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Introduction

As an educator, learning is a continuous goal I have for my students as well as myself.  I am constantly focused on how I can provide opportunities for my students to learn and understand the content I teach, however to do this effectively, I need to learn and understand my students.  My third grade class is representative of a global classroom in the sense that many of my students speak languages other than English, are from countries other than the U.S., eat foods native to other countries and have cultural traditions and values that differ from American culture and traditions.  This diversity provides opportunities for global awareness and therefore global learning.  How I initiate and foster those opportunities relies on my knowledge and understanding of different cultures, languages and values.
A Personal Experience  

Personally, my global learning has just begun.  My husband and I were both born and raised in a small town in northern California.  Up until two years ago, neither of us had ever traveled any farther than New York.   (Here I would like to add that this lack of travel never bothered me or even occurred to me as a limiting factor in my life-learning and experiences.)  Where we were raised and went to school was predominantly middle class white families whom, even as an adult, rarely talked about traveling to other countries or speaking other languages.  So, for me, I just didn’t have the thoughts, needs or desires to travel elsewhere or to even learn other languages.  Thinking and writing about this bothers me very much and shocks and disappoints me at the same time.  However, my lack of global experiences and learning has motivated me to ensure my students have a strong global awareness and desire to learn more than just subject content.
Philosophy    
From my personal experience stated above as well as through literature studied on the topic, I find my personal philosophy on global learning to be aligned with Kwame Anthony Appiah’s philosophy on cosmopolitanism.  Appiah (2006) believes “…we should learn about people in other places, take an interest in their civilizations, their arguments, their errors, their achievements, not because that will bring us to agreement, but because it will help us get used to one another” (p. 78).  I too believe that we need to focus our global learning on learning about each other without trying to change beliefs, attitudes, traditions, values or cultures.  Our students and children need to be taught simply how to learn from each other without judgments or motives and with an understanding of differences and individuality.  If we can teach them how to “…learn about other people’s situations, and then use [their] imaginations to walk a while in their moccasins”, we will be providing them an opportunity to create a new global age (Appiah, 2006, p. 3).
Recent scientific research has shown “that all learning takes place in settings that have particular sets of cultural and social norms and expectations and that these settings influence learning and transfer in powerful ways” (Commission on Behavior and Social Sciences and Education, 1999, p. 4).  People learn and adapt through different experiences and situations in order to make connections for understanding.  Over time we learn what behaviors, values, thoughts and beliefs are accepted within our social network (i.e. family, friends, co-workers, etc.).  When we have new situations and experiences, we bring with us our prior knowledge to create new connections and understandings.  I think in terms of global learning, this can be good but it also has the potential to be bad.

In my own experience detailed above, I had little to no prior knowledge about people and cultures different from my own.  Therefore, when I came to North Carolina and had so much diversity in my classroom, my school, my neighborhood and my community it was an enormous learning experience for me.  Fortunately, I am a person curious about new people, places and things and wanted to truly learn from my students, their families and colleagues.  My goal is to enhance my understanding of new and different values, beliefs and cultures and therefore create a more global perspective and knowledge base.  This is what I focus on in my classroom as well and hope that I can help my students to be global learners too. 

Implications for the Classroom

So, how do we go about teaching our students to understand and learn from each other?  We need to begin by understanding how learning occurs and what is involved in the process, specifically for children.  According to the Commission on Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education (1999) children are “active learners” who have the ability and motivation to acquire and make sense of the world around them (p. 80).  We know children learn in different ways but all children are born with the ability to learn and the need to understand interactions and situations.  The reason I love to teach is because my students are naturally curious and are interested in the people and things around them.  However, it is our job and responsibility to provide those experiences and opportunities to create global awareness so that they can begin to become global learners.

Children need exposure to global news and events as well as daily discussions and connections in content learning to global learning.  For example, each morning my students and I listen to BBC World News for Kids and discuss events occurring around the world.  I connect some of the events to what we have learned in class or even to students who may be from that country or have family there.  For my ESL students this provides the opportunity to share their culture and allows their classmates to better understand and accept them.  I have seen a drastic change in my student’s global awareness and acceptance of different people, languages, and cultures.  Prior to these activities and discussions, many of students did not interact with some of my ESL students and they would laugh when they heard someone speak another language on a movie or in music.  It seems that through the activities and global exposure, my students have begun to develop global awareness and understanding.  Their prior knowledge now includes information about other countries, languages, people, and events.  Their “settings” (as quoted above from the Commission on Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education) that includes their cultural norms are changing and expanding to more global perspective.
Conclusion
As natural learners, I think we are constantly interested in life around us and I think this curiosity will motivate us to be more global learners.  A strong focus on global awareness is needed in education to initiate and maintain global learning for children.  Educators need to provide the opportunities for students to acquire new knowledge about the world and make connections with classroom learning and experiences.  We need to model global learning for our students so that it becomes a normal and expected way of life.  In this case, the future doesn’t just depend on the next generation but on educators to prepare the next generation for global learning.
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