCE is the educational framework used at the four schools through which to provide 

their students opportunities for developing awareness and knowledge of differences, establishing 

and maintaining relationships across differences, gaining a sense of obligation toward others, and 

accumulating valuable forms of human and cultural capital. The schools similarly reinforce what 

it means to be a global citizen through the diversity of their communities, community service, an 

emphasis on arts and athletics, curriculum, pedagogy, English language learning, international 

travel, cultural enrichment events, and study exchange programmes. However, GCE takes 

intentionally different forms across the sites since the acquisition and maintenance of elite status 

always involve distinctions (e.g., Ayling, 2019). Here, we focus on global affiliations, 

internationally-recognized curriculum offerings, types of diversity represented in the 

communities, and track records of students’ future destinations, as important ways through which 

the schools in our study establish these distinctions.  

With ivy-covered buildings, cobblestone walkways and lush gardens, the campus of the 

Croft School3, located in one of the wealthiest communities of a large Chilean city, reflects its 

hundred-year history and strong bonds to the U.K. Croft is a British day school with a blend of 

national and international educational programmes. Through an integrated approach, the school 

offers both the Cambridge International General Certificate of Secondary Education (IGCSE) 

and the Chilean National Curriculum in preparation for the university admissions examination in 

Chile. Almost the entire student body is Chilean, while nearly half of teachers come from 

Anglophone countries, primarily the U.S and the U.K. The annual tuition is just under the 

average annual income for Chileans and Croft offers no financial aid. Croft only accepts students 
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up to the seventh básico (or age thirteen), following both a highly-competitive admissions 

process and a recommendation ‘from any person/family that has belonged or belongs to 

[Croft].’4 Even though not stated officially, applicants often need to have a family member who 

has attended Croft before, to be admitted. The school aims to prepare students ‘to embark upon 

university studies anywhere in the world’; however, nearly all graduates remain in Chile for 

higher education.  

Located in a suburban neighborhood that houses international diplomats, foreign 

investors, and the wealthiest families in Ghana, Sankofa International College is a co-educational 

boarding school, offering a curriculum based on IGCSE for grades nine and ten and International 

Baccalaureate (IB) for grades eleven and twelve. The school was founded in 1990 by a European 

charitable organization that provides social and educational services to disadvantaged and 

vulnerable children in African countries. The organization wanted to provide the ‘most 

academically promising’ African students from disadvantaged backgrounds an ‘advanced 

academic education’ that they would not have otherwise. However, the founders believed that 

disadvantaged students should attend school together with wealthier students from Ghana and 

other African nations in preparing students to work across differences ‘in the service of Africa.’ 

At the present, the roughly four hundred students at the secondary level represent twenty-four 

nationalities with nearly 40% attending the school through support of the founding charitable 

organization. The other students enter the school through a highly-selective admissions process 

and come from wealthy and powerful families across the continent. Over ninety-five percent of 

graduates migrate to Northern countries for higher education, primarily ones across the U.S.  

With a sprawling campus situated on an arid hilltop outside a large city in Jordan, Olive 

Grove Academy is a boarding school, offering an American Advanced Placement (AP) 



Howard, A., & Maxwell, C. (2021). Preparing leaders for the global south: the work of elite schools 
through global citizenship education.Compare: A Journal of Comparative and International Education, 
online 26 April. 
 

 

11  

curriculum. The school was founded to deliberately bring together students and teachers of 

diverse nationalities, cultures, faiths, and backgrounds to serve as an example of democracy in 

action through education for the Middle East. It is one of the very few coeducational, secular 

boarding schools in the region. Students come from over forty countries, but the majority are 

from other Middle Eastern countries. Around half of the teachers at Olive Grove are from the 

U.S., less than 25% from Jordan/Middle East, and the remaining portion from elsewhere in the 

world. The annual tuition for full boarders is about nine years of income for the average 

Jordanian. In a commitment ‘to attract a socio-economically diverse student body,’ the school 

offers some form of need-based financial aid to nearly half of students. All students go through a 

highly-selective admissions process where students must demonstrate that they not only excel 

academically but also ‘demonstrate strong values, a desire to lead, maturity, adaptability, 

curiosity and creativity … [and hold] strong interests outside of class, including athletics, the 

arts, hobbies and other activities.’ Of the students graduating over the past five years, eighty-

eight percent went on to higher education in Northern countries (primarily in the U.S., U.K, and 

Canada) and twelve percent in the Middle East.  

 Located in a wealthy community of a large Taiwanese city, Takau English School (TES) 

is an American day school, offering both the IB and AP curricula while also ensuring their 

students get a U.S. high school diploma. Even though students are offered an option of which 

curriculum to follow, nearly 85% of students are enrolled in the IB Programme. Students must 

hold non-Taiwanese citizenship to apply, though the vast majority of the approximately three 

hundred students in the secondary school are Taiwanese but hold dual citizenship, enabling them 

to attend. The faculty of the school represent an international mix, but most come from the U.S. 

and Canada. The annual tuition is nearly the same as the average Taiwanese household income 
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and financial aid is not offered. Students enter through a selective admissions process based on 

assessment results, proficiency in English, and availability of space at specific grade levels. On 

average, 90% of graduates attend colleges and universities across the U.S., 6% in other Northern 

countries (mostly the U.K. and Australia) and 4% in Asian countries (mainly China and Japan).  

All four schools are as different as they are similar. Sankofa and Olive Grove offer 

financial aid in a commitment to socioeconomic diversity, while the other two only cater to 

students who have the financial means to pay full tuition. Even with financial aid, the majority of 

students at all four schools come from wealthy families. Schools use the types of diversity 

reflected in their communities to focus on particular forms of difference more than other ones in 

their GCE programmes. The schools offer different curricula – IB, AP, IGCSE, and/or national 

curriculum – that define global citizenship in specific ways and connect them with other schools 

around the world. They are connected to other global networks such as American or British 

schools, G20 schools, or Round Square.5 The schools use these various connections to offer 

specific kinds of experiences for students attached to GCE such as international travel, exchange 

programmes, service trips, and sporting and academic competitions.  

Even though differences exist, these schools similarly hold high standing and prestigious 

reputation within their own societies as well as being recognized as top schools across the world 

(Howard, 2020). The four schools are a part of an ‘elite circuit’ (Kenway et. al, 2017) – allowing 

students to travel from one elite institution to another for higher education and eventually on to 

high-paying and high-power employment. All the schools have a stated commitment to GCE, as 

a key mechanism for preparing their students for these elite destinations. These commitments are 

discussed in the following section.  

Commitments Behind Global Citizenship 
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Given the four schools are located in countries around the world, and thus situated within 

particular geopolitical contexts, differences also exist in the commitments behind the practices 

and meanings attached to their GCE programmes. Aligned with each school’s mission and 

founding principles, the various commitments across the sites reveal differences in how GCE is 

articulated and practiced. Drawing on an inductive analysis of the types of GCE being 

purportedly practiced, and then aligning this with the various frameworks developed within the 

literature to categorize GCE, we argue that at Croft and TES, GCE is underpinned by a 

neoliberal orientation. It reflects a neoliberal type of GCE that emphasizes the accumulation of 

valuable forms of human and cultural capital for individual economic advancement (Pashby, et 

al., 2020). Although these neoliberal sentiments are also expressed in the commitments at 

Sankofa and Olive Grove, their GCE programmes reflect more of a transformative orientation 

that emphasizes universal values, common humanity, democracy, and advancement of their 

regions. These programmes therefore reflect liberal versions of GCE (e.g., Oxley & Morris, 

2013) and give a nod to more critical approaches with justice-oriented commitments (e.g., 

Andreotti, 2006). Across these differences, however, the schools converge around the shared 

commitment to equip students with the necessary skills, dispositions, competencies, and 

knowledge to thrive and become leaders in a globalized world.  

Neoliberal Orientation  

At Croft and TES, GCE serves as a means for further fostering particular qualities in 

students that are viewed as essential for thriving in a globalized world. For Croft, these efforts 

align with the founder’s original vision of wanting ‘to form young people who will be useful to 

the country and are trustworthy.’ In efforts to stay committed to this vision, the school applies 

the concepts of fair play and spirit of service, and the notion of a person who is an all-rounder. 
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Grounded in these concepts, the school’s GCE aims ‘to develop the potential of every pupil 

through a commitment to discipline and good manners [through] an integrated, holistic 

education, where the mental, physical, social and moral coalesce to give balance and individual 

growth.’ As the head of upper school explains,  

We aim to continue our tested educational programme and keep on providing our 

students with the skills to grow and thrive in a globalized world, which promises to be 

one full of challenge and change. We want leavers to be thoroughly prepared to be 

trustworthy, effective leaders in this world. 

As such, the focus of GCE at Croft is very much on the individual, aimed at sustaining the 

student’s own growth, for their own benefit.  

 This approach is mirrored in TES’ articulation of its mission - ‘We are an American 

school in all aspects of what we do and, as such, our top priority is to offer an educational 

programme preparing [our students] to be successful in America,’ the headmaster claims. 

Through GCE, TES aims to provide the kind of learning process for becoming ‘balanced 

individuals, independent learners, and globally-minded,’ which TES leaders and other staff 

promote as essential components of global citizenship, no matter where in the world they end up. 

The high school principal emphasizes, ‘Our immediate mission is to prepare students to get into 

and be successful at the best colleges in the U.S., but that’s not all what we do here – we prepare 

them to be leaders no matter where they are or end up at.’ TES uses GCE to foster in its students 

the ‘cosmopolitan competencies’ (Gilbertson, 2016) that are necessary, as the headmaster 

believes, ‘for thriving and being leaders not just in America but in today’s globalized world’ (see 

also, Weenink, 2007).  

Similar yet different from TES in important ways, Croft uses GCE for securing its 
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students’ prosperous futures within the nation instead of elsewhere in the world. Croft offers its 

GCE programme ‘to prepare our students for success in a globalised world,’ the headmaster 

explains, and as the deputy headmaster adds, ‘to set them apart from others [in Chile].’ The 

deputy headmaster further explains, ‘[GCE] is like providing students with a car. It provides 

them the necessity to go from one place to another in a highly globalised world.’ Echoing school 

leaders and teachers, an English teacher adds, ‘Our students form an outlook of the world that 

reaches beyond Chile and South America. They gain high level skills, especially in English … 

This sets [students] up for success later on in their lives and will give them an advantage. It 

makes them stand out as the very best in Chile.’ For Croft, the skills, competencies and 

knowledge acquired through GCE enable status distinctions to secure eliteness (Gilbertson, 

2016). Although global citizenship practices are also employed to prepare students for economic 

prosperity in a globalised world, like they are at TES, they primarily foster qualities in students 

that distinguish them from others, including other wealthy Chileans, to facilitate the reproduction 

of privilege. 

Neoliberal types of GCE often focus on employability (Andreotti, 2014) and driven by 

competition and standardisation (Camicia & Franklin, 2011; Pashby, et al., 2020). Croft and TES 

use neoliberal approaches to GCE with similar yet drastically different purposes. The neoliberal 

orientation underpinning their GCE programmes are similarly tied to competition and global job 

market, but primarily about the production of elite status. At both schools, the focus of GCE is to 

provide students the kinds of educational experiences for gaining a competitive edge in securing 

admission to elite universities and eventually becoming global leaders with lucrative and 

powerful positions (e.g., Resnik, 2018). Students at Croft and TES are well aware of the 

advantages they procure through GCE. Similar to what teachers and school leaders claim, a Croft 
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student in eleventh grade believes, ‘Our education makes us stand out from the students at other 

schools. We are way ahead of the rest … we are all set to get in any [university] we want and 

being successful in life.’ A TES student equally believes, ‘With the focus on becoming a global 

citizen, we’re being set up for success in America or wherever we want to go and live … 

Ultimately, our school’s [GCE programme] is about making us successful in life and helping us 

reach our goals.’  

Transformative Orientation  

GCE at Sankofa and Olive serves as a means to reinforce particular values rather than 

individual qualities. For Olive Grove, learning experiences attached to GCE aim to reinforce 

thoughtfulness, democratic ways of knowing and doing, respect and openness to others different 

from oneself, and mindfulness of the forces that separate individuals and groups such as various 

forms of hatred and prejudices. Sankofa emphasizes the values of fairness, equality, unity, and 

respect for others. Similar to Croft and TES, these particular set of values uphold their missions 

and founding principles, which emphasizes the need for educating toward the purpose of 

bringing meaningful and lasting transformation to their regions.  

With Pan-African goals at the heart of Sankofa’s educational purpose, GCE serves as an 

educational framework to equip students with the necessary skills, competences, and knowledge 

to be ‘in the service of Africa’ and ‘to offer innovative ideas and solutions to the plethora of 

challenges confronting Africa today.’ The school’s GCE programme aims:  

to develop all students into confident adults capable of facing the challenges of a fast–

changing world, by inculcating in them critical and analytical abilities which will equip 

them to become compassionate thinkers who are aware of their common humanity, with a 

belief and pride in themselves as Africans. 
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The school uses global citizenship practices to prepare students fully ‘for the best universities 

worldwide [and] for putting their knowledge, skills, and resources into developing their 

continent, Africa.’ Sankofa’s GCE is understood as a means by which to promote human rights 

and global responsibility, provide an educational process that seeks to empower students to see 

themselves as change-makers, and for fostering a strong commitment ‘to uplift Africa and live 

by a spirit of Pan-Africanism.’ 

Olive Grove was founded to deliberately bring together students and teachers of diverse 

nationalities, cultures, faiths, and backgrounds to serve as an example of democracy in action 

through education for the Middle East. Olive Grove leaders and other staff understand GCE as an 

educational means for students to learn how to work across and with diversity and to develop the 

habits of heart and mind for thoughtful deliberation, respectful discussion, active listening, and 

openness to compromise. They also see GCE as providing the necessary learning process for 

creating a new generation of leaders for the region who are democratically-minded and prepared 

to embrace different cultures in ways that promote transformation in the Middle East. As the 

headmaster explains, ‘At [Olive Grove] we are a community that believes in the transformative 

power of education to change students’ lives. We aim to graduate students who are 

democratically-minded and who have the skills and commitments to become leaders of the 

region.’ As such, global citizenship practices aim to uphold the founder’s vision for Olive Grove 

– to prepare students to become democratically-minded leaders ‘in meeting the aspirations of 

Arab people toward a better path.’ 

At both schools, GCE is a means of preparing future leaders who are committed and 

equipped to bring about positive change in their regions. GCE, therefore, is part of the schools’ 

strategy of making and remaking elites – producing the ‘chosen’ (Karabel, 2005) to lead such 
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efforts. The transformative orientation behind their GCE programmes, therefore, is undermined 

by a lack of criticality in its conception of global citizenship – specifically, an absence of 

questioning whether the act of seeking to produce elites, even for the stated purpose of 

transforming their societies and regions, impedes social justice. Their GCE programmes, similar 

to Croft and TES, are tied to elite status. GCE is used primarily for the accumulation of valuable 

forms of human and cultural capital that will enable students to migrate successfully to Northern 

countries for higher education – as mentioned earlier, mostly to the U.S. – in advancing elite 

status. The critical possibilities of their transformative orientation to GCE are limited by such 

intents. As is the case at all four schools, GCE is primarily about facilitating the reproduction of 

privilege through the cultivation of global leaders, which we discuss in the next section.  

Cultivating Global Leaders 

At all four schools, GCE is a means for cultivating leaders; however, their commitments 

behind their GCE provision revealed, through inductive analysis, two distinct meanings of 

leadership, and different spaces over which this leadership should stretch. At Olive Grove and 

Sankofa, a sociopolitical perspective of leadership (that is, leadership in service of others and 

society for transformational purposes) is primarily emphasized through their commitments and 

practices. Whereas at Croft and TES a self-interest perspective (that is, leadership as a means of 

advancing individual power and privilege) is stressed. These different perspectives have 

developed because of the schools’ founding philosophies and principles. Olive Grove and 

Sankofa were deliberately established, as a form of benefaction (Kenway & Fahey, 2015) by a 

privileged individual or organization, to prepare a new generation of leaders who are equipped to 

take on the challenges and to advance the peoples of the Middle East and Africa, respectively. In 

contrast, the original visions of Croft and TES focused on grooming leaders with particular 
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qualities and values necessary for individual success, economic and otherwise. These specific 

forms of leadership are reflected in the different meanings of the practices attached to several 

components of GCE. Here we illustrate how leadership for socio-political transformation and for 

self-interest directly shape the ways these schools engage in practices of community service (a 

centrally-acknowledged dimension of GCE worldwide). 

Leadership in the Service of the Region  

All four schools require community service as a component of GCE. At Olive Grove and 

Sankofa, however, community service activities are more of a major focus of extracurricular life 

for students and teachers than in the other two schools. At Olive Grove and Sankofa, teachers, 

school leadership and students all participate in various forms of service. The activities at Olive 

Grove include a wide range from monthly orphan sponsorship to teaching English to local 

schoolchildren, to working with refugee children, patients with cerebral palsy and the elderly, to 

building homes for families living in poverty, fundraising drives and working with nonprofit 

social service organizations on environmental, educational and social welfare issues. At Sankofa, 

most service activities involve partnerships with organizations and schools serving 

disadvantaged students and students with disabilities in various African countries. Service 

initiatives through these partnerships include fundraising for a school serving students with 

hearing impairments, organizing a music concert with a school for the blind, building schools 

and public toilets for improvised communities, working on projects to increase access to clean 

and reliable water to rural communities, and developing a micro-credit scheme to meet the needs 

of a local community through a focus on improving education, reducing poverty, and helping 

women farmers. Both schools have also established global connections with other elite boarding 
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schools in the U.S. and European countries, which provide additional opportunities for students 

to engage in service.  

Olive Grove and Sankofa believe that students’ involvement in these kinds of service 

experiences will enable them to imagine themselves as capable of positively contributing to the 

world and making a difference for the betterment of others. As Olive Grove’s assistant 

headmaster explains, ‘Through service, students address real issues and real needs in our 

community and other communities in need so that they can see themselves as change agents. We 

want to develop a strong belief that they can lead this world down a better path.’ Similarly, 

Sankofa’s headmaster claims, ‘We involve students in community service for one main purpose 

– to further build their commitment and spirit to be in the service of Africa. We want [our 

students] to see themselves as ones who can make a difference.’  

Both schools’ community service initiatives are also informed by the strong belief that 

with advantages come obligations toward others without those advantages. This is reflected in 

Olive Grove’s mission statement for their community service programme: 

Membership in the [Olive Grove] community is a privilege, one which comes with the 

responsibility of sharing our opportunities with those outside our community, especially 

those in need. It is a chance to give back as well as to receive. We must recognize that 

service is not a one-way conduit, but rather the chance to form significant human bonds 

as we recognize our commonality and to enhance our collective wisdom and 

understanding.  

Sankofa’s headmaster similarly believes,  

Unfortunately, in this world, you have people who have and people who have not. Our 

students have been given an education that isn’t offered to many people. There is a 
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responsibility that comes with that - you go to serve your community, you apply your 

knowledge and you go out there and you use the knowledge itself to bring equality. Our 

students need to be concerned with issues in this world that reduces poverty. They need 

to be concerned with the health of the society. This is what comes with the advantages 

our students have been given. They can widen the gap between the haves and have nots 

or transform society. We’re teaching them to transform the world. 

At both Olive Grove and Sankofa, community service plays an important role in reinforcing the 

moral authority and responsibility that, they maintain, not only comes with advantages but also 

with being educated to become global (or at least regional) leaders (Kenway & Fahey, 2015). 

Although informed by philosopher Kurt Hahn’s notion of servant leadership that has guided how 

leadership and service are understood in programmes at elite schools, such as IB and Round 

Square (e.g., Higham & Djohari, 2018), community service at Olive Grove and Sankofa is 

focused on developing their students to be the kinds of leaders for advancing sociopolitical 

development of their regions specifically, rather than cultivating leaders whose convictions are 

primarily rooted in kindness, justice and a desire to help others succeed.  

Leadership in the Interest of Self 

 To some extent, a sentiment of noblesse oblige (e.g., Bourdieu, 1996) is attached to the 

community service requirements at Croft and TES. At both schools, community service activities 

are less developed and integral to the life of the school than at Olive Grove and Sankofa. 

Students fulfill the community service requirements mostly through individual experiences 

and/or short-term projects – such as small fund-raising drives, helping out at a local charitable 

provision. Lastly, unlike the other two schools, students can fulfill this requirement by engaging 

in clean-up and other projects at the school itself, limiting the necessity for these privileged 
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young people to move beyond the confines of the ivy-covered walls of their institution (Angod, 

2015). Yet, even though these service activities are not as integrated into students’ overall 

educational experiences as they are at Olive Grove and Sankofa, these endeavors do nonetheless 

play a significant role in the schools’ efforts to cultivate global leaders.  

For Croft, service activities aim, in part, ‘to build social awareness of the challenges we 

face in a globalized world and understand the existence of different realities and conditions of 

life … to recognize a responsibility we have to give others who are less fortune the opportunity 

to develop and launch all their potential.’ This responsibility towards helping others to reach 

their full potential creates, as the head of the community service programme puts it, ‘a win-win 

situation.’ He further explains, ‘Through service, we improve the lives of others in different 

circumstances than the ones we find ourselves but, at the same time, we improve conditions for 

ourselves, in many ways.’ By improving the lives of others with disadvantaging circumstances, 

he maintains, ‘We can prevent them from hindering the spirit of entrepreneurship in our society 

and thus, avoid creating dependence, perpetuating the primitive state, and paralyzing progress.’ 

As such, a self-interest component is firmly grounded in efforts to help others.  

 At TES, a sense of obligation toward others is also attached to the learning goals of 

community service. As the high school principal explains, ‘We want our students to learn the 

importance of giving back through their service work. They are very privileged and as the adage 

goes, “there’s a responsibility that comes with that.” Community service is one of the main 

means for developing that sense of responsibility.’ The headmaster similarly claims, ‘Involving 

students in community service, both here in Taiwan and in different places in the world, we are 

hoping to build their commitment to give back and do some good with the privileges that they 
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have.’ Similar to Croft, community service at TES has a strong self-interest component, as 

reflected in the description of the requirement for community service:  

In order to qualify as community service, the student must engage in an activity that 

further develops his/her moral and ethical character by giving service to others. The 

purpose of serving others is to develop beyond an egocentric worldview and recognize 

that stewardship produces benefits – personally and to the community. 

Both Croft and TES use service activities primarily to instill particular qualities and 

values in students and to develop their moral and ethical character. As Croft’s head of the upper 

school explains,  

What is important in spirit of service is, of course, what you achieve, what you do. But 

perhaps more importantly, it is the mindset; it’s how you do it. And that is why service is 

a part of our educational model. This service is not considered in isolation from being an 

all-rounder, or showing fair play, or displaying good manners. These all live in a 

relationship of symbiosis, insofar that if service is done without, say, any sense of fair 

play, without integrity and sincerity in how you do it, well then something is missing.  

At Croft, service is primarily, as the headmaster claims, ‘about providing another means to 

reinforce our traditions and values, which put respect, tolerance, inclusion, good manners and joy 

of learning at the heart of all we do.’ Similarly, the high school principal at TES explains, ‘Our 

service component is centered on learning outcomes – ones related to empathy, self-awareness 

and the values we try to impact to our students within and outside the classroom. We are really 

concerned about what students produce or do in their service but what they’ve learned.’ The TES 

headmaster adds, ‘Having students involved in service hopefully makes them better leaders later 

on in life – leaders who are respectful, kind and trustworthy.’ 
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 Our analysis suggests that all four schools use the broad, internationally-acknowledged 

framework of GCE within which to articulate their more specific and contextualized leadership 

ambitions for their students. From within GCE, they pull out specific aspects that best suit their 

needs. This is both in relation to the skills and orientations they want to cultivate within these 

future leaders emanating from the South, but the school’s leadership teams also construct the 

spatiality of the reach they expect these young change-makers they are producing to extent their 

influence over – at a national level (Croft), regionally (Olive Grove and Sankofa), or anywhere 

in the world, but more realistically, in the U.S. (TES). Yet, whether the impact these students 

will have is with-in country, with-in region and further afield, these elite schools understand that 

their students must be able to operate within a global frame of reference – hence the emphasis on 

GCE. These young people must have inculcated a commitment to academic achievement, be 

adaptable, understand different global issues, be able to communicate across difference and so 

forth, but the schools teach these skills and orientations with very specific futures in mind. 

Conclusion 

Our research engages directly with two key challenges. First, the four schools that are 

featured in this paper have strong connections to the Global North – following the British 

(Croft), American (TES), IB/American (Olive Grove) and IB (Sankofa) curricula. The language 

of instruction is English across all four schools and the vast majority (except for at Croft’s) go to 

the U.S. for their higher education. Second, all four schools discursively and practically 

implement GCE – a framework critiqued for its Northern inflections (e.g., Torres, 2017). Based 

on such a context, it could be argued that these schools are seeking to mould their students into 

Northern subjects, seeking to eliminate the resources and knowledges that are pertinent within 

their local, national or regional spaces. As elite schools are engaged in class-making projects 
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(Kenway et al., 2017), it is critical to examine more closely whether or not these schools are in 

fact using their own, substantial economic, discursive and affective resources (Howard, 2020) to 

create newer forms of subjecthood and knowledge through a process of blending and translation 

(Chen, 2010) – of Northern and Southern practices and understandings. 

 Our analysis has shown how all four schools are concertedly engaging in efforts to 

develop particular types of future leaders. At Sankofa and Olive Grove the commitment is to 

produce social and political transformational leadership for the region – Africa and the Middle 

East respectively. At Croft and TES there is more of a neoliberal inflection in their preparation 

for leadership work, and the spatial focus is more national – business leaders for Chile, and at 

TES – leaders in their respective fields with some indication this might be transnational, but in 

actuality the space is conceptualized quite nationally – as either the U.S. or Taiwan. Further 

research on where their students end up in life would be needed to determine what kinds of 

leaders they actually become. However, these four schools are performing the function of elite 

schools almost everywhere – the cultivation of leaders (e.g., Koh & Kenway, 2012) – with 

different orientations and spatial horizons – largely determined by the schools’ histories. 

Critically, it is through GCE, that these schools are able to fashion the discursive structures that 

make their particular type of elite future subjects possible – as they seek to create flexible, 

curious, academically accomplished and well-rounded leader subjects. In some ways, the work at 

the schools has the potential to create members of an ‘international elite class’, who are both able 

and are encouraged to be mobile physically. Yet, the global frame offered by GCE is, in our 

analysis, more about fostering a sense of confidence within the students that they can 

communicate across difference, take initiative to solve key global challenges, and are entitled to 

see themselves as ‘global citizens’. It is this orientation that makes the appropriation of a 
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‘Northern’ initiative, as GCE is often claimed to be, so effective for these schools and their more 

direct ambitions about producing leaders in the Global South. 

 The vast literature on GCE has rarely examined the intersection between this universal, 

arguably Northern construct and its take-up in elite spaces across the world. Given the post-

colonial critique of GCE and the importance of elite schools in the Global South in potentially 

producing new elite groups that may challenge current North/South dynamics of inequality, it is 

critical to connect these two questions and examine how they play out. We have been able to do 

this through our larger study by showing how different GCE orientations are taken up across the 

elite schools. These orientations are variously drawn on to create new classes of elite Southern 

subjects who actively appropriate what are considered Northern-inflected resources to secure 

their potential mobility, possibilities for transformation of local and regional challenges, and be 

successful in either national or more transnational spaces. 
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Notes 

 
1 The schools not discussed in this article are located in Australia and Denmark.  

2 In the larger study, a school in Australia participated in the study. There is a relatively large 

body of work on elite schools in Australia. However, the schools discussed in this article are 

located in nations where there has been little attention given to elite schooling. 

3 The schools have all been anonymized. 

4 This and the other quotes in the article are from informational materials produced by the 

schools, unless stated otherwise. Further details of which materials (website, curriculum 

documents) are not given to protect the anonymity of the school. 

5 To protect anonymity of the schools, affiliations with G20 and Round Square are not 

specifically identified.  


