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Abstract 
This paper presents data collected over a two-month period in summer 2021 from 
the Johns Organization (JO), a U.S.-based virtual exchange (VE) program that 
partners with South-West Asian and North African (SWANA) schools. The seven 
focus groups interviewed included VE scholars, JO staff, external VE evaluators, 
and SWANA-based JO staff. The research team’s questions focused on the impact 
of VE for historically marginalized people. The findings indicate an absence of any 
discussion/assessment relating to racial/ethnic identity, religious identity, 
LGBTQ2+ students, or students with disabilities. Also, most VE was found to be 
U.S.-focused and driven through the use of English. Most VE exchange programs 
were driven by project-oriented goals relating to STEM, intercultural dialogue, or 
global and international affairs or the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals. The 
major themes that emerged were: Sense of Belonging, Race/Diversity, English, 
U.S.-Centric Activities and Pedagogy, and Technology.  

Abstract in Spanish 
Este documento representa la recolección de datos acumulados durante el 
transcurso de dos meses del verano 2021de la Organización Johns (OJ), un 
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Intercambio Virtual (IV) con base en los Estados Unidos con escuelas afiliadas en 
Sur-Oeste Asia/ y en el Norte de África (SWANA). Los siete grupos de enfoque 
entrevistados incluye: eruditos de Intercambio Virtual, personal de OJ, los que 
evalúan el Intercambio Virtual, y el personal de OJ localizado en SWANA. El equipo 
de Investigadores enfocaron sus preguntas sobre el impacto del Intercambio 
Virtual (IV) de personas históricamente marginados. Las conclusiones indican la 
ausencia de cualquier discusión/evaluación relacionada con la identidad 
racial/étnica o identidad religiosa; de los estudiantes LGBTQ2+, o los estudiantes 
con discapacidades. También encontraron que los estudiantes en el Intercambio 
Virtual (IV) de los Estados Unidos fueron los más enfocados. Especialmente 
porque fueron motivados por el uso del idioma Inglés. La mayoría de los 
programas de Intercambio Virtual (IV) fueron impulsados por metas orientadas 
a proyectos relacionados con STEM, diálogo intercultural o asuntos globales 
internacionales o los Objetivos de Desarrollo Sostenible de la ONU. Los temas de 
mayor importancia que surgieron fueron: Sentido de Pertenencia, 
Raza/Diversidad, Inglés, Actividades Pedagógicas y Tecnológicas centradas en los 
Estados Unidos. 
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1. Introduction 
The Johns Organization (JO) is a public/private virtual exchange (VE) 

sponsor based in the United States. JO’s mission is to connect students in the U.S. 
with students in Southwest Asia and Northern Africa (SWANA)1 through virtual 
exchange. Virtual exchange is an innovative and new pedagogical technique 
implemented across a variety of academic fields. While VE is not a new 
pedagogical practice (established since the late 1980s), it is still not a widely 
developed field of study.  

One of the most salient areas for future research that appeared several 
times in current VE research (see Literature Review) was the need to do research 
on Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) and how that impacts VE and 
historically marginalized students and regions. With this directive, the Research 

 
1 We intentionally use ‘SWANA’ rather than ‘MENA’ and ‘historically marginalized’ rather than 
‘underrepresented’ in order to accurately convey a decolonial, authentic, and more inclusive 
description of these populations being discussed.  
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team focused our work on how historically marginalized students in Grades K-
12 and in undergraduate and graduate programs, and teachers, especially those 
in SWANA and those of African descent in the U.S., get access (or not) to VE 
learning and funding. In reviewing JO’s website, materials, and participant 
testimonials, it became obvious that specific ethnic and racial demographics 
were missing from the existing literature and are not widely represented in 
their website, videos, marketing, or staff, even though the U.S. and the SWANA 
regions are racially diverse.  

From materials gathered and in subsequent focus group interviews with 
staff and practitioners, it was also evident that discussion and representation of 
demographics— including race, nationality, religion, language, disability and 
LGBTQ2+ status—were missing or rarely discussed amongst the populations 
they serve as well as the people they employ and fund, despite JO’s focus on 
engaging young people in these wide regions with the intentions of supporting 
DEI in VE. From the focus group interviews, many of the examples of 
partnerships are with small, homogenous (mostly white) towns in the United 
States and are subject-specific VE programs with SWANA institutions which 
may be linguistically diverse but not racially diverse. The main takeaways from 
the research are that for authentic diversity, equity, and inclusion to exist in 
these VE initiatives and for JO to truly employ DEI in all levels of its 
programming and research, it is critical that JO:  

▪ be more intentional in the capturing, vetting, and sharing of the 
demographics of program participants,  

▪ widen its partnership regions and peoples, and  
▪ fully support a mutual relationship for planning from start-to-finish by all 

parties involved (even if the funding is coming from JO).  

2. Research Objectives and Major Themes 
For this paper, we highlight the five following major themes, italicized, 

which emerged consistently in the data. First, a sense of belonging means that all 
participants need to feel a sense of belonging to buy into the VE program. In 
many countries, including the U.S., historically marginalized people including 
women, religiously diverse, differently abled students, BIPOC and LGBTQ2+ 
populations. Many SWANA countries have minority populations based on 
religion, ethnicity, language, and geography, which should be considered when 
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fully addressing DEI issues. Second, inclusive recruitment of participants from 
communities historically marginalized in international education, both in the 
U.S. and SWANA contexts, need to focus on race and diversity. Third, culturally 
responsive education practices and culturally inclusive curricula are vital for 
VE. Understanding the backgrounds of students in the United States and in the 
countries participating in virtual exchange is crucial to providing a culturally 
inclusive curriculum. Since most VE happens in English, there must be an 
intentional shift to include the language of non-English speakers. Fourth, focus 
must be placed on shifting power dynamics and imbalances in VE 
implementation including neocolonialism, U.S./Western-centricity, and other 
power conceptualizations including those relating to gender and historically 
marginalized participants that are common in the SWANA, and in North, Central, 
and South America. Fifth, technology must be addressed in how VE addresses or 
exacerbates larger societal inequities and the digital divide. Income inequalities 
in the SWANA remain high and it has been shown that Internet use in those 
countries falls along demographic and income lines—those who are younger, 
with more education and higher incomes are more likely to have access to 
technology. The digital divide is more prevalent in some SWANA countries than 
others. In Latin America and the Caribbean, internet access is approximately 
50%.  

3. Literature Review 
Though virtual exchange programs have become more common in 

recent years and are being more widely studied, there has been little research 
about how diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) play a role in the programs and 
how issues concerning power imbalances, and the digital divide affect DEI. To 
begin, we discuss in this literature review issues tangential to the DEI challenges 
in both study abroad and virtual exchange, with the perspective that some of 
the findings in study abroad programming remains applicable in the online 
virtual exchange programs. For our purposes, we will rely on the following 
definition of virtual exchange, which is a method that uses technology to 
connect people for education and exchange.  

3.1. History of VE 

The literature suggests the field of virtual exchange began in 1988 with 
a program started by Peter Copen and the Copen Family Foundation, which later 
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became iEARN (Helm, 2018b). It used early video technology to connect 
classrooms in New York and Russia. Since then, as technology has progressed 
exponentially, virtual exchange has grown and developed to become an 
established means of sharing cultural and linguistic experiences among groups 
of students around the world. iEARN has 30,000 projects around the world 
according to Helm. Often considered an alternative to study abroad 
programming, VE has come into its own as a field, especially as colleges and 
universities began dedicating more resources to preparing students for the 
global workforce with the skills and competencies needed for a diverse, 
multicultural, and technologically connected world (De Wit, 2016). Kolm et al. 
(2021) discuss the growing need for International Online Collaboration 
Competencies which includes “students having experienced diversity in 
sociocultural and linguistic environments” (p. 184) and developing skills for 
communicating and working with people from diverse backgrounds in addition 
to technology competence.  

3.2. Study Abroad versus VE Programming 

Many research studies found that students who studied abroad had 
competencies important in the workplace that students who had not 
participated in study abroad lacked (Black & Duhon, 2006; Crossman & Clark, 
2010; DiPietro, 2014; Hadis, 2005). These competencies included excelling in 
culturally sensitive situations, ability to build relationships, flexible thinking, 
and capacity for active learning. Although study abroad can be transformative 
for students, less than ten percent of four-year undergraduates have that 
opportunity (ACE, 2016). In fact, during 2018-2019, the academic year before the 
COVID-19 pandemic began, only two percent of undergraduates studied abroad 
(Fischer, 2021). And, with the pandemic altering lives, workplaces, global 
education, international student enrollment in U.S. institutions fell sharply in 
the fall of 2020, punctuating a decline that began in 2016-2017, which was the 
first year that international enrollment dropped since 9/11 (Fischer, 2019; Glass 
et al., 2021). After discussing what many have deemed as the end for 
internationalization as a philosophy for institutions of higher education, Robin 
Helms (2020) observed: 

Coronavirus, ironically enough, illustrates exactly why we need 
internationalization—we need students who understand global 
phenomena, can see xenophobic and culture-bound reactions for what 
they are, and are prepared to work with colleagues around the world to 
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address global crises in the short term, and contribute to long-term 
solutions through research and the advancement of knowledge. 

The Chronicle of Higher Education also reflected on what the pandemic means 
for study abroad. Author Karin Fischer (2021, p. 20) wrote, “The pandemic’s 
more lasting effect may be to spotlight and even exacerbate many of the pre-
existing challenges facing study abroad, beginning with diversity”. VE is now 
seen as a way to continue—and perhaps even save—internationalization as a 
way to enhance the quality of education (Li & Haupt, 2021). Helms (2020) also 
notes that now may be the time for universities to take up virtual exchange or 
Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL). White and Lee (2020) write 
about the future of international higher education in a post-mobility world, 
noting that mobility has always severely limited access to “transborder 
education”. They believe that to continue with the pre-pandemic model relying 
on travel, would only increase the competition for a limited supply of students 
and scholars. 

For approximately the past twenty years, researchers have found 
correlations between study abroad and academic success—including higher 
GPAs and graduation within four years (Lebold et al., 2005; Lee & Green, 2016; 
NAFSA, 2008; NSSE, 2007; O’Rear et al., 2012). This was found true for all who 
participated in study abroad, including students who were first-generation 
college students and students from low-income backgrounds. As mentioned 
previously, plenty of other researchers have studied the career boosts that study 
abroad brings.  

Students with disabilities have also shied away from study abroad due 
to difficulties negotiating accommodations (Kelley et al., 2016; Link, 2016) and 
LGBTQ2+ students are often anxious about safety and legal protections abroad 
(Pope, 2007). Hipple et al. (2020) discuss the benefits of participation by students 
from the LGBTQ2+ community. They write, “Their international experiences 
may also help to expand their own and others’ understanding of the global social 
construction of gender and sexuality” (Hipple et al., 2020, p. 177). To that end, 
they maintain that outreach and support to LGBTQ2+ students is necessary for 
programs to be considered multiculturally competent. Others, like Calhoon et al. 
(2003), have looked at the value Native Americans can bring to programs as their 
values may be very different from those that traditional study abroad programs 
display. In order to continue to grow and infuse the internationalization that 
Helm discusses, VE must become even more robust than it is, and it is up to those 
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sponsoring programs at the high school and college levels to help students 
develop intercultural knowledge, less ethnocentric attitudes and greater open-
mindedness—all of the benefits attributed to studying abroad (Lee & Song, 2019).  

3.3. Effectiveness of Online Programming 

O’Dowd (2016) discusses the focus of Malinowski and Kramsch (2014) on 
the effect of the technology itself used in virtual exchange or online intercultural 
exchange.  They believe it can impede intercultural learning as students pay 
more attention to glitches such as the screen freezing and other technical 
problems instead of the social and cultural cues and meanings that are in play. 
Drawing on Malinowski and Kramsch (2014, p. 287) work, O’Dowd (2016) 
developed a list of strong versus weak approaches to telecollaborative task 
design. One of the strong approaches pertinent to this student was that tasks 
should “reflect themes of social justice and intercultural citizenship” as well as 
“avoid stereotyping and forced culture clash.” He also believed strong 
approaches included reflection on the role of technology in online 
communication and self-reflection and critical evaluation.  

The weak approaches included “superficial communicative themes” and 
stereotyping. These approaches also sometimes lacked a reflection component. 
Yet other studies have found that intercultural competence can be enhanced by 
virtual exchange. The Johns Organization, which supports virtual exchange 
programs between the U.S. and SWANA regions, found that during summer and 
fall of 2019 and spring of 2020, grantee participants from thirty-two states in the 
United States as well as participants from eleven countries in the SWANA region 
reported largely positive changes with regard to knowledge of the other country 
or culture. Additionally, statistically significant changes along a number of 
domains including cross-cultural communication, empathy, and perspective 
taking, among others.  

Studying the minority Arab population in Israel, Mesch et al. (2013) 
surmised ethnic disparities in digital access may reflect social-structural 
disadvantages and cultural differences. In their study of the Israeli Arabs who 
were overrepresented in manual occupations, they found that negative 
attitudes toward technology reflected disadvantaged social position (Mesch et 
al., 2013, p. 234). These types of differences do affect the diversity of virtual 
exchange programs, in both the United States and the partner country. VE 
participants will not get a full sense of the culture, diversity, and challenges that 
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exist in other countries without a broad range of racial, ethnic, and cultural 
diversity. Though disability and LGBTQ2+ status may not be apparent initially 
in online exchange settings, students with disabilities and those from the 
LGBTQ2+ community have much to bring to the table as well as those from 
differing racial, ethnic, cultural, and socioeconomic backgrounds (Hipple et al., 
2020; Masterson-Algar et al., 2020).  

Helm (2018a, p. 52) further discusses the global spread of English as 
being a medium of soft power which she maintains is supported by the rise of 
the Internet as an international system which the United States dominates. Helm 
(2018a, p. 338) warns that virtual exchange could be used to meet governments’ 
political and ideological agendas, further exacerbating inequalities, not leading 
to greater understanding and even using conversations for surveillance. Helm 
(2018a) drew on a previous joint work (Helm & Bali, 2013) in discussing the 
power imbalance often found in programs between Americans and students in 
the SWANA region. There are issues concerning students who must converse in 
their “second, possibly third, fourth (or more) language, on controversial or 
emotional issues” (Helm, 2018a, p. 143). Bali (cited in Helm, 2018a, p. 143) notes 
that even with an Arabic interpreter, the power imbalance can be intensified if 
the interpreter is less fluent in English. Helm (2018a) suggests one way to alter 
the imbalance is make the primary language Arabic and use English-language 
interpreters. 

3.4. Recruiting Diverse Participants 

Recruiting more diverse populations to participate in VE is key to 
developing a more robust program that ensures cross-cultural communication 
and competencies. There is a need to focus efforts on diverse populations but 
also to communicate basic information about the programming. Hipple et al. 
(2020) examined outreach strategies of the thirty-eight top institutions of higher 
education listed in the 2015 U.S. News & World Report rankings of the Best 
Colleges for Study Abroad Programming. That sample was almost evenly split 
between public and private institutions. They found, “In order of frequency, 
most common types of diversity outreach were to disability status, queer status, 
ethnicity/race, gender, and religion. These were followed, at much lower 
frequencies, by outreach to social class, national origin, age, and indigenous 
heritage” (Hipple et al., 2020, p. 180). Of those, more than half of the programs 
reached out to students with disabilities. Another was the need to adjust content 
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for LGBTQ2+ groups, understanding that although some concerns among 
individuals may overlap, a variety of needs and identities are found in that 
community that require different considerations.  

The research findings focused on study abroad can provide clues for 
future VE programming and recruitment. There were several gaps found in the 
literature review. One problem was the lack of research that examined how 
diversity in countries other than the United States affected both study abroad 
experiences and VE experiences and the lack of discussion about what 
constitutes diversity in other nations as well as discussion of how diverse groups 
are represented in the education systems of other countries. Another deficiency 
was little discussion in the literature around diversity other than in terms of 
race/ethnicity. There was hardly any mention of religion or gender identity or 
expression. The third deficiency had to do with a lack of literature around study 
abroad or VE at levels other than higher education.  

4. Methods and Ethics 
The Research team used a qualitative approach with seven focus group 

interviews to immerse ourselves in the data to understand VE culture and our 
DEI objectives better. We supplemented this with pre-focus group demographic 
surveys, which added to the robust data collected as well as a thorough 
literature review of current scholarship. These triangulated methods allowed us 
to get a broader picture of the field and identify the gaps in current DEI work in 
VE to provide recommendations for future JO funding, scholarship, and 
programming. A thematic and content analysis was applied to the methods 
approach once the data was collected and coded.  

Seven focus groups were conducted virtually, with a total of eighteen 
participants of twenty-one invited, over a two-month period in summer 2021. 
All the participants were provided to the Research team by the Johns 
Organization (JO). We did not solicit any additional information from non-JO 
invitees. The first five focus groups were JO personnel, RTI International staff 
who serve as independent evaluators of JO virtual exchange programs, and 
leading scholars in the VE field. The final two focus groups were JO grantee 
practitioners. 

According to the Belmont Report: Ethical Principles and Guidelines for the 
Protection of Human Subjects of Research, the three basic ethical principles in 
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guiding research are: respect for persons, beneficence, and justice. These three 
principles protect the rights of research participants while conserving the 
integrity of the research itself. Respect for persons is the “recognition that 
people are autonomous and entitled to their own opinions and choices, unless 
detrimental to others” and includes the fact that not everyone is capable of self-
determination, and may require protection (Czubaruk, 2019, p. 3). In this area, 
we secured informed consent from each participant. Prior to participating in the 
focus groups, demographic surveys were emailed, and the first question was 
about consent before the participant could join the focus group.  

Beneficence recognizes that people are treated ethically by respecting 
their decisions and, “protecting them from harm” (Czubaruk, 2019, p. 4). We 
manifested this in our focus groups through cultural competency. We were 
respectful of each person’s time and context, language, and made intentional 
decisions to repeat or explain questions when there was confusion. Lastly, 
justice ensures that research does not target vulnerable people, specifically the 
“economically disadvantaged, racial and ethnic minorities, or persons confined 
to institutions'' (Czubaruk, 2019, p. 5). Here, we prioritized confidentiality by 
sending an introductory protocol email with our confidentiality statement, 
asking each participant to use a pseudonym at the start of each session prior to 
recording, and reading our confidentiality statement at the start of each focus 
group to ensure the enforcement of this third ethical principle. Every facet of 
the research was carried out with these three ethical principles in mind. 
Additionally, all research was conducted online and recorded via Zoom with 
consent.  

5. Findings and Analysis 
5.1. A Sense of Belonging  

A major theme throughout all parts of the data was a sense of belonging. 
Strayhorn (2019) suggests that a “sense of belonging is a basic human need, a 
fundamental motivation, sufficient to drive behaviors and perceptions. Its 
satisfaction leads to positive gains such as happiness, elation, wellbeing, 
achievement and optimal functioning” (p. 9). For VE students to feel connected, 
included, and comfortable they must experience a sense of belonging. VE 
programs encouraged a sense of belonging through group activities and by 
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highlighting similarities between the two parties. When students did not feel 
like they belonged, they were less engaged.  

Focus group participants suggested that VE programs were designed in 
a way that perpetuated the disconnect from feeling a sense of belonging for 
historically marginalized students. Often VE curriculum design was made 
through the lens of privilege, which impacts students who do not carry these 
identities. One respondent noted that programs reflect their sponsoring 
institutions and many of them are designed to exclude those who have been 
historically marginalized. That individual then described programming that did 
help support a sense of belonging:  

One of our programs is designed so that their curriculum is essentially 
made up of the stories that youth share themselves. . . So, if you're invited 
to give your voice to share your story, the hope is that you will feel a 
sense of belonging that, you know, you're literally seeing yourself in the 
curriculum, which isn't always the case. And so virtual exchange has 
allowed us to design a program like that. 

Another respondent who identified as Latinx and worked with 
underrepresented students answered the question “What factors increase the 
likelihood that historically excluded students would partake or participate in 
global virtual exchange programs that are accessible, inclusive, diverse, and 
equitable?” as follows: 

Many of the times, if not most of the times, the designs of these virtual 
spaces are done or are put together by privileged groups or [are] 
westernized. And so culturally, there are many things that I cannot 
identify with and there are many ways of communicating that I cannot 
identify with. [Those are the things that provide] a sense of belonging. 
And if that's not there, an environment that welcomes the cultural 
context of the students, then it's kind of very difficult to feel you belong 
to the space. And if you don't feel you belong, then you don't feel you 
have a voice. You don't feel whatever you're going to say it's correct or 
it's going to be welcomed. And another one, it's language because 
language also [provides] this sense of cultural identity. And many times, 
when you come from underrepresented populations, in this case, 
Hispanics or other underrepresented populations, they have certain 
ways of communicating. 

It was particularly important to focus on students’ cultures as a major piece to 
establishing a sense of belonging and to work towards forming belonging at the 
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start of the program. Highlighting cultural similarities and creating spaces for 
conversations about students’ identities helped to encourage togetherness and 
heighten a sense of belonging. However, there is potential for conflict among 
the VE participants due to country and community history and politics. Cases of 
conflict can create tension and ‘othering’ (Said, 1978) in the process. One 
respondent who was involved with high school VE programming had discussed 
how they break students down into progressively smaller groups called 
communities, neighborhoods, and families. Here, she describes what has 
happened when the students are placed in regional groups and there can be 
conflict within those regional placements as well, even though those include 
students from the same geographic area: 

One feature of our program is we try to connect our participants 
regionally as well. So, I mentioned . . . the community level, the 
neighborhood level and the family level. In between that we kind of 
break our full community into regions so that as they're planning their 
projects, and thinking of ideas; they have like-minded people, or people 
who maybe have gone through or had to get similar permissions nearby 
to talk to. And so, it's also a really great way of simulating the traditional 
exchange group, you kind of go abroad with people who are from the 
same place as you and kind of have those people to go back to, and kind 
of have that sense of belonging of like, okay, we're culturally similar. If I 
have this question about this other culture, I feel more comfortable 
asking you than asking it in a space and feeling othered by not knowing. 
And so really intentionally creating those regional chats for that. But 
with that, we also had a pretty serious moment of conflict, and other 
things happened within the regional chat. And so, recognizing that 
among even within countries, but among neighboring countries, there's 
a lot of conflict. And there's a lot of history behind that as well, that you 
have to keep in mind and recognize… We were able to address it through 
some of the strategies shared here of having, you know, direct one-on-
one facilitation and dialogue together and to really talk about what it 
means to represent yourself as an individual and not at that country or 
bigger level. But again, that is still a moment of really deep pain and 
something that is possible through virtual exchange. And if you're not 
careful about the spaces you create, there can be a lot of harm because it 
is really easy to not feel like you belong when you're connecting virtually. 

Another issue that arose in several of the focus groups was that of Muslim 
identity, which is not surprising since a majority of the SWANA region is Muslim. 
The United States has a long history of Islamophobia and anti-Arab 
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discrimination and racism. Since the 1970s, racial profiling of Arabs in public 
spaces in the United States has continued to increase, as have discrimination 
and hate crimes towards Arabs, Muslims, or those perceived to be Arab or 
Muslim (Abouchedid & Nasser, 2006; Jamal & Naber, 2008; Naber, 2000; Naser, 
2021). Levels of Islamophobia, hate crimes, and discrimination towards Arabs, 
Muslims, and those perceived to be Arab or Muslim surged after major historical 
events such as 9/11, the 2016 presidential campaigns, and the travel ban in 2017 
which targeted Muslim-majority countries (Abouchedid & Nasser, 2006; Jamal & 
Naber, 2008; Naber, 2000; Naser, 2021). A 2021 Pew survey found that 48% of 
adult Muslims surveyed had faced discrimination and bias.  

Learning that U.S. Muslim students may have faced discrimination was 
eye opening to students from the SWANA region but having Muslim-American 
students also helped establish a sense of belonging according to at least one 
respondent as they described interactions between students based in SWANA 
with students in the U.S.: 

[For the Muslim students in SWANA], it was knowing, not within their 
country of being Muslim and being discriminated against, but knowing 
the stereotypes exists for them in the Western world and knowing that ... 
their, you know, friends, families and other members of the Muslim 
community in the U.S. were discriminated against. So, there was a really 
interesting sort of tie and sense of commonality that existed between 
these two groups, when they realized when they got to know how each 
of them were situated in their countries and globally. It was really, really 
insightful and meaningful to them. And it was really insightful, 
meaningful to me just to hear about his connections that were forged 

Another practitioner said: 

I did see some Muslim students [in the U.S.], students who have heritage 
from the MENA region kind of make great connections with their 
counterparts, because they do share this identity, this cultural 
background. And so that's how I personally saw kind of these usually 
excluded populations or student populations find a connection through 
this bridge exchange program.  

The importance of a sense of belonging in VE programs parallels that of in-
person classroom experiences. Establishing strong levels of sense of belonging 
in VE programs is critical in ensuring students feel comfortable, engaged, and 
connected.  
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5.2. Race and Diversity: “Taboo” Unless It Is the United States 

Respondents were asked to define “historically marginalized students.” 
Most crafted definitions that focused on U.S.-based Blacks, Latinx immigrants, 
students who lived in rural areas, and students with disabilities. There was no 
standard definition. Outside of race, there are other groups to be considered 
within those that have been historically marginalized from VE programming. 
However, because most of the responses leaned toward racial differences and 
diversity, it is important to highlight how race showed up in both the U.S. and 
SWANA regions. Questions of racial difference were not extended to 
populations within SWANA. As one respondent noted: 

Our American students don't see much of a hesitation, you know, about 
answering questions on race, ethnicity, religion, gender, you know, those 
are like categories we want to look at. Whereas in other demographics, 
it's really hard to extract that information, because of the sort of 
perceived taboo and the perceived social and cultural feedback.  

The SWANA region is not racially, ethnic, or religiously homogeneous. Many 
respondents echoed the thoughts of the aforementioned participant that racial 
difference is a foreign or taboo topic within SWANA. However, without a diverse 
staff that has knowledge of the complexities of the region and its histories, 
sweeping generalizations of these topics being taboo may prevent authentic 
interactions from happening. Here are comments from several respondents 
speaking about the region’s diversity and the limitations to address what some 
perceived to be “taboo” topics in SWANA: 

I guess one other thing is that we tend to say MENA, but MENA is very 
diverse. . . Every country is completely different from the other in terms 
of. And I think in a U.S. state of mind, it's kind of like a chunk. And so, 
some of the issues are—even when we're talking about women—it's 
different in every country as well. So, I think it's very important to keep 
that in mind.  

One of the objectives of a virtual exchange is to connect people who come 
from different communities and cultures. And sometimes there are 
cultural barriers that prevent, or that [demonstrate] some of the 
marginalization or exclusion. So, like sometimes, a program in the MENA 
region won't want to talk about gender identities or, or sexual identities. 
And that could further marginalize or exclude individuals who hold that 
identity in that community and in the community they're partnering 
with the same way. 
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Respondents tended to rely on stereotypes of the SWANA region to allude to how 
difference is viewed and engaged in the region. The respondents (which include 
JO staff and VE practitioners and grantees) know there is diversity of race, 
gender, ethnicity, religion, and others in the SWANA region, but they have 
limitations on how to articulate or address this diversity within their 
programming when looking to work with historically excluded groups. As 
previously noted, this speaks to the U.S.-centric structure of VE programming 
whereas many respondents observed, they do not have the lens or knowledge 
to understand and utilize the local information for the program. Instead, 
respondents have listed such issues as gender, gender expression or ethnicity as 
“taboo.” Classifying these issues as “taboo” can be seen as a way to distance 
themselves from the responsibilities of finding solutions to address these issues 
within their program. In effect, the responsibility of addressing racial and other 
types of diversity is placed on the partners within SWANA, which comes with 
limitations.  

While most of the respondents gave examples of diversity being “taboo” 
on issues of gender and ethnicity within the region, one respondent elucidated 
how SWANA participants also projected their ideas about race within their 
expectations for potential U.S.-based virtual exchange partners. The following 
response demonstrates that SWANA participates are aware of issues of race, and 
particularly Blackness, and reflects the fluidity of racial attitudes between the 
United States and the SWANA region: 

Maybe I'll give the example that I was thinking of, of these schools in 
Chicago with Moroccan students, actually. And there was another one of 
the secondary students that the MENA students said, ‘Oh, . . . I wasn't 
expecting to be matched with students who were all Black and that was 
really interesting in the USA’. 

Operating within the U.S.-centric perspective also illuminates the SWANA 
perspective toward the United States. It is evident through this response there 
was an expectation of the SWANA students to engage white people from the 
United States. This is an important issue to highlight as the United States is a 
racially diverse country with multiple histories and experiences. However, the 
response also demonstrates the irony of an expectation (and desire) of SWANA 
students to be paired with white Americans.  
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When issues of “race” were raised within programming, Black 
Americans were seen as representatives of their race, and put on the spot to 
speak, even if they were not student participants. One VE practitioner reported: 

One example I have is one of our facilitators was a Black American, and 
the only one in [a discussion one day]. And so, when any questions came 
up about race in the U.S., it was directed to her. And she felt that that was 
not her place, because the dialogue was one among the participants. But 
there wasn't [a] way to handle these conversations and make it still feel 
like a not targeted conversation. 

This provides further evidence that issues surrounding race are present and 
within the understanding of SWANA and U.S.-based participants. In this very 
specific example of Morocco, it important to highlight that scholars and activists 
in Morocco have actively been highlighting the country’s racial diversity, 
particularly its Black African population, the country’s historical participation 
in the trans-Sahara slave trade, and the lingering vestiges of anti-Blackness that 
impact the lives of Black Moroccans (King, 2020). As such, comments from the 
U.S.-based focus group participants who stated that these issues are “taboo” and 
are only limited to Black and Latinx people in the United States are complicit in 
the anti-Blackness that impacts the lives of Black Moroccans. As Marouan (2016) 
explained in the Moroccan context of race-based slavery and its aftermath 
racism in the country: 

The topics are taboo. The denial, the silence (including in the educational 
curriculum) is part of a larger national discourse that does not 
acknowledge the magnitude of the trans-Saharan slave trade and the 
existence of Morocco’s marginalized minority Black community whose 
stories have not been told. (p. 268) 

Anti-Blackness is not unique to Morocco. Since 2020, there has been a rising 
movement in anti-racism activism throughout SWANA, calling attention to 
systemic racism and the deep-rooted denial of the slave trade and anti-Blackness. 

SWANA students need to be aware of the racial diversity of the United 
States, how it connects to their local contexts, and know Black and Latinx 
students are also legitimate participants in VE programs. Multiple focus group 
comments led the Research team to surmise that people of African descent in 
the SWANA region may not be well represented in the VE programming that 
occurs on their campuses and schools, and not readily represented in the 
SWANA faculty as well. 
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Regarding the general discussion around diversity, most of the focus 
groups related diversity around issues of race and nationality. Notably missing 
was discussion about students with disabilities. This is consistent with literature 
review findings regarding the underrepresentation in VE programs and the lack 
of targeted recruitment efforts. There was also little discussion around students 
who identified as LGBTQ2+. 

5.3. Language: A Monopoly of English as the Primary Language 
in VE  

Language, and specifically the primacy of the English language within 
VE programming, emerged as a principal theme within this study. When asked, 
“Does language and linguistic diversity present any challenges for historically 
excluded groups in virtual exchange programs you're connected to or have 
witnessed?” many respondents quickly noted that English is the primary 
language of instruction within their virtual exchange programs and 
organizational structure. 

One respondent referred to the “U.S. as a linguistically privileged place.” 
This can be interpreted as English is the predominant language of the United 
States and since much of the programming (and funding) originates from the 
U.S., they are privileged over non-U.S. English-speaking countries. This is 
important because there are millions of English Language Learners (ELLs) in 
the U.S. This enters as an example of how the centrality and primacy of the 
English language within JO and other VE programming reveals inequalities in 
both the U.S. and the SWANA region. This section demonstrates how the English 
language showed up during the focus groups. One practitioner based in the 
SWANA region said: 

I think this virtual exchange for me will never be completely equitable, 
because when you're talking about the MENA region and the U.S., so you 
say, “OK, let me start with the beginning to the virtual exchanges that we 
mostly support are in English.” And so, we request that the students have 
a minimum command of the English language where they're able to 
share their opinions and talk freely. I understand the reason behind this, 
and that is because you don't want the students to be out of their depth 
and you want the connections to happen between the students. But a lot 
of students in our region don't speak English. And so, you're anywhere 
reaching only the students who can speak English. And so that is kind of, 
you know, a very specific percent of the population. 
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A JO staff member remarked: 

For the vast majority of virtual exchange programs that I've seen, if you 
can't communicate in English, you can't participate. That is, to participate 
sometimes at all. And often, like participate meaningfully. I think we've 
seen programs try to get around it with translators or with different 
accessibility efforts. But I think that it does come down to like, if you're 
having to talk to a translator, it is just something about the meaningful 
participation in the program, in my opinion goes away. And so, I think, 
yes, language, especially an inability to communicate in English is one of 
those things that just privileges you so much in this exchange context. 

Another JO staff member explained: 

When we are working with ministries . . . for example, when they're 
talking about what type of strategy they want to roll out, what are they 
saying, ‘We want you to work with the schools where they speak English.” 
That's a part of what they want to do, and then just say, of course, 
stakeholder alignment, they're not thinking about that. They're thinking 
of putting forth their best students in a way to participate in these virtual 
exchange opportunities. So, it's a cycle for both ends in a way. 

The responses highlight the primacy of English and the privilege it provides JO 
members to operate programming. Some respondents in different focus groups 
said that English is the lingua franca of the world. However, this is deeply tied 
to European colonialism and principally U.S. imperialism within the world. 
These points reflect recognition in how JO engages with linguistic diversity and 
dealing with historically excluded groups where language is a principal factor. 
JO staff members acknowledged, “If you can't communicate in English, you can't 
participate.” This statement reveals that only a certain population of individuals 
within the U.S. or SWANA region may be able to take part at all or meaningfully 
within VE programming.  

The primacy of English in JO-funded programs as highlighted by the 
respondents is not limited to virtual exchange programming, but also includes 
resources. One JO staff person said: 

Yeah, and if we're not even talking about the programming side, let's 
think about the resources we provide. It has taken us a really long time 
to provide any resource in a language that's not English. And that has 
some implications for the type of people we can engage like, stakeholder 
cultivation, right? I think that's a really important point here, too. 
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Others in the focus group mentioned they could only come up with two 
examples of materials that were in a language besides English, out of 
approximately 60 VE programs that have taken place.  

These comments elucidate the primacy of English language within JO’s 
virtual exchange-funded programs. As the responders highlight, the primacy of 
English impacts the type of stakeholder cultivation that the organization can 
develop. Coupled with the earlier comment that ministries play a role in 
replicating inequalities by only wanting their “best” students to participate, it is 
easy to see why inequalities historically have existed in VE programming. If 
there is a commitment to addressing the historical gaps of inequalities within 
virtual education, all stakeholders must be cognizant of how the educational 
system and particularly where access to English language education is proxy for 
differences among race, class, gender, among others, which can exclude the 
intended historically marginalized groups. 

The same critique is valid within the United States: that the primacy of 
English language education can serve as a barrier to U.S. students along lines of 
class, race, and other markers that may impede access. A JO staff member 
explained: 

It's also the fact that in the United States. If you want to do a virtual 
exchange that's conducted in a foreign language, or when the language 
is not English, often the young people who have the ability to do that are 
young people who have attended prestigious institutions for much of 
their educational career and then are equipped to participate in Arabic 
or participate fully or meaningfully or have a conversation in the other 
languages or language other than English. And so that kind of verifies 
that this young person attended these under-resourced schools for their 
whole life; they didn't get the second language training that this other 
student did. And so [the other] students can now participate in this 
virtual exchange in Arabic, because they've been training in Arabic for 
their whole life. 

As a recommendation, JO should contract individuals that are versed within the 
diversity of their partner regions to best advise how to engage in dialogue with 
partner agencies or governmental industries to include historically 
marginalized groups within their programming. 
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5.4. U.S.-Centered Power Dynamic: Virtual Exchange 
Programming’s U.S.-centric Focus 

A major theme that has appeared across all parts of the data is that 
virtual exchange remains a U.S.-centric project with most planning, funding, 
pedagogy, and subject matter originating from the U.S. without a true sense of 
mutuality with their international partners. The main areas where this 
understanding was found in respondents’ observations around: 

▪ VE being U.S.-funded and white-Western-centric,  
▪ U.S. institutions going the easy route in VE planning (numbers and easy topics 

over real diversity and mutuality and no clear assessments to ensure the 
latter),  

▪ SWANA-based perceptions of U.S.-based VE programs, and  
▪ U.S.-based practitioners’ definition of historically marginalized students and 

regions.  

These areas all focused on the needs and desires of the U.S.-based participants, 
evaluators, and funders. There were many limitations shared by respondents, 
though it was universally acknowledged that the U.S.-centric VE programming 
is one-directional and does not practice in real-time its mission for diversity, 
equity, and inclusion. The general perception from a number of respondents is 
that a majority of VE programs in the United States will comprise of white 
students who are wealthy, live in urban areas, and have access to unlimited 
resources as they attend elite schools and universities. There is also the 
perception that the faculty and facilitators will be white Americans who will use 
English as the primary language of engagement. Lastly, there was the perception 
that a general understanding with SWANA partners is that because the VE is 
funded from the U.S., there is a buy-in allowing for ideas and planning to be 
initiated from the U.S. rather than it being a mutually established VE project 
from the start. One-sided funding from the U.S. creates the perception that VE 
‘ownership’ comes with those who pay for it. However, there are also many 
success stories and surprises when SWANA students engage with racially 
diverse, multilingual U.S. students, as that defies the stereotypes already 
established in the field. Two respondents shared their thoughts on U.S.-focused 
VE programming, stating: 

There are a lot of programs that are designed, that are conceived, ideated, 
designed and facilitated by all adults, and all people from the geographic 
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West, or people within the United States, you know, more white people, 
more people with relatively higher status. 

If it's being designed by an all-Western, all adult-funded entity, you know, 
the choices are just not coming from where [participants from the MENA 
region] are coming from necessarily. 

5.5. Going the Easy Route with U.S.-based University Programs 

Another reason there are more university programs in VE rather than K-
12 may be because it can be easier to work with the older college students in 
SWANA as they do not have to have family buy-in or parental permission to 
participate. Also, curricular topics do not have to be as carefully monitored as 
with younger students, especially those topics considered taboo in SWANA 
countries (drugs, sex, sexuality, racial diversity, for example). 

Focus group participants also suggested that some U.S.-based 
practitioners either did not want the challenge of working with an under-
resourced SWANA school or have the capacity to work with an under-resourced 
school, so they sometimes went the route of partnering with a certain economic 
class in the SWANA region that had access to resources and more on social and 
economic par with the U.S. cohort. One participant stated: 

I think we have seen in the field that practitioners who are implementing 
these programs find it to be very challenging often to work with, for 
example, like an under-resourced school. And so, they tend to not do that. 
And they tend to, you know, go for what's easier, which may be working 
with a more resourced school that may serve students or young people 
who are more represented in these types of programs. 

Another participant explained how limited resources could also play a role in 
excluding historically underserved students in the SWANA region: 

Including historically excluded students in a program requires more 
support; it requires more effort; it requires more money; it requires 
more like time [for] capacity building—all of these things. And I think 
sometimes virtual exchange programs are operating in like context of 
scarcity, they only have so much effort, they only have so many 
resources, they only have so many tech dollars to put behind a program. 
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5.6. SWANA Perceptions of U.S.-based and Initiated VE Programs 

Participants from each of the focus groups discussed SWANA 
perceptions of the U.S.-based virtual exchange programming. Here are a some 
of the SWANA stereotypes and assumptions shared:  

[The VE will be] a lot of white people from the United States. 

Some schools here [SWANA], for example, have very guarded 
curriculum and that anything that's coming from abroad is considered 
to be kind of like playing with the minds and the way of thinking of the 
kids and is perceived to maybe get to them. You know, they worry that 
the students will become, quote unquote, corrupted by Western ideals or 
thoughts exposed to things that they wouldn't be exposed to normally. 
So, I think that's also a challenge. 

They have a lot of stereotypes about the U.S. just being very wealthy 
before based on what they see on TV, and that it's a very eye opening to 
them, to talk to students who are not necessarily wealthy, who have 
economic challenges. And it just really helps them understand more 
about the U.S. in a realistic way. 

With all these responses, what was most obvious was the absence of a definition 
of historically marginalized within a SWANA context. The SWANA participants 
did not define historically marginalized except in the context of rural students 
but there was no discussion of religious, racial, or economic diversity or how 
that could affect a student’s access to a VE program opportunity. 

5.7. Technology Access Affects Students from Disadvantaged 
Backgrounds and Low-Resourced Institutions  

Technology was a major theme that appeared across all parts of the data. 
The lack of access to stable Internet connection and computers was an issue for 
VE students. This was particularly challenging for students in SWANA regions. 
Often VE programming was scheduled according to U.S. time zones and as a 
result, SWANA participants were participating in late evening after their schools 
were closed, limiting their access to computers and Internet connections. VE 
students often resorted to using cell phones when they did not have access to 
computers and the Internet (which can be very costly if they are using data plans 
or pre-paid cards). 
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When asked about what barriers should be removed to increase the 
participation of historically marginalized students, participants in every focus 
group mentioned some aspect of technology. Participants expressed a need to 
provide additional resources to students such as additional minutes for students’ 
phone plans, devices such as computers or tablets, and Wi-Fi and to make sure 
that every student had their own device. As one participant explained, “I think 
when students have to share devices, there's a lot less sort of synchronous 
interaction that can happen.”  

In addition, students found themselves with “Zoom fatigue.” Due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, students were facing extended screen time because not 
only were they attending their VE program online but also their regular 
classroom instruction: 

So, the first thing that came to mind for me is technology, that access to 
virtual exchange inherently requires access to technology, access to 
high-speed Internet, access to computers, et cetera. And we know that 
those resources are not equitably distributed across the population in the 
United States, or elsewhere in the world, just in general. So, I would 
identify that as maybe the primary challenge to the virtual exchange 
programs that I have experienced and observed. I think also, at least in 
the past year, Zoom fatigue has definitely been a challenge to the virtual 
exchanges that I'm involved with. I see students becoming less engaged 
in those experiences because they're just on Zoom all day, every day for 
everything that they do. And so, one additional online Zoom experience 
is they can only pay attention for so long, they can only put effort into 
those kinds of exchanges for so long. 

Like larger societal experiences, income status affected students’ VE experiences 
and access to resources. The digital divide remains an issue in the US and the 
SWANA region. It was acknowledged multiple times that students who were 
from a low-income background had difficulties accessing technology and the 
Internet, which created additional barriers to students’ participation.  

Technology can also be a barrier for some institutions that wish to 
engage in VE: 

Technology and like the infrastructure needed for that kind of 
technology is hugely, hugely important. Whether that is technology, you 
know, obtained by an individual or technology that exists, you know, like, 
at a school or at a nonprofit organization where participants are 
participating from these programs, or any kind of an educational 
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institution, you know, both having programs that utilize or require 
accessible technology, and then also those institutions kind of having this 
infrastructure to support that. That's a really big barrier at the moment. 

Students' sense of belonging was impacted by their technological experiences. 
For students with technology difficulties such as unstable Internet connection, 
they often felt like they did not belong. After experiencing technological 
difficulties in the middle of class, students often felt disconnected and became 
less engaged. 

Students’ access to stable Internet connections and computers are 
critical in VE programs. The inequities seen in larger societal settings are 
magnified in the VE programs. Students coming from low-income backgrounds 
were impacted the most. They often had difficulties accessing stable internet 
connection and computers. This can impact the students’ overall VE experience 
and learning process.  

6. Discussion 
Based on the secondary research and findings from this report, the 

Research team offers the following thematically placed recommendations for 
VE DEI work. We also included a sixth category here around Faculty and 
Facilitator Training, Planning and Funding. These recommendations are based 
on comments that the practitioners and others noted as well as the Research 
team’s observations. One example from each category will be shared, noting this 
is not an exhaustive list of recommendations. 

6.1. A Sense of Belonging 

Although it is difficult to get a sense of how prevalent Islamophobia or 
anti-Muslim sentiments are among students who participate in JO-sponsored 
programming, it would be helpful to increase training and cultural competency 
concerning what Islamophobia is and how it shows up in the classroom setting, 
the Arab student experience, and how practitioners can facilitate classroom 
discussions about Islamophobia, bias, and hate crimes toward Arabs and 
Muslims, and anti-Arab discrimination that is prevalent in the U.S. We make this 
recommendation based on comments of practitioners regarding the bonds 
formed between U.S.-based Muslim students and SWANA students and on 
comments around misunderstandings that occurred in some of the VE 
interactions, and the broad research base around prevalence of Islamophobia 
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in the U.S. During the focus groups, religious differences between the student 
participants came up only briefly. For example, one participant described a U.S. 
classroom as largely Southern Christian and posed the question of how to 
prepare students for the religious differences in SWANA. SWANA country 
participants may be majority Muslims and Islam which determines the overall 
culture of their countries. In the U.S., Muslims are a religious minority, and the 
majority are Black. Due to negative media and political agendas, the majority of 
Americans believe all Muslims are Arabs and all Arabs are Muslim. 

6.2. Race and Diversity 

Demographic questions are very important, but they are framed from a 
U.S. point of view and some students in other countries do not understand these 
specific questions on race/gender as defined in the Global North. SWANA is not 
an official race according to the U.S. census. So, there is no disaggregated data 
about SWANA populations or really the option for them to identify as SWANA 
on questionnaires. In the U.S., most data lists SWANA under “white”, which is 
problematic because it does not allow for a true understanding of SWANA 
experience and assumes SWANA individuals benefit from white privilege when 
they do not (Awad et al., 2021). VE programs should be intentional and include 
SWANA as a race option. 

6.3. English Language 

Re-shift the focus on English as the primary language. Translation and 
interpretation support is needed so it is not just English language focused. In 
order to shift away from English language focus, we suggest VE programs should 
partner or contract individuals versed within the diversity of their partner 
regions for advice on how to engage in dialogue with partner agencies or 
governmental industries to include historically marginalized groups who speak 
languages other than English. Doing so would help broaden the pool of potential 
participants. 

6.4. U.S.-Focused 

Rise to the challenge of finding historically marginalized school partners 
in the SWANA region not just elite schools where they speak English and have 
access to the similar resources as in the U.S. partner school. A pre-demographic 
survey that addresses issues around participant diversity, languages spoken, 
and other factors of diversity could be administered among potential projects. 
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It would require that culturally competent questions be created by JO and 
partner institutions. 

6.6. Technology 

Provide additional technology resources to participants that need it, 
including access to the Internet and computers or tablets for all participants. If 
this was part of the incentive, then perhaps more historically marginalized 
students would be involved. 

6.6. Faculty and Facilitator Training, Planning, and Funding 

Creating strategies for differentiated learning are vital in pre-planning 
sessions between faculty and facilitators. It was suggested in the discussions that 
faculty and facilitators should meet face-to-face if possible before the start of a 
program to develop mutual goals and clarify expectations as well as gain 
knowledge about the population of students who would be participating.  

7. Limitations of the Study 
A significant limitation found in the research is that the U.S.-based 

practitioners and scholars defined historically marginalized students as the 
ones they serve in the U.S. (mostly Black and Latinx). They did not envision 
historically marginalized diversity in their SWANA partners. Since this is the 
case, it can then be assumed that they are not checking for diversity and 
inclusivity on their partner’s end. The data proves that historically marginalized 
students in the U.S. are the least likely to be included in VE programs—because 
of financial or immigrant status, no tangible incentive, no sense of belonging, 
no family buy-in, and no time because of job or academic requirements for a 
scholarship or financial aid. There was also little to no discussion about having 
racially diverse faculty outside of one participant explaining that her university 
did little to no marketing to attract Black or Latinx students or faculty to VE 
programs. Support was not provided for racially and differently abled faculty to 
get training or funding to create their own programs or participate in existing 
ones. 

Another limitation to this study is that all the participants were provided 
by the Johns Organization. Non-JO participants were not solicited by the 
Research team as the JO team made clear that the focus groups respondents 
would be provided. The limitations to this were that most of the respondents 
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were employed or funded by JO and therefore many of their perspectives 
already supported or aligned with JO’s philosophy. It also meant that only one 
respondent focused on high schools (no Grade K through Middle School), while 
everyone else was university or organization based. By being provided with the 
respondents, the Research team did not have the ability to include other voices 
that represented racial, ethnic, age, educational, and regional diversity. There 
were no visible participants of Afro-descent nor anyone with a visible disability, 
and no one racially or ethnically self-identified except one practitioner who 
stated she was Latina. There were several SWANA participants, but they did not 
self-identify beyond their work status in the VE field. The time periods were also 
somewhat fixed as the JO staff preferred to participate only during work hours 
in EST, even when weekend options were provided. Most absent from the data 
are the voices of students who participate in VE, which is one of the Research 
team’s recommendations for future research to include student voices and their 
ideas in the pre-planning stage along with the facilitators and faculty. 

8. Conclusion 
Through this research, focus group participants did not clarify why the 

JO only focused on VE between the United States and SWANA. Perhaps this can 
be more developed and fleshed out in their public-facing documents and 
testimonials. With a mission that encourages global youth participation, the lack 
of other global (and historically marginalized regions) in their mission and 
funding contradicts the concept of global youth becoming connected through VE. 
However, if the funding directive stipulates VE just between these regions, then 
a deeper commitment to ascertain DEI needs to be prioritized from the start of 
any potential VE relationship between institutions and on the proposal 
submission levels.  

Based on the research, it seems like the JO needs to capture more in-
depth demographic work prior to funding U.S. or SWANA projects. This also 
means that concepts like “diversity,” “race,” “ethnicity,” differently abled,” and 
“LGBTQ2+” need to be defined and made culturally sensitive for all cohorts (i.e., 
the United States’ understanding of race and sexual expression may not be 
readily understood or applied in a SWANA context). For full cultural 
competency to happen at the pre-planning stage, then representatives from 
SWANA must be brought into the discussion early and their voices have to be 
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up front in terms of capturing this demographic information from the beginning 
to determine marketing to all student populations.  

References 
Abouchedid, K., & Nasser, R. (2006). Info-bias mechanism and American college students' 

attitudes towards Arabs. International Studies Perspectives, 7(2), 204–212. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1528-3585.2006.00240.x 

Awad, G., Hashem, H., & Nguyen, H. (2021). Identity and ethnic/racial self-labeling among 
Americans of Arab or Middle Eastern and North African descent. Identity: An 
International Journal of Theory and Research, 21(2), 115-130. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/15283488.2021.1883277 

Black, H.T., & Duhon, D.L. (2006). Assessing the impact of business study abroad programs 
on cultural awareness and personal development. Journal of Education for Business, 
81(3), 140-144. https://doi.org/10.3200/JOEB.81.3.140-144 

Calhoon, J. A., Wildcat, D., Annett, C., Pierottie, R., & Griswold, W. (2003). Creating 
meaningful study abroad programs for American Indian postsecondary students. 
Journal of American Indian Education, 42(1), 46-57. http://www.jstor.org/stable/24398471 

Crossman, J., & Clarke, M. (2010). International experience and graduate employability: 
Stakeholder perceptions on connection. Higher Education 59(5), 599-613. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-009-9268-z 

Czubaruk, K.  (2019, October 17). The Belmont Report: What Is It and How Does It Relate to 
Today’s Clinical Trials? Cancer Support Community. 
https://www.cancersupportcommunity.org/blog/2019/10/belmont-report-what-it-and-
how-does-it-relate.  

De Wit, H. (2016). Internationalisation and the role of online intercultural exchange. In R. 
O’Dowd & T. Lewis (Eds.), Online intercultural exchange: Policy, pedagogy, practice (pp. 
69-82). Routledge. 

Fischer, K. (2019, March 28). How international education’s golden age lost its sheen. The 
Chronicle of Higher Education.  https://www.chronicle.com/article/how-international-
educations-golden-age-lost-its-sheen/?sra=true 

Fischer, K. (2021). Today’s Global Campus: Strategies for Reviving International Enrollments 
and Study Abroad. The Chronicle of Higher Education Special 
Report.   https://connect.chronicle.com/rs/931-EKA-
218/images/TodaysGlobal%20Campus_InsideLook.pdf. 

Glass, C.R., Godwin, K.A., & Helms, R.M. (2021). Toward greater inclusion and success: A new 
compact for international students. American Council on Education. 

Helm, F. (2018a). Emerging identities in virtual exchange. Research publishing.net. 
https://doi.org/10.14705/rpnet.2018.25.9782490057191 

Helm, F. (2018b). The long and winding road…. Journal of Virtual Exchange, 1, 41-63. 
https://doi.org/10.14705/rpnet.2018.jve.3 

Helms, R.M. (2020). Can Internationalization survive the coronavirus? Higher Education 
Today, March 4, 2020.  

Hipple, E., Soltis, D., & Hyers, L. (2020). Queering study abroad: Web-based outreach to 
LGBTQ+ university students by study abroad programs. Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary 
Journal of Study Abroad, 32(2), 175-186. https://doi.org/10.36366/frontiers.v32i2.473 

Jamal, A. A., & Naber, N. C. (2008). Race and Arab Americans before and after 9/11 from 
invisible citizens to visible subjects. Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1528-3585.2006.00240.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/15283488.2021.1883277
https://doi.org/10.3200/JOEB.81.3.140-144
http://www.jstor.org/stable/24398471
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-009-9268-z
https://www.cancersupportcommunity.org/blog/2019/10/belmont-report-what-it-and-how-does-it-relate
https://www.cancersupportcommunity.org/blog/2019/10/belmont-report-what-it-and-how-does-it-relate
https://www.chronicle.com/article/how-international-educations-golden-age-lost-its-sheen/?sra=true
https://www.chronicle.com/article/how-international-educations-golden-age-lost-its-sheen/?sra=true
https://connect.chronicle.com/rs/931-EKA-218/images/TodaysGlobal%20Campus_InsideLook.pdf
https://connect.chronicle.com/rs/931-EKA-218/images/TodaysGlobal%20Campus_InsideLook.pdf
https://doi.org/10.14705/rpnet.2018.25.9782490057191
https://doi.org/10.14705/rpnet.2018.jve.3
https://doi.org/10.36366/frontiers.v32i2.473


 

 

Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad 36(3) Gordon-Chipembere et al. 

53 

Kelley, K. R., Prohn, S.M., & Westling, D. L. (2016). Inclusive study abroad course for college 
students with and without intellectual disabilities. Journal of Postsecondary Education 
and Disability 29(1): 91-101. 

King, S. J. (2020). Ending denial: Anti-Black racism in Morocco. Arab Reform Initiative, 28. 
Kolm, A., de Nooijer, J., Vanherle, K., Werkman, A., Wewerka-Kreimel, D., Rachman-Elbaum, 

S., & van Merriënboer, J. J. G. (2022). International Online Collaboration Competencies 
in Higher Education Students: A Systematic Review. Journal of Studies in International 
Education, 26(2), 183-201. https://doi.org/10.1177/10283153211016272  

Lee, J. A., & Song, J. (2019). Developing intercultural competence through study abroad, 
telecollaboration, and on-campus language study. Language Learning & Technology, 
23(3), 178-198. http://hdl.handle.net/10125/44702  

Lee, J.A., & Green, Q. (2016). Unique opportunities: Influence of study abroad on Black 
students. Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad, 28(1), 61-77. 
https://doi.org/10.36366/frontiers.v28i1 

Li, X., & Haupt, J. (2021, February 13). Could ‘distance TNE’ become a growth area after 
COVID-19? University World News. 
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20210210074621731 

Link, T. C. (2016). Strategies and challenges for creating an inclusive study abroad program. 
Journal of Postsecondary Education & Disability, 29(3), 293-298. 

Malinowski, D., & Kramsch, C. (2014). The ambiguous world of heteroglossic computer-
mediated language learning. In A. Blackledge & A. Creese (Eds), Heteroglossia as 
practice and pedagogy (pp. 155-178). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007- 7856-
6_9 

Marouan, M. (2016). Incomplete Forgetting: Race and Slavery in Morocco. Islamic Africa, 
7(2), 267-271. https://doi.org/10.1163/21540993-00702002 

Masterson-Algar, A., Jennings, B., & Odenwelder, M. (2020). How to run together: On study 
abroad and the ASD Experience. Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad, 
32(1), 104-118. https://doi.org/10.36366/frontiers.v32i1 

Mesch, G.S., Talmud, I., and Kolobov, T. (2013). Explaining digital inequalities in Israel: 
Juxtaposing the conflict and cultural perspectives. In M. Ragnedda and G. Muschert, The 
Digital Divide: The Internet and social inequality in international perspective, (pp. 221-
236). London: Routledge. 

Naber, N. (2000). Ambiguous insiders: an investigation of Arab American invisibility. Ethnic 
and Racial Studies, 23(1), 37-61. https://doi.org/10.1080/014198700329123 

NAFSA: Association of International Educators (2008). Strengthening study abroad: 
Recommendations for effective institution management for presidents, senior 
administrators, and study abroad professionals. Retrieved from 
http://www.nafsa.org/_/file/_/final_imsa_taskforce.pdf 

Naser, S. (2021). Addressing the invisibility of Arab American issues in higher education. 
Counseling Today. https://ct.counseling.org/2021/02/addressing-the-invisibility-of-arab-
american-issues-in-higher-education/ 

National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE). (2007). 
Experiences that matter: Enhancing student learning and success. Indiana University 
Center for Post-Secondary Research.  

O’Dowd, R. (2016). Learning from the past and looking to the future of Online Intercultural 
Exchange. In R. O’Dowd & T. Lewis (Eds.), Online intercultural exchange: Policy, 
pedagogy, practice (pp. 273-293). Routledge. 

O’Rear, I. L., Sutton, R. L., & Ruben, D. L. (2012). The effect of study abroad on college 
completion in a state university system. Working paper downloaded from 

https://doi.org/10.1177/10283153211016272
http://hdl.handle.net/10125/44702
https://doi.org/10.36366/frontiers.v28i1
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20210210074621731
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-%207856-6_9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-%207856-6_9
https://doi.org/10.1163/21540993-00702002
https://doi.org/10.36366/frontiers.v32i1
https://doi.org/10.1080/014198700329123
http://www.nafsa.org/_/file/_/final_imsa_taskforce.pdf
file:///C:/Users/natasha.chipembere/Downloads/.%20https:/ct.counseling.org/2021/02/addressing-the-invisibility-of-arab-american-issues-in-higher-education
file:///C:/Users/natasha.chipembere/Downloads/.%20https:/ct.counseling.org/2021/02/addressing-the-invisibility-of-arab-american-issues-in-higher-education


 

 

Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad 36(3) Gordon-Chipembere et al. 

54 

https://www.academia.edu/3073570/The_Effect_of_Study_Abroad_on_College_Completio
n_in_a_State_University_System 

Strayhorn, T.L. (2019). College Students’ sense of belonging: A Key to educational success for 
all students (2nd ed.). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315297293 

White, B., & Lee, J. J. (2020, April 18). The future of international HE in a post-mobility world. 
University World News. 
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20200417105255362 

Authors’ Biographies 
Dr. Natasha Gordon-Chipembere is professor of African Diasporic literature. 
As a scholar on African enslavement, her first book was Representation and 
Black Womanhood: The Legacy of Sarah Baartman (Palgrave 2011). Her writing 
has been published in Essence along with a monthly series, “Musings from An 
Afro-Costa Rican” in the Tico Times. She is Senior Co-editor of the AfroLatin@ 
Diasporas Book Series. Her novel, Finding La Negrita was published by Jaded 
Ibis Press in September 2022.  

Dr. Aileen Bumphus is an educational professional focused emotionally 
intelligent and resilient servant leadership. A higher education leader with 
demonstrated success building PreK—graduate/professional pathways, she is 
skilled in diversity, equity, inclusive student success, program development, 
university collaborative partnerships and interglobal student leadership. She 
consults on projects addressing disparities in access, education, health, and 
wealth. Diverse Issues in Higher Education recognized her as one of 35 Top 
Women Who Have Made Significant Contributions in Higher Education. 

Dr. Gregory J. Vincent, J.D., is president of Talladega College, an HBCU in 
Talladega, Alabama. Previously, he was professor, executive director of the 
Education and Civil Rights Initiative, and program chair of the Ph.D. Senior 
Diversity Officer specialization at the University of Kentucky. He served as 
president of Hobart and William Smith Colleges in Geneva, New York, and vice 
president for diversity and community engagement at the University of Texas 
at Austin for 12 years. 

Dr. Eric Dieter is Executive Director in The University of Texas at Austin’s 
Undergraduate College, overseeing college-to-career and postgraduate 
education preparation programs, including the U.S. Department of Education's 
McNair Scholars. He worked in DEI for fifteen years and has taught at a variety 
of levels for over twenty-five years. He earned a Ph.D. in rhetoric from UT-Austin, 

https://www.academia.edu/3073570/The_Effect_of_Study_Abroad_on_College_Completion_in_a_State_University_System
https://www.academia.edu/3073570/The_Effect_of_Study_Abroad_on_College_Completion_in_a_State_University_System
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315297293
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20200417105255362


 

 

Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad 36(3) Gordon-Chipembere et al. 

55 

researching and teaching ways people understand and misunderstand each 
other in political, popular, and pedagogic spheres. 

Dr. Jinane Sounny-Slitine is a scholar-practitioner and researcher with 
extensive experience in higher education focusing on student success, student 
leadership, academic advising, program development, equitable policy creation, 
and Arab American college student experience. Dr. Sounny-Slitine is dedicated 
to dismantling systemic educational barriers affecting marginalized and 
minoritized students. 

Dr. Javier Wallace is a Postdoctoral Associate in the African and African 
American Studies Department at Duke University. He completed his Ph.D. at The 
University of Texas at Austin. Javier’s research revolves around race, class, 
gender, labor migration, nationality, and transnationalism of athletes from the 
U.S., Latin America, and the Caribbean. Additionally, he is the founder of Black 
Austin Tours and the co-founder of the social entrepreneurial projects—
AfroLatinx Travel and BlackPackas. 


