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ABSTRACT 

 

Foreign teachers of students with special needs undergo the process of 

adaptation as they face different work dynamics. This phenomenologi-

cal study aimed to explore the experiences of adaptation among foreign 

teachers in teaching learners with disabilities in South Carolina. Seven 

(7) foreign Special Education teachers teaching in South Carolina, who 

have participated in the interviews. Through thematic analysis, the 

study revealed themes to describe their lived experiences, views in 

working in the Special Education setting in South Carolina, and their 

adaptation to work. In terms of lived experiences, teachers described 

their experiences with themes such as: journeying through emotional 

and reflective realities of teaching; relationship building and collabora-

tion; managing institutional demands and complex student needs; and 

adapting instruction and demonstrating pedagogical creativity. Foreign 

Special Education teachers viewed themselves of having global per-

spectives contribute to enriching the school community; and play the 

role of being the builder of inclusive, trusting, and culturally responsive 

educational spaces were also highlighted in the study. Findings also re-

veal that teachers adapt through instructional and professional adapta-

tion; relational and collegial adaptation; and cultural integration and 

adjustment as ways on how they adapt to the teaching environment in 

the USA. The essence of foreign Special Education teachers’ experiences 

is captured by resilience, ongoing process of transformation, adapta-

tion, and cultural integration, highlighting their critical role in enriching 

inclusive school environments. These findings highlight the need for 

culturally responsive training, supportive leadership, and inclusive pol-

icies to empower foreign Special Education teachers in U.S. classrooms. 
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Background 
The teaching profession is increasingly 

global, requiring educators to adapt to techno-
logical advancements and societal shifts. Ca-
reer adaptability is therefore essential for 
maintaining resilience in dynamic work envi-
ronments (Chen et al., 2020). This is particu-
larly true for foreign teachers, especially those 
in Special Education, who work with learners 
facing physical, cognitive, emotional, or devel-
opmental challenges (Tierney et al., 2023). 
While foreign teachers enrich classrooms with 
diverse perspectives and teaching methods, 
they also encounter significant challenges. 
Evens (2023) noted these difficulties, and John-
son (2020) found that some teachers felt un-
prepared to support students with learning dis-
abilities. To succeed, foreign educators must 
navigate multicultural dynamics and foster cul-
turally responsive teaching (Abacioglu et al., 
2020), while also adjusting to local educational 
policies and administrative expectations, 
which can differ markedly from those in their 
home countries (Matterson, 2022). 

This study on the adaptation of Special Ed-
ucation teachers aimed to investigate how for-
eign educators adjust to teaching in unfamiliar 
educational systems, particularly in addressing 
the needs of learners with disabilities. It sought 
to understand their experiences in navigating 
local policies, cultural expectations, and institu-
tional practices that shape their professional 
roles. The study also aimed to identify the spe-
cific support mechanisms, training programs, 
and resources that facilitate their successful in-
tegration into foreign school environments. Ul-
timately, it aspired to promote inclusive and 
culturally responsive teaching practices, while 
contributing to the global discourse on Special 
Education in international settings. 

Although existing literature has examined 
the experiences of foreign teachers, most stud-
ies, such as those by Komar et al. (2021) and Yi 
et al. (2020), focus on general education or cul-
tural adaptation outside the U.S., overlooking 
the specific realities of foreign educators in 
Special Education. In South Carolina, many for-
eign teachers serve students with special 
needs, yet their adaptation experiences remain 
undocumented, revealing empirical, popula-
tion, and contextual gaps. While Gomez-Lange 

(2024) highlighted the challenges faced by Fili-
pino SPED teachers in adapting to professional 
demands in the U.S., little is known about the 
factors that support or hinder their integration. 
Furthermore, the limited use of theoretical 
frameworks and the dominance of surface-
level methodologies point to theoretical and 
methodological gaps. This study addresses 
these gaps by employing a phenomenological 
approach to explore and give voice to the adap-
tation journeys of foreign Special Education 
teachers. 

 
Method 
Research Design 

The study employed a qualitative transcen-
dental phenomenological design, which allows 
for an in-depth exploration of participants’ 
lived experiences. As noted by Creswell (2017), 
qualitative research, is used to investigate com-
plex experiences, behaviors, and perspectives 
by focusing on how; and why participants be-
have in certain ways rather than quantifying 
these actions (Korstjens & Moser, 2022).  

Transcendental phenomenology, rooted in 
the work of Edmund Husserl (1931), empha-
sizes understanding human experience by set-
ting aside the researcher’s biases through a 
process called epoché or bracketing. Clark 
Moustakas (1994) later advanced this ap-
proach into a structured research method that 
prioritizes participants' voices and seeks to de-
scribe their lived experiences faithfully and 
without interpretation. Creswell and Poth 
(2018) further highlighted its value in uncover-
ing how individuals construct meaning, while 
Vagle (2014) emphasized its usefulness in ex-
ploring experiences within real-world educa-
tional and social settings. Recent applications 
of this method include Edwards (2023), who 
explored teachers’ attitudes and efficacy to-
ward students with special needs, and Gills 
(2023), who examined teacher self-efficacy in 
inclusive classrooms in Northeast Ohio. 

Employing transcendental-phenomenolog-
ical research was appropriate for this study.  
This design made way for a deeper exploration 
and understanding of the subjective, lived ex-
periences of foreign teachers in teaching stu-
dents with special needs. Additionally, this 
study put emphasis on the participants'  
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perceptions and interpretations and captured 
personal experiences in rich detail.  

Moustakas (1994) introduced transcenden-
tal phenomenology as a qualitative research 
method rooted in Edmund Husserl’s philoso-
phy, emphasizing the importance of epoché, or 
bracketing, to set aside the researcher’s biases. 
This approach allowed the phenomenon to be 
understood through the authentic voices and 
lived experiences of the participants. Guided by 
this framework, the present study adopted 
transcendental phenomenology to explore the 
experiences of foreign elementary school 
teachers working with students with special 
needs. Through the process of bracketing, the 
researcher prioritized the teachers' perspec-
tives, allowing their narratives to shape the 
findings. 

Additionally, this study was grounded in 
the broader philosophical underpinnings of 
qualitative research, particularly interpre-
tivism and constructivism. According to Denzin 
and Lincoln (2011), qualitative research seeks 
deep understanding rather than prediction, 
aligning with interpretivism’s goal of uncover-
ing how individuals make sense of their world. 
Creswell and Poth (2018) noted that interpre-
tivism and constructivism both focus on indi-
vidual meaning-making, with constructivism 
emphasizing the personal construction of 
knowledge through experience. In this study, 
the focus was on the foreign teachers’ context-
specific interpretations and adaptive experi-
ences while teaching students with special 
needs. 
 
Research Setting 

The study was conducted in South Carolina, 
USA. This was specifically conducted in a public 
school located in Columbia, SC, which is in a 
mid-size city setting. It has a population of 
22,123 learners serving. Columbia is home to 
several private schools specializing in educa-
tion for students with specific learning needs.  

To address the ongoing teacher shortages 
across the state, South Carolina has increas-
ingly turned to recruiting foreign educators, in-
cluding those specializing in Special Education. 
Through the International Visiting Teachers 
Program, the South Carolina Department of  
Education (SCDE) brings licensed teachers 

from various countries to work in public 
schools. These international teachers serve in a 
range of subject areas, including Special Educa-
tion, under the Exchange Visitor (J-1) visa pro-
gram authorized by the U.S. Department of 
State. A report from November 2023 noted a 
33% increase in the number of international 
teachers holding work visas in South Carolina 
classrooms for the 2023–2024 school year, 
with many filling in critical vacancies in Special 
Education. Given the growing presence of for-
eign SPED teachers in the region, exploring 
their experiences of adaptation offers valuable 
insights into the dynamics of inclusive educa-
tion in South Carolina. 

The study included the foreign teachers of 
students with special needs. These teachers are 
either self-contained or resource teachers. Self-
contained Special Education teachers work 
with students who have disabilities in a sepa-
rate classroom for all or most of the day. These 
classrooms are designed to provide more in-
tensive, individualized instruction to meet stu-
dents' specific needs, often focusing on both ac-
ademic and life skills. In contrast, resource Spe-
cial Education teachers offer support within 
general education settings and are typically for 
student who can benefit from part time or tar-
geted assistance in specific subjects or areas 
where students need additional help. Both 
types of teachers play a vital role in ensuring 
that students with special needs receive appro-
priate education tailored to their unique needs. 

Since the teachers under study were for-
eign teachers, this study accounted their lived 
experiences in their adaptation as teachers of 
students with special needs in the foreign coun-
try.  

 
Sample 

This study was participated by seven (7) 
foreign teachers of students with special needs. 
This specifically included the teachers who are 
Africans and Latin American nationals. The 
study included foreign teachers teaching Spe-
cial Education in South Carolina who met the 
following criteria: in terms of experience, sta-
tus and willingness to participate. Teachers 
must have been teaching in Special Education 
for at least 6 months. Participants must be  
foreign teachers; and must be willing to share 
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their lived experiences and sign an informed 
consent form. They have met the following cri-
teria: a) teaching in the Special Education for 6 
months and above; b) a foreign teacher; c) 
teaching in the Columbia; d) must come from 
different countries other than the Philippines; 
and e) has willingness to share lived experi-
ences by signing the informed consent.  
 
Sampling Procedure 

To generate the sample for the study, pur-
posive sampling was used since this specifically 
included foreign teachers teaching in Special 
Education class. A purposive sampling is a non-
probability sampling wherein the sample is se-
lected based on characteristics of a population 
and the objective of the study. Purposive sam-
pling is also known as judgmental, selective, or 
subjective sampling (Crossman, 2018). 

Purposive sampling is valuable when stud-
ying specific subgroups where the researcher 
needs to gather insights from individuals with 
particular experiences or characteristics rele-
vant to the study. In this study, purposive sam-
pling was employed. The specific individuals 
who possess the characteristics or qualities rel-
evant to this study was established. Only those 
who are foreign teachers teaching in the Special 
Education in South Carolina were included in 
the study.  

The selection and recruitment of partici-
pants for this study followed a careful and sys-
tematic process. First, the researcher estab-
lished clear inclusion criteria: participants 
must be foreign teachers (non-U.S. citizens and 
non-Filipinos) teaching students with special 
needs in South Carolina, with at least six 
months of Special Education teaching experi-
ence, and a willingness to voluntarily share 
their lived experiences by signing an informed 
consent form. Using these criteria, the re-
searcher specifically targeted foreign teachers 
of African and Latin American nationalities. 

Purposive sampling was employed to select 
participants who possessed the specific charac-
teristics relevant to the study. Potential partic-
ipants were identified through professional 
networks, educational institutions, and refer-
rals. The researcher contacted these individu-
als, explaining the study’s purpose and  

procedures, and screened them to ensure they 
met all eligibility requirements. 

Those who qualified were asked to review 
and sign an informed consent form, which de-
tailed the study’s ethical safeguards, including 
confidentiality and voluntary participation. 
Only teachers who provided signed consent 
were included. A total of seven (7) foreign Spe-
cial Education teachers were successfully re-
cruited. Throughout the recruitment process, 
the researcher ensured full adherence to ethi-
cal guidelines, safeguarding the rights, privacy, 
and dignity of all participants. 

 
Data Collection Methods 

To collect data from foreign teachers cur-
rently teaching Special Education in South Car-
olina, three primary methods were employed: 
in-depth interviews, documents, and arts-
based media. 

In-depth interviews. These were con-
ducted to gain detailed insights into the per-
sonal experiences, challenges, and strategies of 
foreign teachers in their adaptation to work as 
teachers of students with special needs.  

Documents. Relevant documents, such as 
lesson plans, progress reports, and teaching 
materials, were analyzed to understand how 
these teachers plan and execute their lessons, 
as well as the educational goals they aim to 
achieve. These documents were asked from the 
participants and were analyzed in terms of 
their contents. This served as one of the 
sources of the descriptions of how they adapt 
to the changes they encounter in their work-
place.  

Arts-based data.  Arts-based media, such 
as drawings, visual reflections, or creative rep-
resentations from the teachers or students, 
were incorporated to capture more nuanced, 
non-verbal aspects of the teaching and learning 
experience. This method helped to explore 
emotional and creative dimensions that might 
not be fully conveyed through words alone. 

By using the in-depth interviews, document 
analysis, and arts-based media, triangulation 
was employed. This made sure for a compre-
hensive, and varied aspects or angles of how 
foreign Special Education teachers adapt to 
new environments. Cross-verification among  
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these methods of collecting data enhanced the 
credibility of findings by examining similar 
themes from different perspectives or sources 
of information but all are coming from the same 
participants. 

 
Data Collection Procedure 

Preparing the Interview Questions. The 
researcher created a set of semi-structured 
questions that align with the research objec-
tives of accounting the foreign teachers' expe-
riences and adaptation processes in their work 
as Special Education teachers. To ensure that 
questions are clear, relevant, and open-ended 
aiming to encourage detailed responses, these 
were submitted for validation process of the 
experts. Once the interviews were validated 
and ensured to address the objectives of the 
study, the researcher proceeded to the next 
step of preparing the interview materials such 
as printed questions, consent forms and audio 
recording devices.  

Obtaining consent. Consent was obtained 
from the participants. The informed consent 
form was explained to them for them to thor-
oughly understand their extent of participation 
to the study. They were informed about the 
study, including its purpose, procedures, and 
what is expected of them. They signed the con-
sent to voluntarily take part in the study. Then 
the time and place for the interview were 
agreed.  

Conducting the Interviews. The interview 
happened in person. This was participated by 7 
foreign teachers. It was started by introduction 
of the researcher and the review of the purpose 
of the interview. Using the interview guide, the 
interview was facilitated by the researcher. The 
guide consisted of validated questions to en-
sure that the research questions are addressed 
and possible themes were generated from the 
responses (see Appendix A). 

Each interview was scheduled as agreed 
with the participants. Recording of the inter-
view was done with the use of high quality au-
dio recording device to capture the conversa-
tions clearly as this was transcribed. Before the 
recording, each participant was informed and 
their consent was secured to allow the re-
searcher to record the interview.  

Collecting Documents. For document col-
lection, participants were invited to share 
teaching materials such as lesson plans, in-
structional activities, classroom strategies, and 
any other documents they felt represented 
their work with students with special needs. 
These documents served as an extension of 
their narratives, helping to illustrate how they 
adapted to the demands of Special Education. 
Participants were encouraged to describe the 
materials they shared, providing context and 
explaining how these documents reflected 
their experiences, strategies, and growth as for-
eign Special Education teachers. These docu-
ments are in sent through pictures. The partic-
ipants were also given the freedom on what 
document they would like to send.  

Collecting Arts-based data. In addition to 
document gathering, arts-based data collection 
was also employed. Participants were asked—
only if they were willing—to create simple 
drawings or visual representations expressing 
their feelings and reflections related to teach-
ing students with special needs and adapting to 
a new work environment. The participants 
were invited to explain the meaning behind 
their drawings, offering personal interpreta-
tions that were integrated into the analysis. The 
write the descriptions of their drawing repre-
senting their experiences. This was done after 
the interview but the researcher gave them 
enough time to draw. They were told that they 
are free to draw what they want to express.  

These arts-based and document-based sub-
missions complemented the interview data, 
providing a fuller, richer picture of the partici-
pants' adaptation journeys. 

 
Data Analysis 

Thematic analysis, the process of identify-
ing patterns or themes within qualitative data, 
was used to analyze the transcribed interviews. 
Moustakas' (1994) framework for data analysis 
was rooted in phenomenological research and 
focuses on understanding lived experiences. 
His approach involved systematically analyzing 
data to uncover essential themes and struc-
tures of a phenomenon. 

To analyze the data using this framework, 
the researcher began with Epoche (Bracketing), 
where the researcher set aside personal biases 
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and preconceptions to approach the study with 
an open mind, focusing solely on the partici-
pants' experiences. The next phase was Phe-
nomenological Reduction, which involved Hori-
zonalization, where every statement made by 
participants were treated with equal im-
portance. The researcher refined the data 
through Delimiting, removing redundant or ir-
relevant information, and organized significant 
statements into Clusters of Meaning or themes. 
A Textural Description was developed to cap-
ture what the participants experienced. In the 
Imaginative Variation step, the researcher ex-
plored various perspectives and contexts to un-
cover how the experience occurred, leading to 
a Structural Description that explained the un-
derlying factors shaping the foreign teachers’ 
adaptation experiences. Finally, the Synthesis of 
Textural and Structural Descriptions merged 
the "what" and "how" of the experience, reveal-
ing its essence and providing a deeper under-
standing of the shared experiences among par-
ticipants. 

Meanwhile, the documents presented by 
the participants were used as supplementary 
evidence to support and validate their shared 
experiences. These documents were not sub-
jected to a separate thematic analysis, but were 
referenced to strengthen the credibility of the 
participants' narratives. 

Similarly, the arts-based data were not ana-
lyzed independently. Instead, participants pro-
vided their own explanations of their creative 
outputs, which were referred when analyzed 
data were presented. This approach ensured 
that the interpretation of the arts-based mate-
rials were based on the participants’ intended 
meanings, enriching the description of their ad-
aptation experiences without assigning themes 
to such.  

 
Trustworthiness 

In order to ensure the quality and rigor of 
this research, the study followed the trustwor-
thiness criteria proposed by Lincoln and Guba 
(1985): credibility, confirmability, transferabil-
ity, and dependability. These principles guided 
the data collection, analysis, and interpretation, 
ensuring that the findings genuinely reflected 
the experiences of the participants. 

Credibility. Credibility in qualitative re-
search refers to the confidence that can be 
placed in the accuracy and truthfulness of the 
findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Creswell & 
Poth, 2018). It focuses on ensuring that the ex-
periences recorded in the study truly represent 
the participants' realities, rather than being in-
fluenced by researcher assumptions. Strategies 
such as prolonged engagement, member check-
ing, triangulation of data, and expert validation 
are commonly used to strengthen credibility. 

To achieve credibility, this study utilized 
several strategies. In-depth interviews were 
conducted, and the interview questions were 
reviewed by an expert to ensure they were ap-
propriate and targeted at capturing the partici-
pants' adaptation experiences. All interviews 
were recorded with participant consent, and 
transcripts were double-checked against the 
recordings to maintain fidelity to their words. 
Member checking was conducted, allowing 
participants to review and verify the accuracy 
of the emerging findings. Additionally, cross-
validation of themes across different partici-
pants helped ensure that the interpretations 
genuinely reflected shared patterns in their ex-
periences. 

Confirmability. Confirmability ensures 
that the results of the study are shaped by the 
participants' responses and experiences, ra-
ther than being influenced by the researcher’s 
personal biases or perspectives (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This 
principle emphasizes neutrality, with the aim 
of ensuring that the findings can be traced back 
directly to the data collected. 

To uphold confirmability, the researcher 
maintained a reflexive journal throughout the 
study, noting personal assumptions, potential 
biases, and reactions during both data collec-
tion and analysis. This reflective process al-
lowed the researcher to remain critically aware 
of how personal views might influence the 
study. Participant validation also played a key 
role: participants reviewed and confirmed the 
findings before they were finalized, ensuring 
that the interpretations presented were faithful 
to their lived experiences. 

Transferability. Transferability refers to 
the degree to which the findings of a qualitative 
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study can be applied to other contexts or set-
tings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 
2016). Rather than seeking broad generaliza-
tion, qualitative researchers aim to provide de-
tailed descriptions that allow others to deter-
mine whether the findings are relevant to their 
own situations. 

In this study, transferability was supported 
by offering thick, detailed descriptions of the 
research setting, participant backgrounds, and 
data collection processes. Rich accounts of the 
foreign teachers’ experiences in South Carolina 
were provided, allowing readers to assess 
whether the findings could apply to similar 
Special Education contexts elsewhere. By 
grounding the study in vivid and specific con-
texts, the research invites others to see poten-
tial connections to their own environments. 

Dependability. Dependability relates to 
the stability and consistency of the research 
findings over time and across different condi-
tions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). It involves ensur-
ing that the research process is logical, well-
documented, and can be followed by others 
who might want to repeat or build upon the 
study. 

To strengthen dependability, the re-
searcher validated the interview guide before 
its use and followed consistent procedures 
throughout data collection. Interviews were ar-
ranged at times and places most convenient for 
the participants, creating a comfortable envi-
ronment that encouraged open and authentic 
sharing. An audit trail was also maintained, 
documenting all key decisions, adjustments, 
and reflections made during the study. This 
clear record of the research process supports 
the reliability and transparency of the findings. 

 
Reflexivity  

In qualitative research, reflexivity means 
recognizing that the researcher is never fully 
separate from the study. Instead, the re-
searcher’s background, beliefs, and experi-
ences inevitably shape how the research is de-
signed, how questions are asked, and how find-
ings are interpreted (Olmos-Vega, 2023). Being 
aware of these influences is essential to main-
taining the integrity of the study. Reflexivity re-
quires ongoing self-examination—thinking 
carefully about how one's position might affect 

the research and striving to minimize any unin-
tended impact on the participants or the re-
sults. 

During interviews, the researcher avoided 
guiding participants' responses and instead 
created a space where they could freely share 
their thoughts, experiences, and reflections. Be-
ing mindful not to let personal opinions or re-
actions interfere, the researcher allowed par-
ticipants’ voices to lead the conversation, en-
suring that their perspectives remained at the 
center of the study. 

To further uphold fairness and ethical re-
sponsibility, the researcher followed strict pro-
cedures to protect participants' rights and 
trust. Informed consent was secured, confiden-
tiality was guaranteed, and participants were 
reminded that they could withdraw from the 
study at any point without consequences. 
Throughout the process, the researcher kept a 
reflexive journal, noting personal thoughts, 
emotions, and decisions along the way. This 
practice helped in catching any emerging bi-
ases early and making adjustments as needed. 
By staying reflective and committed to ethical 
principles, the researcher worked to ensure 
that the final findings stayed true to the lived 
realities of the foreign Special Education teach-
ers who generously shared their stories. 

 
Ethical Considerations 

This study ensured that ethical considera-
tions are adhered to. The ethical considerations 
such as informed consent, voluntary participa-
tion, anonymity and confidentiality, justice, 
transparency, and permission to organization 
are discussed.  

Informed Consent. Informed consent is a 
fundamental ethical principle in research, re-
quiring that participants are fully aware of the 
purpose, procedures, risks, and benefits of the 
study before agreeing to participate (Babbie, 
2020; Creswell & Poth, 2018). It ensures that 
individuals voluntarily choose to be involved, 
with a clear understanding of what participa-
tion entails. Providing informed consent re-
spects participants' autonomy and upholds 
transparency between researchers and partici-
pants, serving as a safeguard for ethical re-
search practice. 
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In this study, all participants were asked to 
sign an informed consent document prior to 
data collection. The consent form outlined the 
study’s purpose, the nature of their involve-
ment, the voluntary nature of their participa-
tion, and how the data would be used. Partici-
pants were given time to review the infor-
mation and ask questions before signing. Their 
signatures signified their understanding and 
willingness to share their experiences related 
to adapting to Special Education roles in South 
Carolina. 

Voluntary Participation. Voluntary par-
ticipation ensures that individuals are free to 
decide whether or not to take part in a study 
without coercion or undue influence (Israel & 
Hay, 2006). It is crucial for protecting the au-
tonomy of participants and upholding their 
right to withdraw from the study at any stage 
without facing negative consequences. 

In this research, participation was entirely 
voluntary. The foreign Special Education teach-
ers were clearly informed that they could re-
fuse to answer any questions or withdraw from 
the study at any time without any repercus-
sions. This approach helped create a respectful 
and comfortable environment, encouraging 
open and honest sharing of their experiences. 

Anonymity and Confidentiality. Anonym-
ity and confidentiality are vital in protecting 
participants' identities and personal infor-
mation (Wiles, 2013). Anonymity means that 
participants' identities are not linked to the 
data, while confidentiality refers to ensuring 
that any identifiable information is securely 
protected and not disclosed without consent. 
Together, these principles build trust between 
the researcher and the participants. 

In this study, participants' names and iden-
tifying details were removed from the data to 
maintain anonymity. Confidentiality was fur-
ther ensured by securely storing interview re-
cordings and transcripts, accessible only to the 
researcher. Pseudonyms were used in report-
ing the findings, ensuring that participants’ pri-
vacy and dignity were protected throughout 
the research process. 

Justice. The principle of justice in research 
emphasizes fairness in participant selection, 
equitable treatment, and respect for all individ-
uals' rights (Beauchamp & Childress, 2019).  

Researchers must ensure that no group is un-
fairly burdened or excluded and that partici-
pants are treated with dignity and respect 
throughout the study. 

Throughout this study, justice was upheld 
by treating all participants equally and respect-
fully, regardless of their background, experi-
ences, or professional roles. Care was taken to 
ensure that all voices were valued and that par-
ticipation was conducted fairly and equitably. 
This commitment helped build trust and en-
couraged open, authentic sharing from the for-
eign teachers involved. 

Transparency. Transparency in research 
involves openly communicating the study’s 
purpose, procedures, limitations, and any po-
tential conflicts of interest (Resnik, 2018). Be-
ing transparent helps to maintain the integrity 
of the research and strengthens the credibility 
of the findings. 

To maintain transparency, all important 
documents—including the informed consent 
form, interview guide, and study procedures—
were included in the appendices. Participants 
were also informed about the study’s limita-
tions and potential biases. By openly sharing 
these aspects, the researcher ensured that the 
study process remained clear, honest, and ac-
countable. 

Permission to Organization. Obtaining in-
stitutional permission before beginning data 
collection is a critical ethical step that reflects 
respect for organizational authority and com-
munity standards (American Educational Re-
search Association, 2011). Formal approval 
also ensures that research activities align with 
existing ethical guidelines and organizational 
policies. 

Before beginning the interviews, the re-
searcher secured formal written permission 
from the appropriate authorities at the partici-
pating schools. Only after receiving this ap-
proval did the researcher proceed with con-
tacting the foreign Special Education teachers 
and scheduling interviews, strictly following 
the approved procedures and ethical protocols. 

 
Summary 

The study employed a Qualitative-Phenom-
enological Design to explore the adaptation 
process of foreign teachers in Special  
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Education in South Carolina. This design fo-
cused on understanding the lived experiences 
of participants, capturing detailed narratives of 
their challenges and adjustments in their new 
teaching environments.  

Using purposive sampling, the study specif-
ically selected foreign teachers who have been 
teaching Special Education for at least six 
months and are willing to share their experi-
ences. Data were gathered through semi-struc-
tured interviews, which were recorded, tran-
scribed, and analyzed using thematic analysis 
to identify patterns and themes related to their 
adaptation process. 

Ethical considerations were paramount in 
this study. Informed consent was obtained 
from the participants, ensuring they under-
stand the study's purpose and agree to partici-
pate voluntarily. The researcher upheld ano-
nymity and confidentiality to protect partici-
pants' identities and maintain the integrity of 
the data. Justice and transparency were main-
tained throughout the research process, with 
fairness in handling participants' rights and 
openness about the study's limitations. 
 
Results and Discussion 
Operational Data Collection  

The data collection process for this study 
was guided by qualitative research principles, 
ensuring a thorough approach in capturing the 
lived experiences of foreign Special Education 
teachers in South Carolina. The researcher him-
self focused on the implementation of the re-
search design and the gathering of rich, mean-
ingful data from the selected participants. 

Based on the audit trail (Appendix A), inter-
views were conducted to 7 foreign Special Edu-
cation teachers – they were coded as Mr. D, Mr. 
T, Ms. L. Ms. D, Mr. O, Ms. F, and Ms. Z. The in-
terviewed took place for more than 30 minutes 
and these were transcribed in verbatim format. 
The transcribed data is attached as Appendix B.  

During the data collection, the researcher 
began by reaching out to potential participants 
who met the study’s inclusion criteria. Permis-
sion was sought from the school principal for 
the conduct of the study. The researcher ex-
plained the purpose of the study and provided 
the informed consent form to each participant.  
 

Those who voluntarily agreed to participate 
signed the form, confirming their willingness to 
take part in the interviews and to provide sup-
plementary data, including documents and 
arts-based media. 

Interviews. When consent was obtained, the 
researcher scheduled in-person interviews 
with each of the 7 participants at times and lo-
cations convenient to them, ensuring privacy 
and minimal disruption to their professional 
duties. Participants were reminded of the con-
fidentiality of the study and the voluntary na-
ture of their involvement. 

Semi-structured interviews were con-
ducted using a validated interview guide. These 
interviews explored the participants’ adapta-
tion experiences in teaching students with spe-
cial needs, including their challenges, coping 
mechanisms, and adjustments as foreign teach-
ers. Each session was audio recorded—with 
prior permission—to ensure accurate tran-
scription and analysis. 

Documents. In addition to interviews, par-
ticipants were invited to share relevant docu-
ments such as lesson plans and teaching re-
sources. These materials provided further in-
sight into their instructional planning, teaching 
strategies, and the educational goals they 
aimed to achieve with their students (Appendix 
G).  

Arts-based. Those who consented contrib-
uted visual reflections such as drawings or cre-
ative representations that expressed their per-
sonal experiences, emotions, or challenges. 
These creative works were discussed with the 
participants to clarify their symbolic meanings 
and relevance to their professional journeys 
(Appendix H). 

Throughout the data collection phase, the 
researcher adhered strictly to ethical research 
standards, including protecting participant an-
onymity, ensuring informed consent, and se-
curely handling all data. By utilizing triangula-
tion through interviews, document analysis, 
and arts-based methods, the study strength-
ened the credibility and depth of its findings, of-
fering a comprehensive understanding of how 
foreign Special Education teachers adapted to 
the U.S. educational context. 
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Operational Data Analysis 
The analysis of data in this study followed 

the steps outlined by Moustakas’ (1994) tran-
scendental phenomenological method, with the 
aim of capturing the essence of the lived expe-
riences of foreign teachers working with stu-
dents with special needs in South Carolina. In 
the coding process, the research used the sug-
gestions of Saldana (2013). This systematic 
process ensured that voices were heard au-
thentically and meaningfully throughout the 
analysis. 

Epoche. To analyze the data in line with 
Moustakas’ (1994) phenomenological ap-
proach, the process began with Epoche, also 
known as bracketing. In this phase, the re-
searcher intentionally set aside personal bi-
ases, assumptions, and prior knowledge as a 
Special Education teacher to ensure that inter-
pretations remained grounded solely in the 
participants’ lived experiences.  

Phenomenological Reduction. The re-
searcher identified all statements relevant to 
the phenomenon of adaptation in Special Edu-
cation teaching. Each statement was treated as 
having equal value at this stage, with no imme-
diate prioritization or judgment.  Systematic 
delimiting of the data, or phenomenological re-
duction was done where repetitive, vague, or 
irrelevant statements were removed, while 
clear and meaningful expressions were re-
tained. These significant statements were then 
grouped into clusters of meaning, representing 
emerging codes and categories. Through this 
clustering, the researcher developed initial 
themes that reflected common experiences 
among the foreign teachers, such as cultural ad-
aptation, emotional coping, instructional ad-
justment, and navigating systemic structures 
(see Appendix E). 

Textural Description and Structural Descrip-
tion. With these themes established, the re-
searcher created a Textural Description, which 
captured what the participants experienced. 
This included their challenges with unfamiliar 
policies, communication barriers, and mo-
ments of professional growth. The narrative 
was supported by direct quotations from the 
participants to preserve their authentic voices 
and emphasize the emotional and practical re-
alities of their journeys. A Structural  

Description was developed to explain these un-
derlying influences and how they contributed 
to or constrained the process of adaptation. 

Finally, the researcher synthesized both the 
Textural and Structural Descriptions to arrive 
at the essence of the experience. This synthesis 
provided a comprehensive understanding of 
the foreign teachers’ adaptation journeys in 
Special Education, merging both the “what” and 
the “how” of their lived experiences. The out-
come of this process was a rich, thematic, and 
contextualized portrayal of the challenges and 
transformations these educators undergo as 
they navigate the complexities of teaching stu-
dents with special needs in a foreign educa-
tional setting (see Appendix F).  
 
Participants’ Demographic Profile 

The participants were seven (7) foreign 
teachers teaching students with special needs. 
Their profile varies based on their age, gender, 
educational background, socio-economic sta-
tus, place of origin, number of years in teaching 
in Columbia South Carolina, and their current 
work assignment.  

Participant 1, Mr. D, is a Colombian Special 
Education teacher with 12 years of experience, 
now teaching K–5 resource students in Colum-
bia, South Carolina. He supports 20 students 
with IEPs, primarily those with autism or learn-
ing disabilities. 

Participant 2, Mr. T, is a veteran educator 
from Zimbabwe with over 20 years of teaching 
experience, including 8 years in Special Educa-
tion and 6 years in elementary education. For 
the past 6 years, he has been teaching in Colum-
bia, South Carolina, managing a self-contained 
K–5 classroom with 13 students, most of whom 
have autism or learning disabilities. 

Ms. L, the participant 3, is a Special Educa-
tion teacher from Jamaica with over 12 years of 
experience, primarily working with students 
with autism and learning disabilities. She 
moved to Columbia, South Carolina, through 
the J1 cultural exchange program and now 
teaches a self-contained K–5 classroom with 10 
students, all with IEPs. 

Participant 4, Ms. D, is a dedicated Special 
Education teacher from Jamaica, South Amer-
ica, with over 15 years of experience—12 of 
which were spent in Special Education in her 
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home country. For the past 3 years, she has 
been working in a K–5 resource classroom in 
Columbia, South Carolina, where she supports 
18 students with IEPs, primarily those with au-
tism, ADHD, or learning disabilities. 

Mr. O is a Special Education teacher from 
Mexico with over 9 years of teaching experi-
ence, including 6 years in Special Education in 
his home country. For the past 3 years, he has 
taught in a self-contained K–5 classroom in Co-
lumbia, South Carolina, where he supports 9 
students with IEPs, including those with autism 
and developmental delays. 

Ms. F is a seasoned Special Education 
teacher from Trinidad with over 18 years of 
teaching experience. She began her career in 
Special Education in Trinidad, later moving to 

the United States where she first taught in Mar-
yland for three years before settling in Colum-
bia, South Carolina, where she has worked for 
the past eight years. Currently, she serves in a 
K–5 resource setting, supporting a caseload of 
23 students with IEPs, many of whom also have 
Behavior Intervention Plans. 

Ms. Z is from South Africa. She has with over 
15 years of teaching experience, including 13 
years in Special Education in her home country. 
For the past two years, she has been teaching a 
self-contained K–5 classroom in Columbia, 
South Carolina, where she supports 12 stu-
dents with IEPs, most of whom have autism or 
developmental delays. 

Table I shows the over-all description of the 
7 participants of the study.

 
Table I. Participants’ Demographic Profile 

Participants Age Gender 
Educational 
Background 

Class 
Assignment 

Place of 
Origin 

Number of Years 
Teaching in Columbia, SC 

Mr. D 35 Male 
Bachelor in 

SPED 
Resource 
Teacher 

Colombia 2 of 12 

Mr. T 48 Male PhD in SPED 
Self-contained 

Teacher 
Zimbabwe 6 of 20 

Ms. L 43 Female 
MAED in 

SPED 
Self-contained 

Teacher 
Jamaica 1 of 12 

Ms. D 39 Female 
Bachelor in 

SPED 
Resource 
Teacher 

Jamaica 3 of 15 

Mr. O 32 Male 
MAED in 

SPED 
Self-contained 

Teacher 
Mexico 3 of 9 

Ms. F 52 Female PhD in SPED 
Resource 
Teacher 

Trinidad 8 of 18 

Ms. Z 38 Female 
MAED in 

SPED 
Self-contained 

Teacher 
South Africa 2 of 15 

 
The information about the participants as 

reflected in the table provides the foundation of 
why they are selected and how they contrib-
uted the data for the study. 

 
Discussion and Presentation 

This study aimed to answer the research 
questions about the lived experiences of for-
eign Special Education teachers in teaching stu-
dents with special needs in Columbia, South 
Carolina; adaptions to their work, their co-
workers and their work environment; and their 
views about their lives as foreign Special  

Education teachers. 7 themes were generated 
consisting 22 categories and 418 codes.  

 
1. The lived experiences of foreign Special 

Education teachers in teaching students 
with special needs in Columbia, South 
Carolina   
The lived experiences of the foreign Special 

Education teachers in teaching students with 
special needs in Columbia, South Carolina were 
described in themes such as: journeying 
through emotional and reflective realities of 
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teaching; relationship building and collabora-
tion; managing complex student needs, institu-
tional demands, and instruction.  

 
Theme 1. Journeying through Emotional 
and Reflective Realities of Teaching 

This theme highlighted the emotional depth 
of teaching and personal growth over time 
among the foreign Special Education teachers. 
It includes moments of joy, realization, and re-
silience developed through everyday interac-
tions with students with special needs and 
their journey of adapting teaching realities.  

 
Category 1: Celebrating moments of learn-
ers’ growth and change 

For the participants, teaching in a new 
country and working with students who have 
disabilities can be both challenging and re-
warding. One of the most powerful parts of the 
job was seeing students make small but mean-
ingful steps forward and these moments often 
stay in the hearts of teachers. 

Teachers shared touching stories about 
how small progress in their students made a 
big impact on them. For Mr. D, simple thing 
showed emotional growth for the student and 
reminded Mr. D why he loves teaching, a joy 
and realization of being a foreign Special Edu-
cation teacher; and for Mr. O and Mr. T shared 
about valuing a small step of progress as part of 
his experience.  

 
“One of the biggest breakthroughs 

came when he finally learned how to ask 
for a break instead of getting frustrated. It 
might sound small, but for him, it was a 
huge milestone. It was his way of saying, “I 
need a moment,” rather than shutting 
down or becoming upset. That moment re-
minded me why I do this work.” (Mr. D 
Lines 36–38, Page 2) 

 
“Maybe one month. Almost four weeks. 

Then, one day, he take a card. He match 
blue with blue. He didn’t look at me, didn’t 
say nothing, but... I knew that was some-
thing big.” (Mr. O Lines 35–36, Page 2) 

 
Progress in special ed is slow some-

times, but every little step is worth  

celebrating, y’know? (Mr. T Lines 58–59, 
Page 2) 

 
Ms. L shared a beautiful moment where a 

student joined her in tapping blocks, which felt 
like their first real "conversation." She  
described the joy of that interaction, saying it 
gave her goosebumps. 

 
“One day, I tapped a block three times, 

and he tapped his once. That was the first 
moment, we had a kind of conversation. I 
got goosebumps. I kept going, tapping 
again, waiting. And every day, he joined in 
a little more.” (Ms. L Lines 36–38, Page 2) 
 
The description of excitement and success 

was also evident in the drawing of Mr. O (Ap-
pendix H) who described that being a foreign 
Special Education teacher, he faces a mix of 
emotions – thrills and difficulties.  

These stories showed that foreign teachers 
often find joy and purpose in small achieve-
ments, celebrating the growth and changes 
they witness among their students with special 
needs. As noted by Billingsley, Bettini, and 
Jones (2020), acknowledging even small signs 
of student progress helps sustain motivation 
and reinforces teachers’ commitment to inclu-
sive practices. Similarly, Cooper et al. (2022) 
emphasized that for many Special Education 
teachers, “progress” is not only measured by 
academic outcomes but also by emotional con-
nection and interpersonal breakthroughs. 
These findings supported the idea that foreign 
teachers develop a broader, more personal un-
derstanding of success—one that is deeply tied 
to the relationships they build and the social-
emotional development of their students. 

 
Category 2: Embracing patience 

Patience emerged as both a strategy and a 
personal transformation for foreign Special Ed-
ucation teachers as they were into the new 
learning environments and support students 
with diverse needs. Embracing patience be-
came more than waiting since for the teachers, 
this became an intentional, emotional presence 
that allows space for trust, growth, and connec-
tion to develop over time with their learners. 
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“I sit on the floor... not say anything. 
Just sit, near, maybe 2 feet. I put some 
matching cards, some shape puzzles on 
floor. No pressure. Just show... then I wait.” 
(Mr. O Lines 31–33, Page 2) 

 
“He taught me patience in a way I 

hadn’t known before. I realized communi-
cation doesn’t have to be loud to be pow-
erful. Just being there, being present, that 
was the real strategy.” (Ms. L Lines 44–47, 
Page 3) 
 
From Ms. D’s drawing (Appendix H), pa-

tience was also mentioned as one of the crucial 
elements in building inclusive environment 
like that to where she works. This came from 
her idea that teaching in the Special Education 
means being inclusive too side from being cul-
turally aware and respectful.  

These reflections showed that patience is 
both a coping mechanism and a transformative 
learning experience for foreign teachers. What 
is particularly striking with this experience is 
how patience is learned through students not 
just applied to them. As noted by Macapagong 
et al. (2023), Filipinos as foreign teachers often 
come to embrace patience through their day-
to-day encounters with cultural unfamiliarity 
and student diversity, treating it not just as a 
necessity, but as a skill shaped by experience. 
 
Category 3: Reflecting on what matters 

The lived experiences of foreign education 
teachers highlight their reflection as playing 
part in their professional growth and finding 
out meaning to what they were doing. Despite 
the structured nature of their teaching days, 
the participants emphasized maintaining a 
flexible mindset.  For instance, Ms. D recog-
nized both the structured routines and the un-
predictable moments that demand calm and 
immediate problem-solving.  

 
“It’s structured, but flexible at the 

same time. There are definitely moments 
of frustration, like when a student gets off-
task or there’s a behavior incident, but I 
try to stay calm and think on my feet. At 
the end of the day, I spend some time re-
flecting, looking over what worked, what 

didn’t, and planning for the next day.” (Ms. 
D Lines 91–94, Page 4) 
 
Similarly, Mr. O provided a deeply personal 

and emotive account of his reflective practice. 
His words reflected not only technical adjust-
ments to pedagogy but an emotional engage-
ment with student progress.  

 
“At end, I sit, I think. I write note, what 

work, what not. I try to learn every day. I 
see small progress in kids... and that make 
me want to come back tomorrow.” (Mr. O 
Lines 66–67, Page 4) 

 
Mr. T’s refection was manifested by the 

practice of evaluating what succeeded or failed, 
and then adjusting lesson plans accordingly, 
demonstrated a mindful effort to refine teach-
ing strategies in a way that promoted broader 
participation and engagement among all learn-
ers.  

 
“I reflect on how the day went, what 

worked, and what needs to be changed. I 
adjust my lesson plans and prepare for the 
next day, always thinking about how to 
make learning more inclusive.” (Mr. T 
Lines 81–83, Page 3) 
 
These situations mentioned by the partici-

pants to have been requiring their patience are 
also manifested in the participants like the 
drawing in the Ms. T (Appendix H) presenting 
what were expected from them to be done – 
from here, he learned “the balance”.  

Based on the responses, foreign education 
teachers placed great importance on daily re-
flection as a means of maintaining emotional 
resilience and improving practice. Cooper et al. 
(2022) emphasized that regular reflective 
practices help teachers remain anchored in 
their core values such as dignity, equity, and in-
dividualized support despite systemic and cul-
tural challenges. Similarly, Chu and Garcia 
(2021) noted that ongoing reflection enhances 
teachers’ ability to adapt to culturally and insti-
tutionally diverse environments. It can be in-
ferred that reflection becomes both a moral 
and emotional anchor, guiding their journey 
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through the complexities of teaching in an un-
familiar educational landscape.  

 
Category 4: Dealing with various realities in 
new environment     

Foreign teachers often face challenges 
when they move into a new school system, es-
pecially when it comes to adjusting their teach-
ing styles and ways of communicating. Their 
experiences showed that adapting to a new cul-
ture is not always easy, but it is necessary to 
help their students succeed. 

Mr. D shared that his accent and way of 
speaking sometimes confused his students, es-
pecially those with autism who were sensitive 
to how words sound. This showed that part of 
cultural adjustment is not just about fitting in, 
but making sure students feel safe and con-
nected. 

 
“That was another challenge. My ac-

cent or way of speaking sometimes con-
fused students, especially those with au-
tism who are sensitive to speech patterns. 
I had to adjust how I communicate to 
make sure they understood and felt com-
fortable.” (Mr. D Lines 148–150, Page 5) 
 
Ms. D talked about another kind of adjust-

ment. 
 

“Oh, that’s been a bit of a shift. In Ja-
maica, teachers are more direct—we 
manage the class firmly, and there’s a bit 
more structure. Here, I’ve had to adjust to 
a more relaxed style. But I still bring in 
routines and clear expectations because 
students, especially those with special 
needs, need that consistency.” (Ms. D Lines 
218–220, Page 7) 
  
Realities in their new environment were 

also embedded in the arts-based material 
shown by Ms. D mentioning about cultural 
awareness; Mr. T showing “adaptation” and 
“cultural demands” to describe balancing act of 
teacher adaptation as he named his art; and Ms. 
L highlighting a “Adaptation Growing Tree” 
piece of art where she mentioned cultural dif-
ferences she needs to deal with.  

Based on the results, foreign teachers find 
ways to blend what they know with what their 
students need, creating a teaching style that re-
spects both their background and their new en-
vironment. Golis (2024) observed that expatri-
ate teachers gradually revised their teaching 
approaches to align with local expectations, 
showing a willingness to merge their prior val-
ues with new educational demands.  

Similarly, Koç (2024) emphasized that ef-
fective adaptation involves not only technical 
changes but also personal adjustments that re-
flect sensitivity to cultural norms. Ospina and 
Medina (2020) further highlighted that suc-
cessful foreign teachers demonstrate flexibility 
and openness by modifying their communica-
tion styles and instructional methods in re-
sponse to the cultural context. Their ability to 
adjust illustrates how crucial it is to remain 
flexible, patient, and open when working in a 
new cultural setting. 

 
Theme 2. Relationship Building and Collab-
oration 

Building relationships at work and working 
closely with others was an important part of 
the experience for foreign education teachers. 
They understand that helping students with 
special needs is not something they can do 
alone and it takes a team working together. 
 
Category 1: Collaborating with colleagues    

Collaborating with colleagues and other 
professional was an important experience 
among participants. Ms. D shared that she reg-
ularly works with speech therapists, counse-
lors, occupational therapists, and other profes-
sionals. They met often to talk about how stu-
dents are doing, what problems they are seeing, 
and how they can match their strategies. This 
showed how important teamwork is in making 
sure every student gets the support they need. 

 
“I collaborate with speech therapists, 

counselors, occupational therapists—re-
ally the whole team. We meet pretty regu-
larly to discuss student progress, chal-
lenges, and how we can align our strate-
gies.” (Ms. D Lines 85–87, Page 3) 
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Mr. T also pointed out that collaboration 
needs to be even stronger, especially between 
Special Education and general education teach-
ers. He also believed there should be more 
training, like in trauma-informed practices and 
better ways to handle behavior.  

 
“More training—especially in trauma-

informed practices and behavior strate-
gies. And stronger collaboration between 
special ed and general ed teachers.” (Mr. T 
Lines 174–175, Page 6) 
 
Collaboration with colleagues was also por-

trayed in the arts of Ms. Z, and Mr. Z who ex-
plained about collaboration as part of their 
work; and cooperation as portrayed in the 
work of Ms. D. (Appendix H). These pieces of art 
showed the importance of collaboration with 
their colleagues taking part in their experi-
ences as foreign teachers in South Carolina.  

These accounts of experience from foreign 
teachers highlight that working with others 
was a central part of their professional practice. 
For them, collaboration goes beyond formal 
meetings—it involved sharing ideas, solving 
problems collectively, and developing strate-
gies that respond effectively to students’ di-
verse needs. Paulsrud and Nilholm (2023) 
found that teachers value collaboration as a 
means of refining their practice and expanding 
their understanding of inclusive teaching. Sim-
ilarly, Billingsley, Bettini, and Jones (2020) em-
phasized that collaboration with colleagues en-
hances instructional quality, reduces teacher 
isolation, and supports the delivery of individ-
ualized education. Chu and Garcia (2021) fur-
ther noted that engaging in culturally respon-
sive teamwork fosters both professional 
growth and emotional support. Foreign teach-
ers viewed collaboration not only as a practical 
necessity but as a vital mechanism for personal 
development and for ensuring high-quality 
support for their students. 
 
Category 2: Engaging and Connecting with 
families 

Connecting with families was another im-
portant part of the work that foreign education  
 
 

teachers do. Their stories showed that they put 
a lot of effort into making sure parents feel in-
cluded and valued in their child’s education. 

 
 “In my country, we go the extra mile. 

We stay late, we visit homes. So here, I still 
call parents, not only for problems, but to 
say good things. Some of them surprise, 
like, “What happened?” And I say, “No, just 
to say your child had a good day.” They 
happy.” (Mr. O Lines 101–103, Page 5) 
 
The experience shared by Mr. D also puts a 

lot of focus on clear and respectful communica-
tion, especially with Spanish-speaking families. 

 
“I make it a priority now—regular up-

dates to families, especially Spanish-
speaking ones. I use both languages and 
keep communication clear and respect-
ful.” (Mr. D Lines 295–296, Page 9) 
 
For Mr. T, he now made an even stronger ef-

fort to stay connected with families, because he 
noticed that parents in the U.S. are more di-
rectly involved. This can also be triangulated 
with one document given by one of the partici-
pants communicating with the parents (Appen-
dix G).  

 
“I’ve become much more intentional 

about that. Families here tend to be more 
directly involved, so I make sure to main-
tain regular communication—through 
meetings, phone calls, even notes home. I 
want them to feel like true partners in 
their child’s learning.” (Mr. T Lines 257–
260, Page 8) 
 
It can be deduced from the data that foreign 

teachers work intentionally to engage families 
in meaningful and respectful ways. Their expe-
riences underscored that strong connections 
with families play a crucial role in supporting 
student success. As Chu and Garcia (2021) ob-
served, culturally responsive engagement with 
families strengthens trust and ensures that stu-
dents’ diverse backgrounds are acknowledged 
and integrated into the educational process. 
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Theme 3. Managing Complex Student Needs, 
Institutional Demands, and Instruction 

Foreign Special Education teachers man-
aged complex student needs, heavy paperwork, 
and strict system rules. For the participants, 
they stay organized with daily routines, bal-
ance teaching with documentation demands, 
and adjust to a new education system.  
 
Category 1: Managing diverse and intensive 
student needs 

The participants shared about managing a 
lot of emotions, behaviors, and communication 
problems all at once. Foreign education teach-
ers often worked in classrooms where students 
have many different and intense needs. They 
were not only teaching lessons but they were 
also helping students who may be struggling to 
express themselves, control their feelings, or 
behave safely in the classroom. 

Mr. T said he used clear routines, sensory 
breaks, and positive behavior strategies to sup-
port his students.  

 
“I rely on clear routines, sensory 

breaks, and positive behavior strategies. 
But it takes a lot of multitasking—sup-
porting one student while keeping the rest 
engaged.” (Mr. T Lines 137–138, Page 5) 
 
Ms. L shared that one big challenge was 

how differently students in the U.S. express 
frustration compared to her experience in Ja-
maica. While students back home might stay 
quiet when upset, here she faced shouting, 
throwing things, and even aggressive behavior, 
which was surprising and hard for her at first. 

 
“Many things surprised me. One big 

challenge was how students here deal with 
frustration. In Jamaica, if a student was 
upset, they might go quiet. But here, I’ve 
seen loud shouting, throwing objects, even 
aggressive behavior. At first, I took it per-
sonal. I wasn’t prepared for that.” (Ms. L 
Lines 67–69, Page 4) 
 
Other participants shared various experi-

ences:  
 
 

“Some students really struggle with 
communication or managing emotions, 
and that often leads to behavior issues. 
You might have a lesson planned, and sud-
denly someone has an outburst or shuts 
down, and it throws off the whole class dy-
namic. Keeping everyone on task while 
managing that kind of behavior, it’s 
tough.” (Ms. D Lines 156–159, Page 5) 

 
“Some students here, they hit, they 

throw chairs, or they run outside. One 
time, one boy open the door and run to 
hallway, I was so scare.” (Mr. O Lines 71–
73, Page 4) 

 
“There’s one boy from last year, third 

grade. He was bright, very bright, but un-
predictable. He’d tear up papers, crawl un-
der the table, or just refuse to even enter 
the classroom some days.” (Ms. F Lines 30-
32, Page 2) 
 
Pieces of art like those presented by Ms. L 

highlighting a maze of behavior modification, 
signifies, that indeed, the participants are fac-
ing behavioral issues with the students. Mr. T 
has similar drawing mentions about “needs of 
students” he needs to attend to as part of his 
journey as a teacher in South Carolina.   

The shared experiences reveal that working 
with students who have diverse and intensive 
needs requires not only instructional skill but 
also patience, emotional strength, quick deci-
sion-making, and continuous adaptability. 
Even highly experienced teachers reported 
feeling overwhelmed at times, yet their com-
mitment remains centered on supporting each 
student’s growth amidst daily challenges. As 
noted by Dapudong and Sy (2023), managing 
behavioral issues and emotionally charged in-
teractions can be especially difficult for foreign 
Special Education teachers, who must adapt to 
new expectations while maintaining classroom 
order. Similarly, Gomez-Lange (2024) found 
that foreign teachers rely on patience and crea-
tivity to navigate these challenges and create 
safe, supportive learning environments for all 
students. 
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Category 2: Structuring a day at work  
The participants shared that having a clear 

structure to their day is very important for 
managing all their responsibilities. With many 
students, paperwork, and activities to handle, 
careful planning helps them stay organized and 
focused. 

Mr. T said he set aside specific times, like 
early mornings, planning periods, or after 
school, to work on administrative tasks. He 
uses digital tools to track student data, which 
makes it easier when he needs to write IEPs or 
progress reports, as shown in  

Appendix H. Having a system in place saves 
him time and helps him stay on top of every-
thing. 

 
“I set aside specific times, usually early 

morning, planning periods, or after school, 
to handle admin tasks. I use digital tools to 
track student data, which helps when 
writing IEPs or progress reports.” (Mr. T 
Lines 102–103, Page 4) 
 
 
Ms. D and Mr. O also talked about their rou-

tine. 
 

“Well, I do some in the morning, yes. 
But a lot of it happens the day before too. 
In the morning, it’s more about reviewing 
and making sure everything’s set. Once I 
get to school, I usually go over the IEPs of 
the students I’ll be working with that day. 
That helps remind me of their specific 
goals, like what we’re targeting and how I 
need to support them.” (Ms. D Lines 72–75, 
Page 3) 

 
“My day start early. I go school before 

7:00. I prepare everything... the visuals, the 
boards, the materials for each student. My 
class is self-contained, so... I have kinder, I 
have 2nd grade, even 5th grade, all in 
same room. So I prepare many activities.” 
(Mr. O Lines 50–52, Page 3) 
 
Structures mentioned by the participants 

were also evident in the drawing of Mr. T por-
traying in his hands the lesson plans and IEPs; 
 

and also in the drawing of Ms. L where IEP was 
part of the maze she deals with forming her ex-
periences as Special Education teacher.  IEP 
and other documents they need to prepare at 
school are also found in Appendix G.  

The experiences of the participants high-
lighted that carefully structuring the school 
day—from preparing instructional materials to 
allocating time for administrative responsibili-
ties—is essential for managing the complex de-
mands of teaching students with special needs. 
Thoughtful planning contributes to a calm, pre-
dictable learning environment, which supports 
students’ behavioral and emotional regulation 
while also reducing teacher stress. Billingsley, 
Bettini, and Jones (2020) noted that the exten-
sive responsibilities of Special Education teach-
ers require deliberate organization to avoid 
burnout and maintain instructional quality. 

 
Category 3: Balancing paper work and other 
tasks 

Teachers also shared about the challenges 
they face in balancing all their classroom re-
sponsibilities with the heavy amount of paper-
work they must complete. Teaching students 
with special needs requires not only daily les-
sons but also detailed documentation (See Ap-
pendix G). 

Ms. F explained that her day is packed with 
different tasks. She checks IEP goals, meets 
with paraprofessionals, teaches small groups 
for reading and math, and even supports stu-
dents in general education classrooms. At the 
same time, she has to find moments to write 
progress notes, attend behavior meetings, and 
quickly adjust lessons based on how students 
are feeling that day. 

 
“First thing, I check IEP goals and meet 

with my paraprofessionals. Then I start ro-
tating kids, some come for reading fluency, 
others for math. I push into general educa-
tion too for inclusion support. In between 
that, I’m writing progress notes, sitting in 
behavior meetings, or quickly adjusting 
assignments because someone came in 
tired or dysregulated.” (Ms. F Lines 60-63, 
Page 3-4) 
 

 



Bautista & De Castro, 2025 / Exploring the Adaptability of Foreign Special Education Teachers Working with Students with Special Needs 

 

    
 IJMABER 5844 Volume 6 | Number 11 | November | 2025 

Other participants also shared:  
 

“My day starts quietly, before the rush. 
I come in early to set up visuals, check stu-
dent data, and prepare mentally. With 
twelve students in a self-contained class, 
each with very different needs, I have to be 
ready before the day even begins.” (Ms. Z 
Lines 42-44, Page 3) 

 
“I’ve had to become super organized. I 

block off certain times during the week for 
paperwork, like IEP writing, lesson plan-
ning, or data entry. I break larger tasks 
into smaller parts, so it’s not overwhelm-
ing.” (Ms. D Lines 121–122, Page 4) 
 
Foreign teachers must juggle teaching, be-

havior management, paperwork, and meetings 
all at once. Careful time management, early 
preparation, and breaking tasks into smaller 
pieces help them survive the workload without 
feeling completely burned out. It can be in-
ferred that teachers are always finding ways to 
stay organized, manage stress, and meet both 
their students' learning needs and the heavy 
paperwork expectations placed on them. 
Kulbaş and Kara (2021) highlighted that the 
ability to manage time effectively and remain 
resilient is essential for navigating the daily 
pressures of Special Education. It can be in-
ferred that foreign teachers are continuously 
developing strategies to stay organized, man-
age stress, and fulfill both instructional duties 
and extensive documentation requirements. 

 
Category 4: Systemic and documentation 
challenges 

The participants shared that adjusting to 
the U.S. education system, especially with its 
paperwork and legal processes (shown in Ap-
pendix G), was one of the biggest challenges 
they faced. They had to learn new expectations, 
technical procedures, and strict timelines that 
were very different from what they were used 
to in their home countries. As verbalized by the 
participants, they felt overwhelmed at first be-
cause there was so much specialized infor-
mation to absorb, and the pressure to stay com-
pliant with rules and documentation standards 
was very high. 

“One of the biggest was the language 
and communication gap, not with every-
day English, but with the specific terms 
used in IEP meetings, behavior plans, and 
legal processes. It took time to get used to 
all that specialized vocabulary.” (Mr. D 
Lines 144–146, Page 5) 

 
“The paperwork is a challenge too. Be-

tween IEPs, tracking progress, and meet-
ings, it’s easy to feel stretched. Time  
management is key.” (Mr. T Lines 140–
141, Page 5) 

 
“The paperwork. IEPs, behavior logs, 

emails to parents, it’s a lot. Back home, we 
had reports, yes, but not with this level of 
detail. Some nights, I stayed very late just 
trying to get everything done.” (Ms. L Lines 
71–73, Page 4) 
 
From the shared responses, implication can 

be drawn that U.S. education system expects 
teachers not only to teach but also to become 
experts in managing documentation, legal pro-
cesses, and specialized reporting. It added an-
other layer of complexity to their work, requir-
ing patience, organization, and ongoing learn-
ing. Most importantly, these experiences show 
that systemic and documentation challenges 
for foreign teachers are not just about extra 
tasks as they represent a deep adjustment to 
new professional standards and expectations. 
According to the South Carolina Department of 
Education (2024), Special Education teachers 
are expected to align with detailed procedures 
related to Individualized Education Programs 
(IEPs), data monitoring, and service delivery 
coordination. Most importantly, these experi-
ences suggest that systemic and documenta-
tion-related challenges are not merely addi-
tional tasks for foreign teachers—they repre-
sent a significant adjustment to a new set of 
professional norms and institutional expecta-
tions. 

 
Category 5: Adapting instructional tools and 
routines 

For the participants, it was important to be 
flexible and creative when teaching students 
with special needs. Their experiences showed 
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that it’s not enough to stick to a regular lesson 
plan but they have to constantly adjust their 
teaching tools, routines, and approaches based 
on what their students need each day. This 
theme highlighted how these teachers use ad-
aptation and creativity to make sure every stu-
dent can learn, even when challenges come up. 

 
“Mornings are the most organized. We 

begin with visual schedules and warm-up 
activities. I divide the class into rotations, 
some do literacy, others sensory tasks, oth-
ers work on IEP goals. Transitions happen 
every 20–30 minutes, and each one has to 
be smooth. One disruption, and we risk a 
meltdown.” (Ms. Z Lines 46-49, Page 3) 
 

“I use a lot of visual cues and commu-
nication devices to guide the students. 
Throughout the day, we do a lot of small-
group instruction, interventions, and 
built-in sensory breaks. I rely on tools like 
visual schedules, Picture Exchange Com-
munication System, and social stories to 
support learning. Those structured breaks 
are really important, they help students 
regulate and refocus.” (Mr. D Lines 88–92, 
Page 3) 

 
“Once the students come in, we begin 

with a morning meeting. We go over the 
calendar, practice communication, and do 
some social skill routines.” (Mr. T Lines 
67–69, Page 3) 

 
“Some kids can read little books. Some, 

they still learning colors. So I make small 
groups. We do circle time first, greeting 
with picture cards, attendance, calendar, 
weather. Then, I divide them. One group 
with me, do reading. Other group go with 
para... do independent work.” (Mr. O Lines 
54–57, Page 3) 
 
Adapting instructional tools and routines 

was a daily part of their teaching, especially 
when working with students who have a wide 
range of needs. These instructional materials 
which were used to establish routines are also 
found in Appendix H. Having clear routines and 
flexible tools helps  for according to the foreign 

Special Education teachers, students feel se-
cure, focused, and ready to learn. 

 
“I want students to feel safe and know 

what’s expected. I’m also more hands-on 
and creative with lessons because I’m used 
to working without a lot of materials.” 
(Mr. T, Lines 194–195, Page 6) 

 
Mr. D explained that he relies heavily on vis-

ual cues and communication devices to help 
guide students. He used tools like visual sched-
ules, the Picture Exchange Communication Sys-
tem (PECS), and social stories to support learn-
ing and communication. Built-in sensory 
breaks are also part of the daily routine, help-
ing students stay regulated and ready to learn. 

 
“I bring a strong focus on emotional 

connection. I design hands-on, visual, and 
real-world lessons. I also incorporate cul-
tural diversity and make learning feel per-
sonal for every student.” (Mr. D Lines 233–
234, Page 7) 

 
“It shapes everything. In Jamaica, 

we’re raised to respect order, discipline, 
and good manners. That’s how I teach, 
even with students who have behavior 
challenges or communication delays. I still 
say things like, “Kind words, please,” or 
“Try again the right way.” I believe they 
understand the tone and the intention.” 
(Ms. L Lines 87–90, Page 5) 

 
These instructional tools such as visuals, 

communication cards, visual check-ins and 
other manipulatives are presented in the pic-
tures compiled in Appendix H. These are shared 
by the participants to describe what materials 
they usually and commonly utilize in their re-
spective classes.  

These experiences showed that adapting 
instructional tools and routines is a key  strat-
egy for supporting students with diverse needs. 
Teachers use structured, flexible routines and 
visual supports to create a predictable and re-
sponsive learning environment that meets stu-
dents where they are. Gilmour, Nguyen, Red-
ding, and Bettini (2023) noted that in response 
to evolving student needs, Special Education 
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teachers frequently adjust their instructional 
methods to ensure accessibility and individual-
ized support. 
 
2. Adaptations to their work, their co-

workers and their work environment of 
the foreign Special Education teachers 
in Columbia, South Carolina.  
Themes describing the foreign teachers’ ad-

aptation to work were: instructional and pro-
fessional adaptation; relational and collegial 
adaptation; and cultural integration and adjust-
ment.  
 
Theme 4. Instructional and Professional Ad-
aptation 

The participants have adapted to the situa-
tion that when they enter classrooms that are 
very different from those in their home coun-
tries, they must quickly learn to adapt both 
their teaching practices and their professional 
habits to meet the expectations of their new 
school systems. This theme highlighted how 
these teachers respond to unfamiliar environ-
ments by adjusting their instructional ap-
proaches, developing new classroom strate-
gies, and actively seeking opportunities for pro-
fessional growth. 
 
Category 1: Adaptation of Different Teaching 
Methods and Class Environment 

Teachers had to change their teaching 
methods and adjust the classroom environ-
ment to better fit their students’ needs in the 
U.S. They described learning to blend structure 
with flexibility, using more visual tools, hands-
on activities, and support strategies that make 
lessons more accessible for all learners — es-
pecially those with disabilities. 

 
“Yes, it’s about blending structured 

strategies, curriculum goals, and student 
needs. When all of that comes together, I 
know I’m giving my students the best 
chance to succeed.” (Mr. D Lines 544–545, 
Page 16) 

 
“I now use a lot more hands-on activi-

ties, visuals, and assistive tech to make the 
curriculum more accessible, especially for 

students with autism or learning disabili-
ties. It’s helped them stay engaged and 
better understand the content.” (Mr. T 
Lines 482–484, Page 14) 

 
“I started using anchor charts and sen-

tence starters. If the standard says “iden-
tify theme,” I don’t jump straight to that. I 
ask, “What’s the story about?” Then we 
build up from there. For the students still 
struggling, I add visuals or we act out 
scenes. That helps them connect.” (Ms. L 
Lines 195–197, Page 10) 
 
To support these data, Appendix G shows 

the behavior modification tools and other mon-
itoring and progress charts. Some of these ma-
terials that they have mentioned are found in 
the Appendix G section. Adaptation of Different 
Teaching Methods and Class Environment be-
cause teachers are combining structured goals 
with flexible approaches — using tools, visuals, 
and scaffolding techniques to make sure all stu-
dents have access to meaningful learning expe-
riences. Koç (2024) emphasized that such ad-
aptations are not limited to curriculum design 
but also involve personalizing classroom prac-
tices to reflect students’ cultural and develop-
mental backgrounds.  
 
Category 2: Classroom Management and Be-
havioral Strategies 

Adapting to classroom management in the 
U.S. involved more than learning new rules. For 
the participants, it requires shifting communi-
cation styles and emotional approaches to bet-
ter connect with students and support positive 
behavior. In unfamiliar systems, foreign Special 
Education teachers often adjust how they carry 
themselves, how they respond to conflict, and 
how they engage in team collaboration. 

For instance, Ms. L brings a calm, steady 
presence to her classroom. She uses a gentle 
tone and stays composed, even during difficult 
moments. 

 
“I bring calmness into my classroom. I 

speak gently. I stay steady. That helped me 
build trust early, even if I sounded differ-
ent or did things in a new way.” (Ms. L 
Lines 212–213, Page 11) 
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Mr. O started out unsure of how much to say 
in meetings. Coming from a different cultural 
norm where silence is often linked with re-
spect, he kept quiet, afraid of saying something 
wrong. Over time, he noticed that open commu-
nication and active participation were encour-
aged. He adapted by speaking more in meet-
ings, asking his team for support, and becoming 
more involved in shared planning. This shift 
helped him manage his classroom more effec-
tively and feel more confident in his role. 

 
“I was very quiet. I think maybe I say 

something wrong. But later I learn here 
it’s okay to talk. They like when you share. 
So I try more, speak more in meetings, ask 
my team when I need.” (Mr. O Lines 221–
224, Page 11) 
 
Classroom management becomes a space 

for cultural learning and adjustment.  As seen 
in the drawing of Mr.D, Mr. T. Ms. L (Appendix 
H), cultural adjustment is crucial in their new 
environment.  Based on what have been shared 
by the participants, adaptation in classroom 
management often involves adjusting personal 
habits and finding ways to balance one’s cul-
tural background with the expectations of a 
new environment. Classroom Management and 
Behavioral Strategies reflects an ongoing pro-
cess of change  where teachers shift from 
what’s familiar to what’s effective in their new 
context, using calmness, reflection, and com-
munication as adaptive tools for success. Dapu-
dong and Sy (2023) observed that teachers 
navigating unfamiliar behavioral norms and 
student dynamics must adjust their approaches 
with patience and cultural sensitivity. Yi et al. 
(2020) emphasized the importance of emo-
tional regulation and interpersonal awareness 
in supporting these adjustments. 
 
Category 3: Engaging in Professional Devel-
opment Programs 

Foreign Special Education teachers demon-
strated ongoing adaptation by reshaping their 
instructional practices, classroom management 
strategies, and professional knowledge to meet 
the demands of a new educational context.  

 

Teachers described how such learning op-
portunities help them stay current on IEP re-
quirements, behavior interventions, and inclu-
sive strategies, which are all crucial in meeting 
the diverse needs of their students. 

 
“I took part in professional develop-

ment workshops, asked for help from expe-
rienced colleagues, and studied U.S. laws 
and best practices. It wasn’t easy at first, 
but I knew it was important to understand 
how the system works here so I could sup-
port my students properly.” (Mr. D Lines 
643–645, Page 19) 

 
“I stay informed through a few differ-

ent channels. First, I regularly attend 
school and district trainings. Those ses-
sions are really helpful for learning about 
updates in IEP procedures, behavior strat-
egies, and legal requirements.” (Mr. T 
Lines 602–604, Page 18) 

 
“I try to stay on top of things by attend-

ing professional development workshops 
and district trainings.” (Ms. D Line 640, 
Page 19) 

 
One of the pictures when a participant at-

tended a training is also shared (Appendix H). 
According to the participant, joining trainings 
is very important for them to learn better and 
perform better at work.  

Based on the data, it is apparent that rather 
than relying solely on prior experience, they in-
vest time and effort into learning the expecta-
tions, legal frameworks, and instructional ap-
proaches specific to Special Education in their 
new context. This includes attending work-
shops, participating in district trainings, and in-
dependently studying relevant laws and best 
practices. 

These actions reflect a clear understanding 
that effective teaching in a foreign environment 
requires more than content knowledge since it 
demands cultural awareness, procedural flu-
ency, and a willingness to grow. Professional 
development is framed by these educators as a 
cornerstone of their instructional and profes-
sional adaptation. It plays a crucial role in  
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shaping their ability to meet student needs, fol-
low legal mandates, and grow personally and 
professionally within a new and often complex 
system. 

According to Kulbaş and Kara (2021), ca-
reer adaptability is shaped not only by tech-
nical skills but also by a teacher’s capacity for 
ongoing learning and emotional resilience. 
Howe and Lisi (2020) further reinforced that 
professional reflection and development are 
essential for navigating legal responsibilities 
and improving responsiveness to students with 
disabilities. Thus, professional development 
plays a crucial role in helping teachers meet in-
stitutional expectations while also supporting 
their personal and pedagogical transformation. 

 
Theme 5. Relational and Collegial Adapta-
tion 

Relational and Collegial Adaptation cap-
tured how foreign Special Education teachers 
adapt to their professional environments by ac-
tively cultivating relationships and support 
networks.  

This theme reflected three categories: fos-
tering collaboration with colleagues to align in-
struction and services; seeking out mentorship 
and support systems that guide them through 
institutional procedures; and investing in rela-
tionship-building with students, families, and 
staff to create a sense of belonging. These rela-
tionships not only serve as emotional anchors 
but also facilitate smoother transitions into the 
professional culture of U.S. schools. These cate-
gories are discussed in the succeeding sections.  

 
Category 1: Fostering Collaboration 

Foreign Special Education teachers adapted 
when collaborative structures are in place. The 
ability to connect with colleagues both fellow 
international educators and local staffhelps 
ease the adjustment process and promotes 
shared learning. For the participants, collabo-
ration becomes a vital tool not just for instruc-
tional alignment, but also for emotional reas-
surance and professional confidence. 

 
“Yes, connecting with other foreign 

teachers was a game-changer. Talking to 
people who are going through the same 
 

transition made me feel less isolated. We 
shared ideas, classroom tips, even advice 
on adjusting to local life.” (Mr. T Lines 747-
749, Page 22) 

 
“My co-teacher and my paras, they 

help me big time. When I confuse with pro-
gress report, my co-teacher sit with me, 
show me step by step. That help me do it, 
and help my confidence too.” (Mr. O Lines 
280-281, Page 15) 

 
“My grade-level team, without a doubt. 

From the start, they included me in plan-
ning, explained unfamiliar terms, shared 
resources. It made everything feel less 
overwhelming.” (Ms. Z Lines 280-281, 
Page 15) 
 
Most of the pieces of arts presented by the 

participants mention about collaboration with 
colleagues as very helpful in their adaptation in 
the new environment,. This is shown in the art 
of Ms. D; Mr. D; Ms. L; and Ms. Z.  

The responses above highlighted the im-
portance of being supported by co-teachers, 
other professionals, and grade-level teams who 
provide guidance and share responsibilities. 
Collaboration functions as both a guide for the 
professionals trying to adapt in the working en-
vironment, and gaining identity development 
in a new system. Paulsrud and Nilholm (2023) 
emphasized that collaboration with colleagues 
enhances teachers’ capacity to respond to stu-
dent needs and fosters a sense of shared re-
sponsibility. Similarly, Billingsley, Bettini, and 
Jones (2020) noted that supportive profes-
sional relationships reduce isolation and 
strengthen teachers’ confidence in their in-
structional roles, particularly for those adjust-
ing to new cultural and institutional contexts. 
 
Category 2: Mentorship and Support Systems 

Mentorship also emerged as an important 
way of adaptation for foreign Special Education 
teachers facing the complexities of a new edu-
cational environment. Support from adminis-
trators and assigned mentors provides not only 
technical guidance but also emotional reassur-
ance during times of uncertainty.  
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These responses of the participants de-
scribeed how mentorship especially from indi-
viduals who understand the immigrant teach-
ing experience creates a safe space to ask ques-
tions, vent frustrations, and build competence. 

 
“My assistant principal made time for 

one-on-one check-ins. When I struggled 
with classroom behavior or paperwork, 
she listened and offered hands-on help, not 
just advice. That support meant a lot.” (Ms. 
Z Lines 286-288, Page 15) 

 
“The district give me mentor, another 

international teacher. We talk sometimes 
after class. We share tips, stories. Make me 
feel not alone.” (Mr. O Lines 289-290, Page 
15) 
  
Mr. D showed a drawing of hands surround-

ing a person and label it “Hand of Support: A 
Collaborative Setting” to describe the support 
given to him.  

Results implied that having someone con-
sistently present to listen, guide, and provide 
encouragement reinforces the powerful sense 
that they are supported and valued throughout 
their professional journey. This presence of-
fered more than just technical assistance; it cul-
tivates trust, boosts confidence, and reassures 
foreign teachers that their challenges are both 
seen and shared. Rather than navigating the 
complexities of a new educational system in 
isolation, they begin to understand adaptation 
as a collective and relational process. Chu and 
Garcia (2021) emphasized that culturally re-
sponsive collaboration fosters emotional sup-
port and a sense of belonging, which are essen-
tial for teachers adjusting to new environ-
ments. Likewise, Billingsley, Bettini, and Jones 
(2020) highlighted that shared professional ex-
periences and strong collegial networks reduce 
feelings of isolation and reinforce teachers’ 
ability to meet diverse student needs effec-
tively. 
 
Category 3: Relationship building 

For the participants, building relationships 
was a key component of cultural integration, 
especially when transitioning to a new environ-
ment. For teachers, establishing positive,  

trusting relationships with colleagues and the 
broader school community can significantly 
impact their comfort, confidence, and sense of 
belonging. 

Mr. T reflected on the role socializing plays 
in bridging the gap between him and others as 
a foreign teacher. 

 
“Socializing helps close the distance 

that sometimes comes from being a for-
eign teacher. And it makes asking for help 
or offering support feel more natural. 
Those relationships have played a huge 
role in helping me settle into a new system 
and feel confident in my role here.” (Mr. T 
Lines 679–681 Page 20) 
 
Interestingly, Ms. L highlighted the im-

portance of small gestures and offering help as 
a way to build trust and open the door for 
meaningful conversations. Ms. D emphasizes 
the power of small talk and casual interactions, 
as well as volunteering and offering help with 
tasks such as co-planning and shared responsi-
bilities. 

 
“I looked for small ways to help. If 

someone needed assistance, I offered. That 
opened the door for conversation. I also 
asked, “How do you usually do this?” That 
showed respect, and people were more 
open with me after that.” (Ms. L Lines 
239–241, Page 13) 

 
“Sometimes the best connections hap-

pen over small talk or just being present at 
school events. I also make a point to volun-
teer when I can, offering help with materi-
als, co-planning, or just pitching in with 
shared responsibilities. That kind of sup-
port goes a long way in building trust and 
teamwork.” (Ms. D Lines 666–669, Page 
19) 
 
Supporting these interview data were the 

drawings of Ms. F showing relationships with 
students; and Ms. D and Ms. L’s mentions of ad-
aptations and collaboration.  

The responses reflected a shared under-
standing that social interaction, peer support, 
and collaborative engagement play a vital role 
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in bridging cultural gaps, fostering mutual re-
spect, and establishing a sense of belonging. 
These relational practices are particularly sig-
nificant in the adaptation process of foreign ed-
ucation teachers, who often rely on profes-
sional and social networks to navigate unfamil-
iar environments. Chu and Garcia (2021) em-
phasized that culturally responsive collabora-
tion not only enhances instructional effective-
ness but also contributes to emotional well-be-
ing and professional integration. Similarly, 
Gangwani et al. (2022) found that informal so-
cial interactions and institutional support are 
crucial in helping foreign teachers adjust to 
new cultural expectations and develop a stable 
professional identity. 

 
Theme 6. Cultural Integration and Adjust-
ment 

Cultural integration and adjustment are es-
sential for the foreign Special Education teach-
ers to adapt to the new cultural or professional 
environment. These involved the delicate bal-
ancing act of adapting to new cultural norms 
while maintaining one’s personal identity and 
values. The following categories and responses 
offer valuable insights into how educators ap-
proach this challenge, focusing on respectful 
adaptation, cultural sensitivity, and relation-
ship-building. 

 
Category 1: Respectful adaptation and per-
sonal adjustments 

Adapting to a new cultural context often re-
quired adjusting personal behaviors and com-
munication styles. The response of Ms. L below 
showed how learning the pace and expecta-
tions of a new environment can be key to suc-
cessful adaptation.  

 
“A little. I try to match their pace, but 

still keep my respectful tone. One time, a 
teacher told me, “Just send the email, no 
need to ask.” I thought I was being polite, 
but I realized they want independence 
here.” (Ms. L Lines 254–256, Page 13) 

 
Ms. D shared how she has found that shar-

ing her cultural background can help others 
better understand her perspective. 

 

“I’ve found that sharing my cultural 
background actually helps others under-
stand where I’m coming from. It opens the 
door for conversations and helps build 
comfort and understanding. I’m also 
mindful of communication styles and 
work habits — what might be normal for 
me might be interpreted differently here. 
So I try to stay aware and adjust when 
needed.” (Ms. D Lines 710–713, Page 21) 

 
One of the participants shared a picture 

with fellow teachers whom they befriend with. 
As shared by Ms. D, this picture is treasured as 
this symbolizes being accepted by others of dif-
ferent culture.  

The results offered valuable insights into 
the process of respectful adaptation. The par-
ticipants’ experiences underscore the im-
portance of aligning with the pace, social 
norms, and communication expectations of 
their new environment while still maintaining 
politeness and respect rooted in their own cul-
tural backgrounds. Ospina and Medina (2020) 
highlighted that successful integration into for-
eign educational settings often depends on a 
teacher’s ability to adjust communication 
styles and relational behaviors in culturally ap-
propriate ways.  
 
Category 2: Cultural sensitiveness and un-
derstanding 

Cultural integration also required develop-
ing sensitivity to the differences in how people 
from various cultures approach challenges, 
communicate, and collaborate. This requires an 
open mind, patience, and a deep respect for di-
verse ways of working. As shared by Mr. T, it is 
important to have an open mind and mutual re-
spect 

 
“For me, managing cultural differ-

ences starts with having an open mind 
and showing mutual respect. I really try 
to listen and observe how people interact, 
how they talk, how they approach chal-
lenges, so I can understand and adjust 
without losing who I am as a teacher.” 
(Mr. T Lines 684–686, Page 20) 
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Ms. Z contrasted the formality and hierar-
chy she was accustomed to in South Africa with 
the more casual, egalitarian approach of her 
new environment, where titles are less com-
monly used, and meetings often feature jokes 
and informal exchanges. 

 
“It’s been subtle but ongoing. In South 

Africa, we’re formal, titles are used, hier-
archy is clear. Here, people joke in meet-
ings, call administrators by first names.” 
(Ms. Z Lines 262–263, Page 14) 
 
In addition, Mr. D spoke to the importance 

of patience and flexibility during the adaptation 
process. He recognized that it takes time to ad-
just and that asking questions and accepting 
feedback with a positive attitude helps facili-
tate his learning. 

 
“Patience and flexibility. It takes time 

to adjust, and I remind myself that I’m still 
learning. I listen, I ask questions, and I ac-
cept feedback with a positive attitude. I 
try to adapt where needed, but I also stay 
authentic to who I am. And I think that 
balance helps me contribute meaning-
fully to the school community.” (Mr. D 
Lines 738–741, Page 21) 
 
Ms. F emphasized the importance of obser-

vation and asking questions when unsure 
about cultural norms or expectations. 

 
“I stay observant. I ask if I’m unsure. I 

try to understand even if I don’t agree. It’s 
about respect. And over time, I’ve found a 
balance, holding onto my roots while 
adapting to this environment.” (Ms. F 
Lines 322–323, Page 17) 
 
To support the theme, Participant’s 4 draw-

ing as shown in Appendix H explain more about 
adaptation. This drawing is described as: 

 
“My drawing, Balancing Act: Teacher 

Adaptation, illustrates the various re-
sponsibilities I balance daily—lesson 
planning, needs of students, IEP, and cul-
tural accommodation. I have drawn my-
self balancing on a tight wire, with books 

written on either side with a variety of re-
sponsibilities. My students look up to me 
at the bottom, reflecting the high demand 
placed on me as a teacher. The act of bal-
ancing is representative of how I have 
battled to balance all these demands 
amidst the change in learning environ-
ment. Through experience, collaboration, 
and inner strength, I have found balance 
despite challenges.” Participant 4 
 
It can be gleaned from the results that cul-

tural integration is a dynamic process requiring 
sensitivity to how individuals from diverse 
backgrounds approach challenges, communi-
cate, and collaborate. As educators encounter 
these cultural differences, it becomes clear that 
cultivating deep respect for varying cultural 
norms and practices is essential. Fernandes, 
Jardim, and Lopes (2021) emphasized that in-
terpersonal skills such as empathy and cultural 
awareness are foundational in building effec-
tive relationships in diverse settings. 

 
3. How teachers view their work as foreign 

Special Education teachers in South Car-
olina. 
Foreign Special Education teachers had dif-

ferent views on their work in South Carolina. 
The encompassing theme of these views is 
bearer of global perspectives in an inclusive 
learning environment.  

 
Theme 7. Bearer of Global Perspectives in 
an Inclusive Learning Environment 

The participants brought unique strengths 
to their new school communities. Their differ-
ent cultural backgrounds, teaching experi-
ences, and ways of thinking add richness to the 
learning environment and help students and 
staff see the world through a wider lens. At the 
same time, these teachers show a high level of 
flexibility and creativity as they adjust to new 
education systems and school expectations. 
This theme highlights two major ways they 
strengthen school communities: by contrib-
uting global perspectives and by adapting and 
innovating their teaching in unfamiliar sys-
tems. 
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Category 1: Bringing Global Insights and Ful-
fillment in a Foreign Teaching Environment  

Being a foreign teacher was about more 
than just teaching lessons; and it is about bring-
ing a new way of thinking, living, and connect-
ing into their school communities. They feel 
proud that their different backgrounds help en-
rich the schools they work in. 

Ms. Z described the experience as “doing 
two jobs” such as teaching and translating her 
identity at the same time. But for her, this chal-
lenge is something to be proud of. She feels she 
brings something global and grounded into her 
classroom, and she believes it leaves a lasting 
mark on her students and colleagues. 

 
“Like I’m doing two jobs, teaching, 

and translating who I am. But I’m proud 
of that. I bring something global, some-
thing grounded. That has value, and I be-
lieve it leaves a mark.” (Ms. Z Lines 140–
142, Page 7) 
 
Mr. O reflected on how his experiences in 

Mexico shaped how he teaches now. Mean-
while, Mr. D shared that being a foreign Special 
Education teacher has a big impact not only on 
students but also on the entire school commu-
nity. 

 
“Oh yes. In Mexico, we have little tools. 

So here, I see students use what we have, 
and they grow. It feel good. I don’t wait for 
big things. I look for small success. Every 
small thing mean something.” (Mr. O 
Lines 160–163, Page 8) 

 
“I believe my presence as a foreign 

Special Education teacher brings a big 
impact, not just to my students, but also to 
the school as a whole. It’s not only about 
teaching content. I bring a different per-
spective, a different way of connecting, 
and that makes a difference in both class-
rooms and the wider school community.” 
(Mr. D Lines 466–469, Page 14) 
 
Arts-based materials shared by the partici-

pants have highlighted how they played a role 
in the Special Education school. For instance, 
Mr. T while describing his work as challenging 

also acknowledge his role to fulfill the expecta-
tion of his students.  

Foreign teachers see themselves not only as 
educators but also as cultural ambassadors. 
Their role extends beyond delivering academic 
content, as they actively share their 
worldviews, foster cross-cultural understand-
ing, and cultivate meaningful relationships 
within their school communities. Golis (2024) 
described how foreign teachers gradually 
shifted from initial resistance to appreciation of 
local norms, learning to integrate their own cul-
tural perspectives into their teaching practice. 
Likewise, Abacioglu et al. (2020) emphasized 
that culturally responsive teaching involves 
recognizing one’s identity as both an instructor 
and a bridge-builder across diverse cultural ex-
periences. This dual role contributes to a sense 
of fulfillment, as teachers witness the positive 
impact of their work on students and col-
leagues alike 
 
Category 2: Teaching as Adaptation and In-
novation in Unfamiliar Systems 

The participants revealed that one of the 
biggest adjustments they had to make as for-
eign teachers was adapting to a much more 
technical and regulated education system. In 
their home countries, while good teaching 
practices and student relationships were im-
portant, there was less focus on heavy docu-
mentation and strict legal compliance. 

Mr. T explained that the biggest difference 
he noticed was the strong emphasis on legal pa-
perwork in the U.S. Everything  such as student 
progress, services provided, goals had to be 
carefully documented, which was not a strong 
focus in his origin country.  

 
“The biggest difference is the empha-

sis on legal compliance. Everything here 
has to be documented—progress, ser-
vices, goals. That wasn’t the case back 
home.” (Mr. T Lines 399–400, Page 12) 

 
Ms. L shared a similar experience. 
 

“They’re heavier here, for sure. In Ja-
maica, we also had high standards, but we 
focused more on how we show up in the 
classroom, how we teach, how students 
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respond. Here, it’s more technical. There’s 
documentation for everything, data 
tracking, IEP goals, timelines.” (Ms. L 
Lines 159–161, Page 8) 
 
Ms. D agreed and explained that while de-

tailed tracking allows for more targeted in-
struction, it also makes the workload heavier. 

 
“Absolutely. It allows for a more tar-

geted approach. But also, the expecta-
tions around paperwork and procedures 
are a lot stricter here. In Jamaica, we 
didn’t really track student progress in 
such a detailed way, and IEPs weren’t fol-
lowed as thoroughly. So now, I have to be 
extra organized to keep up with timelines 
and documentation.” (Ms. D Lines 438–
441, Page 13) 
 
These documentations mentioned by the 

participants are attached as Appendix G.  
Foreign teachers are not only adapting their 

instructional approaches—they were also 
transforming how they manage their profes-
sional responsibilities. This aligns with the 
theme of Teaching as Adaptation and Innova-
tion in Unfamiliar Systems, as these educators 
are learning to navigate complex bureaucratic 
structures, meet rigorous technical and legal 
requirements, and modify their practices 
within a highly structured educational frame-
work. Kulbaş and Kara (2021) noted that ca-
reer adaptability in Special Education involves 
not only mastering technical competencies but 
also developing strategic approaches to meet 
evolving institutional challenges. 
 
Category 3: Bridging Cultures and Building 
Educational Access 

Teachers viewed their work as bridging cul-
tures and expanding educational access. They 
brought their own cultural experiences into the 
classroom while making sure that every stu-
dent’s background is honored and included. By 
sharing global perspectives, they helped stu-
dents and colleagues open their minds to new 
ways of thinking and learning. 

Mr. D shared that he works closely with 
general education teachers, modeling inclusive 
practices and promoting collaboration  

between staff. His goal is to build cultural 
awareness and help create a more accepting 
and welcoming school community. 

 
“I help bridge cultural gaps, working 

with general ed teachers, modeling inclu-
sive practices, and promoting collabora-
tion. I aim to build awareness and a 
stronger, more accepting school culture.” 
(Mr. D Lines 483–484, Page 14) 
 
Mr. T explained that at first, some families 

had questions and hesitations, but once they 
saw his dedication to their child’s growth, trust 
naturally followed. 

 
“In the beginning, some families had 

questions, but once they saw my commit-
ment to their child’s progress, trust fol-
lowed. I focus on clear communication 
and listening to concerns, which helps 
build strong relationships.” (Mr. T Lines 
447–449, Page 13) 
 
Ms. D talked about how students' natural 

curiosity about her background helped create 
connections. Students would often ask her 
about where she came from or how to say 
words in her language. She said these small mo-
ments helped break the ice and made the class-
room feel more open, real, and welcoming. 

Mr. T also shared how he combined teach-
ing strategies from Zimbabwe with the expec-
tations of the U.S. system. By blending both, he 
found ways to give his students the support 
they needed while also respecting the educa-
tional culture he came from. 

 
“The students are usually very curi-

ous, they’ll ask questions about where I’m 
from, or they’ll want to learn how to say 
something in my language. I think that 
helps break the ice. It builds trust and 
makes the classroom feel more open and 
real.” (Ms. D Lines 488–490, Page 14) 

 
“I’ve brought what worked for me in 

Zimbabwe and combined it with what’s 
expected here. It’s helped me give my stu-
dents the support they deserve.” (Mr. T 
Lines 430–431, Page 13) 
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Ms. F’s drawing supported the description 
that teachers are combining their culture in the 
original country and what is expected from 
them in the host country as she mentioned “I 
stand on a bridge between my home country’s 
teaching method and US inclusive education 
system.” 

Foreign teachers serve as cultural connect-
ors, drawing from their backgrounds to build 
trust, overcome cultural barriers, and foster in-
clusive learning environments. This reflected 
the theme Bridging Cultures and Building Edu-
cational Access, as these educators are not only 
introducing global perspectives but also 
strengthening relationships and expanding op-
portunities for learners through trust, collabo-
ration, and cultural sensitivity. Abacioglu et al. 
(2020) emphasized that culturally responsive 
teaching empowers educators to engage with 
diverse student needs by integrating empathy 
and cross-cultural understanding into their 
practice. Similarly, Chu and Garcia (2021) 
noted that collaboration rooted in cultural 
awareness enhances both student engagement 
and educational equity, particularly in inclusive 
classrooms. 
 
Category 4: Evolving as Educators and Learn-
ers in a Foreign Landscape 

The participants shared that being a foreign 
teacher is a journey of constant learning and 
growth. Every day, they are not only helping 
students, but also learning more about a new 
education system, a different culture, and 
themselves as professionals. 

Mr. O explained that while he helps stu-
dents with their IEP goals, he also focuses on 
their emotions. Mr. D shared that every day 
brings something new — new things to learn, 
new students to support, and new motivations 
to continue teaching. 

 
“I help with IEP, yes, but I also help 

them with emotion. I see when one child is 
upset, even if he don’t say. I know when 
they need a break. Maybe it’s from my 
background, I don’t know, but I notice 
these small things.” (Mr. O Lines 142–144, 
Page 7) 

 
 

“Every day brings something new, 
new things to learn, new students to sup-
port, and new reasons to keep doing what 
I do. That’s what keeps me motivated.” 
(Mr. D Lines 383–384, Page 12) 
 
Ms. D reflected that even though her job is 

challenging, it is deeply rewarding. She said 
that knowing she played even a small part in 
her students' success makes all the effort worth 
it. 

 
“Just knowing I played even a small 

part in helping them succeed, it makes the 
work worth it. Plus, I’m also learning and 
growing every day. I’m navigating a new 
culture, a different education system, and 
new teaching methods. That mix of per-
sonal and professional growth? It keeps 
me going.” (Ms. D Lines 374–376, Page 
11) 
 
Learning as part of how they view as for-

eign Special Education teachers are also mani-
fested in the art of Ms. Z highlighting that “I con-
tinue to grow personally and professionally”; 
and Ms. L’s “journey of trial and error..” as part 
of how she viewed her work in the “maze”.  

Foreign teachers were not only adapting to 
their new environments but are also continu-
ally evolving as educators, learners, and indi-
viduals. They find strength, purpose, and new 
skills through their daily experiences in a for-
eign educational landscape. This aligns with the 
theme Evolving as Educators and Learners in a 
Foreign Landscape, as these teachers view 
themselves as lifelong learners who grow emo-
tionally and professionally through both the 
challenges and the successes they encounter.  

Theobald, Goldhaber, Naito, and Stein 
(2021) highlighted that foreign Special Educa-
tion teachers often reshape their instructional 
methods and perspectives to meet new system 
demands, demonstrating resilience and adapt-
ability. Similarly, Howe and Lisi (2020) empha-
sized the importance of continuous self-evalu-
ation and learning in building the professional 
identity of educators, particularly when work-
ing across culturally and structurally different 
educational systems. 
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Category 5: Centering Inclusion and Individ-
ualized Support  

Inclusion was a central part of their work in 
U.S. schools. They described how they must 
constantly adjust their teaching to make sure 
that students with special needs can learn 
alongside their peers in general education 
classrooms. 

Mr. D said that in the U.S., inclusion is ex-
pected. He works closely with general educa-
tion teachers to adapt lessons and provide the 
right supports for each student. 

 
“Very much so. In the U.S., inclusion is 

a major expectation. I have to work with 
general ed teachers, adjust lessons, and 
provide supports so that students with 
special needs can be in regular class-
rooms. In Colombia, inclusion is rare. Spe-
cial Education often happens separately, 
and there aren’t many formal programs 
to bring students together.” (Mr. D Lines 
428–431, Page 13) 

 
Support to students with special needs 

which was given by the participants were de-
scribed in terms of the use of varied materials 
in the class depending on the learning needs. 
The sample materials are seen in Appendix H.  

Mr. T reflected that inclusion and individu-
alized support matched his teaching beliefs. He 
has always believed in student-centered learn-
ing, and he sees the U.S. focus on collaboration 
and meeting individual needs as something 
that fits well with his own values and teaching 
style. 

 
“In many ways, yes. I’ve always be-

lieved in student-centered learning and 
adapting to individual needs. The focus on 
inclusion and collaboration here fits well 
with that.” (Mr. T Lines 420–421, Page 
13) 

 
Teachers embraced the challenge of inclu-

sion by making sure their students have what 
they need to succeed — whether that means 
changing lessons, working with other teachers, 
or designing supports that fit each child’s 
needs. They sawinclusion not just as a rule, but 
as a meaningful part of how they care for and 

teach their students. Centering Inclusion and 
Individualized Support was the theme repre-
senting these responses because teachers are 
working hard to adapt their instruction, build 
collaboration, and ensure that every student 
regardless of ability, is supported in meaning-
ful and respectful ways. 
 
Category 6: Nurturing Through Emotional 
Awareness and Relational Care 

This theme emphasized that their responsi-
bilities extend far beyond academic instruction. 
These teachers recognize their roles as not just 
providers of knowledge but as key figures in 
fostering emotional growth, cultural under-
standing, and strong interpersonal relation-
ships with their students. Their views of their 
roles are shaped by both their cultural back-
grounds and the unique challenges of teaching 
in a foreign context, especially within the field 
of Special Education. 

For the teachers, when working in Special 
Education, emotional awareness was critical to 
their teaching philosophy. In their roles, for-
eign Special Education teachers also see them-
selves as cultural brokers, working to bridge 
gaps between students’ diverse backgrounds 
and the educational system as reflected in the 
statement of Mr. D. Also, the arts-based data 
manifest this idea, particularly that of Ms. F. de-
scribing her role as a bridge of two worlds – 
home country and the new teaching environ-
ment.  

 
“Absolutely. I’ve become more precise, 

more informed. These expectations have 
made me better. I’ve learned how to bal-
ance structure with empathy, and that 
balance, I think, is powerful.” (Ms. Z Lines 
175–176, Page 9) 

 
“I bring in multicultural topics and 

show students that learning and commu-
nication vary across cultures. This builds 
empathy, respect, and a safe space for 
everyone.” (Mr. D Lines 502–503, Page 
15) 

 
“They’d ask questions, “Do you have 

McDonald’s in Jamaica?” or “Did you wear 
uniforms?” It might sound small, but it 
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helps build relationships. I always answer 
with joy, so they know it’s okay to ask.” 
(Ms. L Lines 179–181, Page 9) 

 
Foreign Special Education teachers may 

originate from educational systems that place a 
stronger emphasis on community and emo-
tional support. Adapting to more structured 
and performance-driven environments re-
quires them to reflect deeply on how to pre-
serve emotional awareness while meeting aca-
demic and procedural expectations. This find-
ing illustrates how foreign Special Education 
teachers perceive their roles as complex and 
fundamentally relational. They see themselves 
not only as instructors but also as emotional 
supporters and cultural liaisons who guide stu-
dents through both academic challenges and 
social-emotional development. Bin Abdullah, 
Rahim, bin Jeinie, Zulkafli, and bin Nordin 
(2021) emphasized that strong relational sup-
port helps teachers manage work demands and 
maintain meaningful connections with stu-
dents. Similarly, Cooper et al. (2022) noted that 
sustaining core values such as care, empathy, 
and individualized attention is essential in fos-
tering student growth within inclusive learning 
environments. 

 
Summary of Findings 

The findings from the research on foreign 
Special Education teachers provided a under-
standing of their experiences, views, and adap-
tations within new cultural contexts. Themes 
were generated to describe these:   
1. What are the lived experiences of for-

eign Special Education teachers in 
teaching students with special needs in 
Columbia, South Carolina? 
Teachers described their experiences with 

themes such as: journeying through emotional 
and reflective realities of teaching; relationship 
building and collaboration; managing institu-
tional demands and complex student needs; 
and adapting instruction and demonstrating 
pedagogical creativity.  

 
2. What are the adaptations to work, their 

co-workers, and work environment of 
Special Education teachers in Columbia, 
South Carolina? 

It becomes evident that adaptation is a 
multi-faceted process. Findings reveal the 
themes such as instructional and professional 
adaptation; relational and collegial adaptation; 
and cultural integration and adjustment as 
ways on how they adapt to the teaching envi-
ronment in the USA.  

 
3. How do teachers view their work as for-

eign Special Education teachers in South 
Carolina? 
The teachers viewed themselves as builder 

of inclusive, trusting, and culturally responsive 
educational spaces were also highlighted in the 
study.  

 
Implications  

The implications presented herein include 
the practical implications and the theoretical 
implications.  
 
Practical Implications 

Based on the findings of this study, several 
important implications emerge that can inform 
practices and school-level policies regarding 
the recruitment, and professional support of 
foreign Special Education teachers. 

The study underscored the importance of 
recognizing the emotional and reflective jour-
ney foreign teachers go through. Participants 
spoke about the fulfillment they experienced 
from small breakthroughs with students, sug-
gesting that professional development should 
include space for reflective practices. As sup-
ported by Gangwani et al. (2022) and Smith 
(2019), these opportunities help foster resili-
ence and emotional well-being, which are criti-
cal in managing the demands of Special Educa-
tion work. 

Foreign teachers often brought diverse cul-
tural perspectives that shape their teaching 
and relationships with students. As echoed by 
Abacioglu et al. (2020), schools should not only 
support cultural adaptation but also create 
spaces where cultural identity is respected and 
integrated into practice. Cultural competence 
training should be part of school-wide profes-
sional learning to encourage inclusion and help 
both foreign and local staff collaborate effec-
tively. 
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Notably, a key challenge for many partici-
pants was adapting to legal and procedural re-
quirements such as IEP writing, progress mon-
itoring, and compliance reporting. Consistent 
with Billingsley & Bettini (2019), there was a 
need for structured and targeted professional 
development that focuses on the technical as-
pects of Special Education in the U.S. Mentor-
ship programs can serve as additional support, 
helping teachers manage these responsibilities 
without feeling overwhelmed. 

Moreover, collaboration with colleagues, 
support staff, and families was a recurring 
theme in successful adaptation. Schools should 
create opportunities for team-building, co-
teaching, and shared planning, which can sig-
nificantly improve foreign teachers’ sense of 
community and instructional effectiveness. As 
Golis (2024) suggests, these supportive net-
works are vital for sustaining motivation and 
improving classroom outcomes. 

Participants demonstrated that while they 
adapted to system expectations, they also 
brought unique teaching styles and creativity 
to their roles. Schools should embrace this du-
ality by offering flexibility in instructional ap-
proaches while maintaining accountability. 
Professional development should support in-
novative practices that still align with Special 
Education standards, as described in the find-
ings of Yi et al. (2020). 

Teachers often needed to adjust not only to 
professional expectations but also to everyday 
cultural norms, including communication 
styles and classroom management strategies. 
This highlights the importance of mentorship, 
cultural training, and peer dialogue to help 
teachers manage classroom dynamics effec-
tively, as supported by McCormack (2019) and 
Ospina & Medina (2020). 
 
Theoretical Implications 

The results of this study also offered mean-
ingful contributions to existing theoretical 
frameworks on teacher adaptation and work 
integration. The Theory of Work Adjustment 
(Lofquist & Dawis, 1969) provided a useful lens 
through which to interpret the adaptation of 
foreign Special Education teachers. The theory 
posited that successful work adjustment occurs 

when there is alignment between the individ-
ual’s abilities and the demands of the environ-
ment. This study supported that idea, showing 
how teachers adjusted their instructional ap-
proaches and communication styles to align 
with the structure of the U.S. Special Education 
system, while also seeking environments that 
respected their cultural values and teaching 
philosophies. Adaptation, then, was shown to 
be reciprocal—requiring both teacher flexibil-
ity and institutional responsiveness. 

In addition, the study’s findings support the 
theoretical importance of culturally responsive 
education frameworks, which recognize the 
value of teacher identity, background, and be-
lief systems in shaping classroom practice. As 
teachers navigated cultural dissonance and 
built meaningful relationships, they created 
culturally safe spaces for students. This aligned 
with the work of Abacioglu et al. (2020), high-
lighting the theoretical significance of integrat-
ing personal identity into teaching practice. 

The emotional demands shared by partici-
pants underscore the theoretical need to in-
clude emotional resilience and self-reflection in 
models of professional development. Drawing 
from frameworks that prioritize teacher well-
being, such as those described by Smith (2019), 
this study affirms that resilience is not just 
about endurance—it involves intentional re-
flection, connection, and emotional support. 

The success of foreign teachers was 
strongly tied to the quality of their professional 
relationships and support networks. These 
findings reinforce social capital theories in ed-
ucation, which emphasize the value of collabo-
rative ties and mentorship in enhancing 
teacher capacity. Thomas (2019) and Golis 
(2024) similarly argue that adaptation is rela-
tional, and that teacher success is often rooted 
in a school’s willingness to invest in social and 
emotional supports for newcomers. 

Both the practical and theoretical implica-
tions of this study highlight the need for a ho-
listic, culturally responsive, and relationship-
driven approach to supporting foreign Special 
Education teachers. Schools and systems that 
recognize both the challenges and contribu-
tions of these educators—and offer the train-
ing, mentorship, and flexibility they need are 
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better positioned to create inclusive environ-
ments that benefit not only teachers, but the di-
verse students they serve. 
 
Conclusions 

This study has effectively highlighted the 
lived experiences, adaptation processes, and 
evolving professional perspectives of foreign 
Special Education teachers working with stu-
dents with special needs in Columbia, South 
Carolina. Using a transcendental phenomeno-
logical approach, the following conclusions 
were drawn from the study: 
1. The lived experiences of foreign Special 

Education teachers in Columbia, South 
Carolina, were marked by emotional resil-
ience, cultural adaptation, and professional 
growth. They encountered challenges such 
as behavior management, unfamiliar edu-
cational policies, and communication barri-
ers, but also found fulfillment in student 
progress and daily reflection. These experi-
ences align with the Theory of Work Ad-
justment and Career Construction Theory, 
highlighting the role of flexibility and iden-
tity reconstruction in navigating a new en-
vironment. Through perseverance and em-
pathy, these teachers found meaning and 
purpose despite initial difficulties and cul-
tural transitions. 

2. In terms of adaptation to work, Foreign 
Special Education teachers demonstrated 
considerable adaptability as they adjusted 
to instructional demands, school policies, 
and collegial relationships in U.S. schools. 
They refined teaching practices, collabo-
rated across disciplines, and learned to 
navigate IEP documentation. Challenges in-
cluded cultural differences in work norms 
and classroom expectations. The Adaptive 
Performance Framework and Theory of 
Work Adjustment highlight how their flexi-
bility and environmental fit supported 
their success. Collegial support and shared 
responsibilities helped ease the transition, 
while their diverse perspectives contrib-
uted to more inclusive and culturally re-
sponsive teaching environments. 

3. Foreign Special Education teachers per-
ceptions on their roles evolved from ini-
tial uncertainty to a strong sense of identity 

and purpose in their roles. As they gained 
confidence in navigating Special Education 
systems and fostering student growth, they 
began to see themselves as both educators 
and cultural contributors. Career Construc-
tion Theory explains how these teachers 
built new identities through adaptability, 
reflection, and commitment. They valued 
their roles in shaping inclusive learning en-
vironments and embraced their influence 
as bridge-builders between cultures. Their 
views highlight the significance of institu-
tional support in enabling meaningful and 
sustained professional integration. 

 
Recommendations 

Based on the findings, the following are 
recommended: 

For Students in Special Education. Stu-
dents benefit when foreign teachers are well-
supported and equipped to meet diverse needs. 
Improved teacher adaptation leads to more in-
clusive, empathetic, and responsive classroom 
experiences. 

Parents. Parents may strengthen their 
child’s learning experience by building open, 
supportive relationships with foreign Special 
Education teachers. Welcoming teachers, com-
municating regularly, and working together 
can help bridge cultural gaps, making school a 
more inclusive and nurturing place for stu-
dents with special needs. 

For Foreign Special Education Teachers. 
Foreign teachers are encouraged to engage in 
mentorship, seek professional development, 
and embrace cultural learning to support their 
adjustment. Their diverse teaching approaches 
can enrich learning environments and promote 
inclusion. 

For School Administrators. Schools 
should establish mentorship programs for for-
eign Special Education teachers and provide 
cultural sensitivity training to foster an inclu-
sive environment. Strengthening collaboration 
between foreign and local educators through 
shared planning and teaching can enhance sup-
port for students with special needs. 

For Future Researchers. Future research 
should explore the adaptation experiences of 
foreign teachers in various contexts to deepen 
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understanding and inform better support sys-
tems across educational settings. 

For the Philippine Educational System. 
The Philippine education sector may consider 
adopting best practices from other countries in 
supporting learners with disabilities, especially 
in teacher preparation, inclusive classroom 
strategies, and Special Education policies. 

Teacher education programs in the Philip-
pines may incorporate training on emotional 
resilience, cultural competence, and adaptabil-
ity by providing simulations, workshops, and 
exposure to diverse classroom settings. Greater 
emphasis may also be placed on international 
standards and documentation practices, such 
as developing and managing Individualized Ed-
ucation Programs (IEPs) and understanding in-
clusive education models, to make Filipino 
teachers more globally competitive and confi-
dent. 

For US Educational System. The U.S. edu-
cational system may further support foreign 
Special Education teachers by offering better 
orientation, cultural sensitivity programs, and 
ongoing mentorship. Helping them adjust to 
classroom expectations and policies can make 
their transition smoother.  

 
Limitations 

Several limitations were encountered dur-
ing the course of this study. First, while the 
original plan was to include ten participants, 
only seven foreign Special Education teachers 
were ultimately available and willing to partic-
ipate. This smaller sample size may limit the 
breadth of perspectives and experiences cap-
tured, although the richness of each partici-
pant’s narrative still contributed meaningfully 
to the findings. 

Second, time constraints also posed a chal-
lenge. The researcher faced limitations in 
scheduling interviews and conducting follow-
ups within a tight academic timeline, which 
may have affected opportunities for deeper 
probing or extended engagement with partici-
pants. 

Lastly, the data analysis process especially 
the transcription and theme development 
stages took longer than anticipated. Transcrib-
ing each interview verbatim, immersing in the 
data, and carefully identifying recurring  

patterns required significant time and effort. 
While this rigorous process ensured depth and 
authenticity in the analysis, it also extended the 
study timeline and required continual adjust-
ments to manage both quality and deadlines. 

Despite these limitations, the study offers 
valuable insights into the lived experiences of 
foreign Special Education teachers and pro-
vides a strong foundation for further research 
in this underexplored area. 

 
Reflection 

As a fellow foreign Special Education 
teacher, listening to the stories shared in this 
study was both personal and eye-opening. 
While I entered this research wanting to under-
stand the adaptation process of others, I soon 
found myself moved by how closely their jour-
neys mirrored many parts of my own moments 
of uncertainty, of quietly observing, of trying to 
find the right words or timing in a space that 
feels unfamiliar. It reminded me that behind 
every professional role is a human being doing 
their best to feel understood, valued, and in-
cluded. 

What struck me the most was how time 
played such a significant role in everyone’s ad-
justment. Almost all participants spoke about 
how things felt in the beginning as they have 
hesitant greetings, and struggling with the pace 
and expectations. And yet, their stories didn’t 
stay there. Over time, I saw how they slowly 
made sense of their environment, found 
trusted colleagues, learned through mistakes, 
and began to speak with confidence. That grad-
ual transformation stood out—not as some-
thing imposed on them, but something they 
chose to grow through. 

The use of a phenomenological approach 
proved especially effective in capturing the 
depth of participants’ lived realities. This 
method allowed the researcher to understand 
how foreign teachers make meaning of their ex-
periences, emotionally, professionally, and re-
lationally. The integration of arts-based data 
and document analysis further deepened the 
understanding of how these educators adapt in 
real and symbolic ways. 

As I listened and read their words, I also re-
flected on how space affects us as educators. 
The physical spaces—classrooms, staff rooms, 
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school hallways—often come with unspoken 
rules. For many, those spaces initially felt over-
whelming or even isolating. But it was through 
acts of kindness, shared laughter, and being in-
vited in—even just for a quick lunch chat—that 
those spaces began to feel more like home. It 
reminded me that inclusion doesn’t always re-
quire grand gestures; sometimes, it’s the con-
sistent warmth of being seen and acknowl-
edged. 

What also came through clearly was the 
emotional labor many of these teachers car-
ried. Adapting was not just about learning poli-
cies or instructional tools but it involved a deep 
awareness of their presence, their body lan-
guage, and how they showed care in ways that 
sometimes crossed language or cultural bound-
aries. I found their honesty humbling. They 
spoke of exhaustion, but also of the joy of small 
victories like a child making progress, a co-
worker offering guidance, or simply feeling that 
their perspective mattered. 

This study deepened my belief in the power 
of relationships. The participants’ reflections 
showed that meaning was made not just in 
tasks, but in connection with students, col-
leagues, administrators, and even with them-
selves. They navigated complex environments 
with a blend of humility and quiet courage. And 
in doing so, they didn’t just adapt they helped 
shape the environments they were part of. 

Conducting this research has made me 
more reflective, not just as a scholar but as an 
educator. It has taught me to be more patient, 
more open, and more intentional in the way I 
support others in this shared journey. I walk 
away from this study not only with findings, but 
with a deeper sense of responsibility—to advo-
cate for inclusive spaces, to listen more care-
fully, and to honor the stories that shape our 
work in Special Education. 

Finally, as the researcher considers the im-
plications of this study, there is a renewed ad-
vocacy for more inclusive, supportive, and em-
pathetic environments for foreign educators in 
Special Education. The findings serve as a re-
minder for school leaders and policymakers to 
listen more attentively to the voices of these 
professionals and to build structures that nur-
ture their success. Ultimately, this study has 

been a transformative journey for the re-
searcher—reinforcing the value of cultural em-
pathy, the strength found in shared experience, 
and the importance of creating inclusive 
schools where both students and teachers can 
thrive. 

 
Summary 

This study thoroughly explored the adapta-
bility of foreign Special Education teachers 
working with students with special needs in 
Columbia, South Carolina, through a transcen-
dental phenomenological lens. Using in-depth 
interviews, document analysis, and arts-based 
methods, the research captures the complex  
realities, emotional experiences, and profes-
sional journeys of seven foreign educators. The 
findings revealed multiple challenges faced by 
the participants, including cultural dissonance, 
communication barriers, unfamiliar educa-
tional policies, emotional strain, and the de-
mands of managing students with intensive 
needs. These challenges often led to feelings of 
professional isolation, cultural tension, and the 
need for continuous emotional adjustment. 

Despite these difficulties, the study high-
lighted the participants’ resilience, reflective 
thinking, and strong commitment to inclusive 
teaching. The educators shared personal strat-
egies such as embracing patience, adjusting 
teaching styles, fostering collaboration, and 
building trust with families and colleagues. 
These adaptive responses reflected their deep 
dedication to supporting students with special 
needs and integrating into a new professional 
culture. Their narratives also underscored the 
transformative impact of small student suc-
cesses, cultural learning, and personal growth 
that result from their teaching roles. 

Moreover, the study emphasized the urgent 
need for structured support systems for for-
eign Special Education teachers. It called for 
culturally responsive training, clearer policy 
orientation, emotional wellness support, and 
inclusive collaboration among school staff. 
These were essential to ensure the long-term 
effectiveness and well-being of foreign educa-
tors. The research contributed meaningfully to 
the growing body of literature on global 
teacher mobility and inclusive education by 
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centering the voices of foreign Special Educa-
tion teachers, a group often overlooked in edu-
cational discourse. 

Ultimately, this study served as both a doc-
umentation of lived experiences and a call to 
action. It urged school leaders, policymakers, 
and educational stakeholders to recognize the 
unique challenges and strengths of foreign 
teachers and to foster environments where 
their contributions are valued and supported. 
By doing so, the field of Special Education can 
move closer to building inclusive, equitable, 
and globally enriched classrooms for all learn-
ers. 
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