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Research schools InteRnatIonal:
A GlobAl Project for A GlobAl PartnershiP

reseArch schools InternAtIonal:
BY LAVONNE LEONG

T his February, representatives from Research Schools 
International (rsi.gse.harvard.edu), a Cambridge-based 
group of Harvard educators whose goal is to bring edu-
cational academic research and educational practice to-

gether, addressed the Mid-Pacific community about the ongoing 
collaboration between RSI and Mid-Pacific. “We’re in our fourth 
year of doing research with Mid-Pacific,” said RSI Director of Re-
search Catherine Glennon. “This school has been a real pioneer in 
school-based research. We work with a lot of schools, and Mid-Pa-
cific has been incredibly dedicated in doing really interesting and 
cutting-edge school-based research.” This year, RSI is partnering 
with twenty schools that represent education on every inhabited 
continent. Among these schools are Philips Exeter Academy in 
New Hampshire, Eton College, near London, and Mid-Pacific In-
stitute, Hawai‘i’s only participating school. 

The partnership works by turning the school’s teachers into ed-
ucator-researchers, who explore a question of their choice that’s 
relevant to a direction the school wants to explore. RSI provides 
a roundup of current research into the topic, and guidance along 
the way. “It’s all based on the school defining its own needs,” ex-
plains Mid-Pacific Assistant High School Principal and RSI point 
of contact Josh Watson. “It’s every school (working with RSI) say-
ing, ‘Give us something we can use; we’ll tell you what we need.’” 

What topic did Mid-Pacific’s first faculty group decide was im-
portant to explore? Global education. “Our first research question 
was, ‘What is the current state of global education at Mid-Pacif-
ic?’” says Watson. “We gave some background principles, provid-
ed professional development to our teachers, then asked them to 
design their own action research, if it fit.” 

Participating teachers spanned elementary school through high 
school, and what came back over the course of two academic years 
(2013 – 2015) was a comprehensive look at the many ways Mid-Pa-
cific’s was already a comparatively global school, and a raft of ideas 
about how to enhance existing programs, add to them, and bring 
them all together to form the core of the consciously cultivated “glob-
al awareness and understanding” that is one of Mid-Pacific’s four ed-
ucational aspirations.

Defining a global education was part of the RSI process, says Wat-
son, and in the end, he says it came down to “three components. One 
was global understanding: being aware of what’s happening else-
where in the world, and some of the issues facing people. The second 
is intercultural understanding: being able to relate to people from 
other cultures, to recognize your own biases, that kind of thing. The 
third component was global identity: getting kids to see themselves as 
a member of a global community.” Watson calls that last component 
“the taking-action piece. Knowing you have the capacity to create so-
cial change, and seeing yourself as able to.

What were the findings? RSI pointed out that in a sense, Mid-Pa-
cific was already a very global school, says high school principal 

Tom McManus: “Maybe it’s a Hawai‘i thing, but I’d also like to 
say it’s a Mid-Pacific thing. There’s just a lot more global identity 
among our student body than at other schools (RSI) have stud-
ied. It’s an awareness. We’re not talking about a program, we’re 
talking about students saying, ‘I’m aware of other countries. I’m 
aware of our actions in other places. I’m aware of cultural differ-
ences.’ Our kids navigate a whole lot of cultural differences and 
code switches every day, just because they’re here.” 

RSI also identified assets to a global education that could im-
mediately be made more effective, and got faculty and admin-
istration thinking about other ways Mid-Pacific could become 
more global. 

Then Mid-Pacific took action. In 2015, International Student 
Coordinator Stephanie Toriumi was hired to facilitate commu-
nication between international families and the school, and to 
make sure American students and international students had 
ample opportunities to interact and form lasting bonds. 

Another direct result of the RSI study was the high school 
“global certificate,” introduced this year: a suite of political, is-
sue-based and environmental classes and projects that togeth-
er constitute a solid foundation in global thinking. The school 
joined International Education Week, participating in its first 
celebration this school year. And global club offerings have been 
enhanced.  “I see the direct line from RSI” in all these activities, 
says McManus. 

There’s another benefit to being an ongoing part of RSI. Wat-
son says that RSI schools are beginning to form a network of 
their own. “In the past couple of years, the (RSI) schools are just 
beginning to team up with each other. Some individual schools’ 
topics are overlapping. So RSI is now working as a go-between, 
a kind of triangle. And then schools have even richer data, be-
cause they can compare.” 

The end goal for Mid-Pacific, says Watson, is a student who 
emerges feeling part of the world.  In the pre-surveys that were 
part of the RSI process, he says,  “I remember a kid making a 
comment: ‘What can I do? I’m just one person.’ And afterwards, 
we had kids say, ‘Now I recognize that what I do here might af-
fect somebody somewhere else, or that I can make change in the 
world that makes someone else’s life better.’ And they say—and 
I’m paraphrasing—‘I didn’t really think of it that broadly before.” 

That understanding, once a luxury, is now a necessity, says 
Watson: “Our students will be graduating into a world that is 
increasingly interconnected, and the scope of their connection 
to other people will be global in many ways. So our students 
need to be able to function as competent global citizens, more 
than previous generations had to do. One of the functions of any 
school has always been to produce students who become com-
petent, contributing citizens to their community. And now their 
community is worldwide.” 
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