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Abstract

This phenomenological study investigates the lived experiences of Filipino teachers engaged in the Cultural Teacher
Exchange Program in North Carolina, USA. It focuses on their initial experiences upon arriving in the country, the
challenges they encountered while teaching in a different educational and cultural setting, the coping strategies they
used to overcome these challenges, and their reflections on their experiences as cultural exchange program educators.
The findings reveal that while participants face significant emotional and cultural hurdles—including homesickness,
language barriers, and adapting to different educational systems—they build resilience by engaging in continuous
professional learning, seeking community support, and establishing spiritual grounding. The study underscores the
need for mentorship systems, better career orientations, and mental health support to optimize the well-being and
efficiency of international teachers. This research improves understanding of the complexities of teacher migration in
an exchange program setup and provides practical recommendations for policymakers, school administrators, and
cultural exchange organizers in enhancing international teaching experiences. The findings highlight the need to
strengthen pre-departure preparation, institutional support, and well-being programs for international teachers to
facilitate their cultural and professional adjustment. The study also recommends expanding future research on the long-
term experiences of Filipino international educators across different educational contexts to further enrich the
understanding of international teacher mobility.

Keywords: Filipino International Teachers; Cultural Exchange Program; Polytechnic University of the Philippines;
Master in Educational Management (MEM)

1. Introduction

The increasing teacher shortage in the United States has encouraged schools and educational institutions to recruit
international educators to address workforce gaps, particularly in areas experiencing persistent staffing challenges.
Among these educators are Filipino teachers, who are recognized for their competence, adaptability, and strong English
communication skills. While international teaching opportunities provide avenues for professional growth, career
advancement, and financial stability, foreign educators often encounter personal, cultural, and professional challenges
as they transition into a new educational environment. These challenges include cultural adjustment, homesickness,
unfamiliar classroom dynamics, adaptation to different curricula and instructional practices, and financial pressures
associated with living abroad [1]. Such experiences underscore the importance of examining the lived experiences of
Filipino exchange educators and the support mechanisms that facilitate their successful adaptation.

With the growing influence of globalization and the increasing importance of cross-cultural competencies in education,
internationalization has become a significant approach in strengthening educational partnerships among countries.
Cultural Exchange Teaching Programs (CETPs) provide opportunities for Filipino educators to teach abroad while
promoting cultural understanding and professional exchange. Through the J-1 Exchange Visitor Program, Filipino
teachers are allowed to teach in accredited schools in the United States, gain exposure to diverse instructional practices,
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and share Filipino culture with American students and colleagues [2]. These programs support professional
development while fostering mutual understanding between the United States and the Philippines.

The United States continues to be a major destination for international professionals, including Filipino educators.
Reports indicate a significant increase in Filipino teachers working in American schools over the past decade. North
Carolina is among the states that actively recruit international teachers, with 2,536 teachers on international exchange
visas employed in public schools in 2022, reflecting a 23% increase from the previous year [3]. Similarly, Filipino
educators increasingly participate in international teaching programs for professional advancement, cultural exposure,
global networking, and career opportunities, although some are also influenced by limited employment opportunities
and socioeconomic challenges in the Philippines.

Despite the increasing number of Filipino teachers working abroad, limited studies have specifically examined the lived
experiences of Filipino J-1 Visa teachers teaching in North Carolina. Previous studies have explored Filipino educators
in other U.S. contexts, highlighting challenges related to cultural adaptation, professional adjustment, and coping
strategies. However, Filipino Cultural Exchange Program teachers in North Carolina remain underexplored, leaving a
contextual gap in understanding their unique cultural and professional experiences.

To provide a framework for understanding participants' cultural adjustment, this study was anchored on Lysgaard's U-
Curve Theory [4], which describes four phases of cross-cultural adaptation: honeymoon, culture shock, recovery, and
adaptation. The U-Curve Theory explains how individuals initially respond positively to a new environment, encounter
cultural and professional difficulties, gradually adjust to unfamiliar systems, and eventually adapt to the host country.
In this study, the theory served as a framework for understanding the emotional and psychological changes experienced
by Filipino J-1 Visa teachers as they navigated their initial experiences, challenges, coping strategies, and reflections
while living and teaching in North Carolina, USA.

1.1. Statement of the Problem

This research generally aimed to analyze the lived experiences of the Filipino Teacher Exchange Program members in
North Carolina, USA. Specifically, this research aimed to answer the following questions:

How do the participants describe their initial experiences upon reaching the United States?

What challenges do they face as international teachers?

What are the coping strategies they employed to address the challenges encountered?

What are their reflections on their experience as cultural exchange program educators in the present?

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Research Design

This study adopted a qualitative phenomenological approach to explore the lived experiences of Filipino International
Exchange teachers in North Carolina, USA. This qualitative method is appropriate for understanding human experiences
and the meanings that individuals or groups assign to specific phenomena [5]. This study utilized phenomenology as its
chosen approach, which is concerned with understanding lived experiences and individuals' perceptions of a
phenomenon to uncover universal themes [6]. This approach allowed the researcher to explore participants’ initial
experiences, challenges, coping strategies, and achievements as Filipino exchange teachers.

2.2, Participants of the Study

The study examined the lived experiences of Filipino foreign exchange educators in North Carolina, USA. The
participants consisted of ten (10) Filipino K-12 teachers selected through criterion and snowball sampling procedures.
Eligible participants were required to hold teacher certification aligned with North Carolina standards, possess at least
two years of residency in North Carolina, be J-1 visa holders actively participating in the Teacher Exchange Program,
and have no waiver or permanent residency status in the United States. Criterion sampling ensured that participants
possessed the necessary experiences relevant to the phenomenon under investigation, while snowball sampling
expanded participant recruitment through referrals from eligible participants [7].
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Table 1 Demographic Profile of Participant

Pseudonym Age Marital Number Region in the | US County of With
Status of Philippines Assignment Family in
Children the USA
Participant A 31 Single None Metro Manila Guilford No
Participant B 31 Single None Cavite Columbus No
Participant C 37 Married 0-3 Negros Oriental | Cumberland Yes
Participant D 50 Married 0-3 Batangas Cumberland Yes
Participant E 33 Married 0-3 Cagayan Valley | Harnett No
Participant F 32 Married 0-3 Cebu Cumberland Yes
Participant G 31 Single None Negros Hoke No
Occidental
Participant H 38 Married 0-3 Metro Manila Harnett Yes
Participant [ 27 Married None Negros Harnett No
Occidental
Participant ] 32 Single None Rizal Harnett No

The participants ranged in age from 27 to 50, with most in their 30s, suggesting a predominantly mid-career group.
Both single and married individuals were represented, with most married participants having children. They came from
diverse provinces across the Philippines, including Metro Manila, Cavite, Negros Oriental, Batangas, Cebu, and Cagayan
Valley, and were assigned to various U.S. counties such as Guilford, Columbus, Cumberland, Harnett, and Hoke. Their
teaching experience in the Philippines spanned 3 to 26 years, while their U.S. experience ranged from 2 to 4.5 years.
Only a few participants had their families with them in the U.S. These demographic profiles provide essential context
for understanding the lived experiences explored in the next sections.

2.3. Data Collection

Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews administered through Google Forms, allowing participants to
share detailed narratives regarding their experiences. Follow-up clarification through messaging applications was
conducted when necessary to elaborate on participants' responses. The use of English or Tagalog was permitted
depending on participants' language preference to ensure comfort and clarity in expressing their experiences. This
approach accommodated participants' demanding schedules and professional responsibilities while allowing them to
provide rich descriptions of their initial experiences, challenges, reflections, future aspirations, and insights as
participants in the Cultural Exchange Program.

2.4. Data Analysis

This study utilized Braun and Clarke's (2006) Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) to identify, organize, analyze, and
interpret patterns within qualitative data [8]. Data analysis followed the six phases of thematic analysis, including
familiarization with the dataset, systematic coding of meaningful segments, clustering of related codes into potential
themes, reviewing and refining themes, defining and naming themes, and producing an analytic narrative aligned with
the research questions. Braun and Clarke's Reflexive Thematic Analysis was selected because it aligns with the
interpretive and experiential aims of the study while providing methodological flexibility in examining the lived
experiences of Filipino J-1 visa teachers in North Carolina.

2.5. Trustworthiness

As the researcher was also a product of the same exchange teaching program, bracketing was employed throughout the
research process to minimize personal biases and assumptions. Bracketing enabled the researcher to focus on the
participants' actual narratives and lived experiences. To further enhance credibility and trustworthiness, triangulation
of sources was utilized by comparing recurring responses, themes, and experiences across participants. In addition, key
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informants, specifically the District Recruitment and Retention Coordinator for International Teachers and a Guidance
Counselor, provided institutional perspectives that contextualized and corroborated participants' accounts.

To ensure feasibility and improve the quality of the research instrument, a pilot study was conducted prior to the actual
data gathering. The pilot study assessed the clarity and relevance of the interview questions, refined the methodology,
and identified potential issues in the data-generation process [9]. Initial responses also assisted the researcher in
identifying preliminary patterns and ensuring the effectiveness of the thematic analysis process.

3. Results and discussion

The findings are presented according to the themes that emerged from the participants' narratives through Thematic
Analysis. Figure 1 provides an overview of the thematic framework discussed in the succeeding sections.
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Figure 1 Thematic Framework of the Lived Experiences of Filipino International Teachers in the USA

Figure 1 presents the framework that was developed from the themes that emerged from the participants' narratives
and reflects the progression of their experiences as cultural exchange educators through transition, challenge, coping,
and transformation.

3.1. Initial Experiences Upon Reaching the United States

The findings revealed two major themes that capture the participants’ initial experiences upon reaching the United
States: (1) Adjustment-Related Initial Experiences (Negative Initial Experiences) and (2) Positive Initial Experiences.
Each theme is discussed in detail below.

3.1.1. Adjustment-Related Initial Experiences (Negative Initial Experiences)

This theme captures the emotional and adjustment-related challenges experienced by participants during their initial
transition to the United States. It was constructed from the codes feeling overwhelmed, homesickness, and nervousness.
Participants' responses reveal that their first few weeks were marked by anxiety, uncertainty, emotional strain, and
difficulty adjusting to unfamiliar surroundings and experiences.
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Participants B, C, D, and I described feeling overwhelmed during their early weeks in the United States, sharing
experiences of stress, uncertainty, and emotional pressure as they adapted to a new cultural and professional
environment. Participant A similarly expressed feeling "nervous and anxious about what might come," reflecting
uncertainty about the transition process and the challenges ahead. Homesickness also emerged strongly among the
participants, with several describing the emotional difficulty of being physically distant from their families, support
systems, and familiar routines. Participant A specifically stated that "the feeling of homesickness is real," highlighting
the emotional impact of separation from loved ones. The findings align with the studies of Pagatpatan Aranda [10] and
Macapagong et al. [11], which identify homesickness, emotional stress, and adjustment difficulties as common
experiences among Filipino professionals and teachers working abroad.

Overall, participants' initial experiences in the United States were shaped by emotional and psychological challenges
associated with transition and adaptation. Feelings of being overwhelmed, nervousness, and homesickness significantly
influenced how they navigated their early encounters within a new cultural and professional environment.

3.1.2. Positive Initial Experiences

This theme highlights the positive experiences, support systems, and personal growth that helped participants navigate
their early transition to the United States. It was constructed from the codes support from others, growth and
independence, enjoyment and positive social interaction, sense of fulfillment, and work satisfaction. Despite
experiencing adjustment-related challenges, participants also identified meaningful and encouraging aspects of their
relocation experiences.

Participants A, C, E, and F emphasized the importance of support from Filipino communities, colleagues, administrators,
and welcoming work environments. Participant A shared being "happy to have met a helpful and supportive Filipino
community" and described colleagues and administrators as "very welcoming." These support systems provided
reassurance, comfort, and a sense of belonging during a period of uncertainty, reinforcing the findings of Thomas [12]
and Macapagong et al. [11] emphasizing the importance of social and institutional support in easing transition. Growth
and independence were also evident among Participants B, E, G, and I, who described becoming more self-reliant,
adaptable, and open to new opportunities. Enjoyment and positive social interaction emerged through meeting new
people, forming friendships, and engaging in new cultural and social environments, helping participants gradually
develop confidence and a more positive outlook.

The Guidance Counselor noted that although Filipino international teachers are "very professional and well organized,"
their initial weeks can still be challenging as they complete required documents and settle into daily routines. She
explained that adjustment becomes more manageable when teachers have "a sponsor to help them get settled in."
Similarly, the Recruitment and Retention Coordinator for International Educators shared that many Filipino teachers
arrive with established support systems, including veteran Filipino teachers, secured housing, carpools, and district-
level assistance, allowing them to feel "settled and supported from the start." Several participants also expressed a sense
of fulfillment and work satisfaction despite their initial challenges. They appreciated the professional opportunities
available abroad and reflected on their resilience and ability to persevere, suggesting that their experiences contributed
to both personal and professional growth. These findings are consistent with Yeh [13] , who emphasizes resilience,
adaptability, and self-development among professionals working in international contexts.

The Guidance Counselor further observed that early adjustment is often intensified by logistical and institutional
demands, including housing, documentation requirements, and transportation, particularly when teachers arrive at the
beginning of the school year. These practical settlement burdens may contribute to participants' feelings of overwhelm
during the adjustment period.

Overall, while participants initially experienced emotional strain and adjustment challenges, positive experiences and
strong support systems played a significant role in helping them cope with the transition. Through social support,
meaningful interactions, personal growth, and professional fulfillment, participants gradually viewed their experiences
as opportunities for development and resilience.

3.2. Challenges Faced by Filipino International Teachers

The thematic analysis of participants’ narratives revealed four interrelated challenges encountered by the participants:
(1) Classroom Dynamics and Pedagogical Adjustment, (2) Language and Cross-Cultural Communication Barriers, (3)
Personal, Cultural, and Settlement Challenges, and (4) Institutional Support and Professional Strain. Each theme is
discussed below
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3.2.1. Classroom Dynamics and Pedagogical Adjustment

This theme captures the participants' challenges in managing student behavior, adjusting classroom management
practices, and modifying their teaching strategies within the United States educational system. It was constructed from
the codes classroom and student behavior challenges, educational system adjustment, workload and instructional
demands, and pedagogical adaptation. Participants frequently identified student behavior as one of the most difficult
aspects of their work. Participant F directly stated that "handling student behavior" was a challenge, while Participant
G observed that some students in the United States were "more disruptive and disrespectful” than students in the
Philippines. These responses indicate that participants had to adjust not only to new learners but also to different
classroom norms and discipline expectations.

Participants also had to adjust their teaching methods and instructional responsibilities. Participant I shared that they
had to "learn and apply a lot of teaching strategies," while Participant ] described the difficulty of balancing whole-group
instruction, small-group sessions, and learning stations. The Recruitment Coordinator for International Teachers
similarly noted that newly arrived teachers often experience culture shock as they adjust to American student behavior,
communication styles, and classroom norms. She added that many Filipino teachers initially feel hesitant or "afraid" to
give consequences, contributing to classroom management difficulties. These findings align with a Ennerberg and
Economou [14], who emphasize that international teachers must adapt to unfamiliar curricula, instructional
expectations, and pedagogical norms while maintaining their professional identity.

Overall, classroom management and pedagogical adjustment emerged as central challenges, requiring participants to
adapt to new learner behaviors, instructional practices, and educational expectations.

3.2.2. Language and Cross-Cultural Communication Barriers

This theme reflects the participants' struggles with accents, speed of speech, slang, and culturally shaped
communication patterns. It was constructed from the code’s language and communication barriers and cross-cultural
classroom challenge. Several participants reported that language-related challenges affected their ability to connect
with students and colleagues. Participant A shared difficulty understanding students' accents, while colleagues also had
difficulty understanding them. Participant G noted that it took time to adjust to "how fast Americans speak and their
use of slang," and Participant I explained that expressing thoughts and emotions was difficult because English is a second
language.

These findings show that communication challenges extended beyond English proficiency to include accents,
pronunciation, pace, slang, and classroom discourse. This finding is consistent with Victoria et al [15] , who report
similar communication difficulties among Filipino teachers abroad. Communication barriers also affected classroom
relationships, making rapport-building and classroom management more challenging, supporting Pagatpatan Aranda
[10]

Overall, successful adjustment required not only English proficiency but also sociolinguistic and pragmatic adaptation
within the classroom.

3.2.3. Personal, Cultural, and Settlement Challenges

This theme captures the personal and cultural difficulties experienced by participants outside and alongside their
teaching responsibilities. It was constructed from the codes cultural adjustment, family separation, loneliness, and
logistical and settlement difficulties.

Participants described cultural adjustment as a major challenge. Participant E discussed adjusting to a new country and
educational culture, Participant | highlighted becoming familiar with local practices and customs, and Participant F
mentioned difficulties adjusting to food and a more isolated social environment. The Guidance Counselor further
observed that adjustment also involved practical and institutional demands, including securing housing, completing
paperwork and licensure requirements, and managing transportation. She explained that these responsibilities could
feel "overwhelming," especially when teachers had to "rely on a ride" while trying to get settled. These findings are
consistent with Chua [16], and Pagatpatan Aranda [10] who identify culture shock and adjustment to unfamiliar
lifestyles and social norms as common experiences among Filipino teachers abroad.

Family separation and loneliness also emerged as major challenges. Participant B described the experience as "isolating

and depressing," while Participant H identified being away from family as one of the most difficult aspects of being an
international teacher. These findings support Arcillo [17] Macapagong et.al [11] and Pagatpatan Aranda [10]. Logistical
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and settlement difficulties further intensified adjustment. Participant A reported difficulty finding a car and a place to
live, while Participant ] described the challenge of navigating a new area.

Overall, participants’ adjustment extended beyond the classroom, involving emotional, cultural, and practical challenges
that shaped their overall experience.

3.2.4. Institutional Support and Professional Strain

This theme highlights the participants' experiences of frustration, uncertainty, and strain when institutional support
was limited or when professional demands became overwhelming. It was constructed from the codes professional
frustration and limited institutional support.

Participant D shared that despite coming to school prepared and enthusiastic, they sometimes ended the day "extremely
frustrated,” citing the "lack of support from the school administrators in matters pertaining to student discipline.” These
responses suggest that professional challenges intensified when teachers were left to manage classroom issues without
adequate institutional guidance. This finding aligns with Lee et al. [18] who report that inadequate administrative
support, inconsistent discipline practices, and limited classroom resources contribute to psychological distress among
international teachers. Thomas [12], likewise emphasizes that supportive leadership promotes teacher motivation,
retention, and professional well-being. Professional strain was also associated with adapting quickly to new
expectations while managing classroom behavior, instructional responsibilities, training requirements, and personal
and cultural adjustment.

Overall, the findings suggest that successful adjustment depends not only on individual resilience but also on the quality
of institutional support. When support systems are limited, professional frustration and emotional exhaustion may
intensify, whereas guidance, mentorship, and clear structures facilitate adjustment.

3.3. Coping Strategies Employed by Filipino International Teachers

Participants employed four major coping strategies in managing their transition and challenges: (1) Professional
Adaptation and Continuous Learning, (2) Social Support and Community Connection, (3) Emotional Resilience and
Personal Anchoring, and (4) Career Adjustment. These themes reflect the different ways participants responded to
personal, professional, and emotional challenges while adapting to a new cultural and work environment.

3.3.1. Professional Adaptation and Continuous Learning

This theme captures participants' proactive efforts to improve their professional practices and adapt to new educational
environments. [t was constructed from the codes instructional adaptation strategies, self-directed professional learning,
professional development engagement, peer observation and mentorship, and reflective professional growth.
Participants consistently demonstrated willingness to learn and refine their approaches within their new teaching
environments.

Participant B shared that they attended professional development sessions and remained "open and curious," while
Participant E emphasized viewing feedback as "a tool for growth." Participants also engaged in self-directed
professional learning by researching teaching strategies, exploring classroom management techniques, and learning
from experience. Peer observation and mentorship further supported participants' professional adaptation. Participant
F described observing local teachers and applying effective instructional strategies in the classroom, while participants
highlighted the value of guidance, feedback, and practical insights from experienced colleagues. The key informant
similarly noted that Filipino international teachers are open to learning, coaching, and continuous growth, and are not
hesitant to ask questions or seek support. She further emphasized that pairing first-year international teachers with a
strong Teacher Ambassador (mentor) is "a true game changer" in helping teachers cope with the new work
environment.

These findings align with Thomas [12] Macapagong et al. [11] Sumalinog [20]. Yeh [13] and Arcillo [17] who emphasize
professional learning, reflective practice, adaptability, mentorship, and peer support as important coping strategies

among international teachers.

Overall, this theme demonstrates that participants coped with challenges by actively developing their professional
competence and treating difficulties as opportunities for learning and growth.
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3.3.2. Social Support and Community Connection

This theme highlights the importance of interpersonal relationships, community engagement, and collaborative
interactions in helping participants manage emotional and professional challenges. It was constructed from the codes
social support and community connection, social and community immersion, and collaborative learning. Participants
emphasized the value of supportive relationships during their adjustment process. Participant A described reaching out
to Filipino communities for support, while Participant H relied on roommates and close social connections for emotional
comfort. These relationships helped reduce feelings of isolation and uncertainty while participants gradually immersed
themselves in their new cultural environment.

Collaborative learning also emerged as an important coping strategy. Participant | described exchanging teaching
strategies and coping techniques with colleagues and peers. Participants sought advice, shared experiences, and
collaborated professionally to better understand workplace expectations and improve classroom practices. These
findings were supported by the Recruitment and Retention Coordinator for International Educators, who emphasized
that Filipino international teachers remain open to feedback, coaching, and continuous growth, and that mentorship
through Teacher Ambassadors provides a significant advantage during adjustment.

The Guidance Counselor likewise highlighted the importance of structured support, explaining that "having a sponsor
to help them get settled in" provides both practical and emotional assistance during relocation. This reinforces
participants' descriptions of relying on others to navigate daily tasks, transition requirements, and emotional stressors.

These findings align with Chua [16] Macapagong et al [11] and Thomas [12] who emphasize that social networks,
collegial relationships, and mentorship reduce isolation and facilitate adjustment among overseas Filipino teachers.

Overall, this theme demonstrates that social relationships and community connections served as essential coping
mechanisms by providing emotional stability, professional guidance, and a stronger sense of belonging.

3.3.3. Emotional Resilience and Personal Anchoring

This theme reflects the internal coping mechanisms participants used to maintain emotional well-being and
psychological stability during their adjustment period. It was constructed from the codes self-care and emotional
regulation, spiritual anchoring, and adaptive mindset. Participants practiced various forms of self-care and emotional
regulation to cope with stress and emotional exhaustion. Participant C described engaging in activities such as yoga,
walking, and meditation to maintain mental and emotional well-being. Spiritual anchoring also emerged as an important
source of strength. Participant G emphasized church involvement, prayer, and maintaining family connections,
suggesting that spirituality provided comfort, hope, and emotional reassurance while living and working abroad.

Participants likewise demonstrated an adaptive mindset by maintaining positive perspectives and remaining open to
change. Rather than focusing solely on challenges, they viewed difficulties as opportunities for personal growth,
reflecting emotional resilience and effective emotional regulation. These findings support Chua [16] Pagatpatan Aranda
[10], who identify spirituality, emotional resilience, and adaptive coping strategies as important mechanisms that help
educators manage stress and uncertainty in unfamiliar environments.

Overall, participants relied on emotional regulation, spirituality, self-care practices, and adaptive perspectives to sustain
themselves throughout the adjustment process.

3.3.4. Career Adjustment

This theme represents coping strategies that involve modifying one's professional or workplace situation in response
to adjustment difficulties. It was constructed from the code career adjustment strategy.

Participant D demonstrated this coping strategy by transferring to a different school after recognizing challenges within
the initial workplace environment. This suggests that participants actively evaluated their professional situations and
sought environments that better aligned with their personal and professional needs rather than remaining in difficult
circumstances.

The Guidance Counselor further observed that early adjustment is often complicated by logistical and institutional
demands, including completing "priority things," securing housing, and navigating documentation requirements while
lacking transportation. These practical settlement burdens may intensify professional challenges and contribute to
teachers' feelings of overwhelm during early adjustment.
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Overall, this theme highlights that coping strategies extended beyond emotional and interpersonal approaches to
include practical career-related decisions that improved professional adjustment, well-being, and long-term stability.

3.4. Present Reflections of Filipino International Teachers as Cultural Exchange

3.4.1. Educators

Participants’ reflections on their experiences as international teachers were reflected in three major themes: (1)
Personal and Professional Transformation, (2) Cultural Awareness and Global Perspective, (3) Future Aspirations and
Career Directions. These themes illustrate how participants continue to derive meaning from their cultural exchange
experiences and how these experiences have influenced their personal growth, professional development, and future
goals.

3.4.2. Personal and Professional Transformation

This theme reflects how participants’ experiences as international teachers led to significant growth in both personal
and professional domains. Participants described becoming more resilient, independent, adaptable, and confident,
while also enhancing their teaching practices and professional competence. For instance, several participants noted that
navigating unfamiliar environments pushed them beyond their comfort zones, allowing them to develop stronger self-
reliance and flexibility in both life and work.

This transformation aligns with Sumalinog [19] Modesto [20] and Yeh [13] who emphasize that international teaching
experiences foster holistic development by requiring educators to continuously adapt to new cultural and institutional
contexts. These studies highlight that exposure to unfamiliar environments strengthens both personal resilience and
professional capability among migrant teachers.

Overall, this theme demonstrates that participants’ experiences were not limited to adjustment but resulted in
meaningful transformation, where challenges became opportunities for both personal growth and professional
advancement.

3.4.3. Cultural Awareness and Global Perspective

This theme highlights the development of participants’ cultural sensitivity and broader global outlook as a result of their
teaching experiences abroad. Participants described gaining a deeper understanding of diverse cultural backgrounds,
which influenced how they interact with students, interpret behavior, and approach teaching in multicultural settings.
Their exposure to different educational systems and social norms reshaped their perspectives on education and human
interaction.

These findings align with Serin [21] and Chua [16], who emphasize that multicultural exposure enhances teachers’
cultural awareness and sensitivity, enabling them to become more responsive and globally minded educators. Such
experiences encourage reflection on one’s own cultural assumptions while fostering openness to diversity.

Overall, this theme shows that participants developed a more inclusive and globally informed perspective, which
influenced both their teaching philosophy and interpersonal interactions.

3.4.4. Future Aspirations and Career Directions

This theme reflects how participants’ experiences shaped their future goals and career plans. Participants expressed
varied aspirations, including returning to the Philippines to apply their learning, continuing their teaching careers
abroad, or exploring opportunities in other international contexts. These reflections indicate that their experiences as
cultural exchange educators influenced not only their present perspectives but also their long-term professional
trajectories.

This finding aligns with Yeh [13] and Macapagong et al. [11] who find that international teaching experiences
significantly shape educators’ career directions, encouraging global mobility, continued professional growth, and
knowledge transfer. Exposure to international environments often broadens educators’ aspirations and strengthens
their commitment to lifelong learning.

Overall, this theme demonstrates that participants’ reflections extend beyond immediate experiences, highlighting how
international teaching serves as a catalyst for future planning, career development, and global engagement.
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4. Conclusion

The initial experiences of Filipino exchange teachers in the United States were shaped by Adjustment-Related Initial
Experiences (Negative Initial Experiences) and Positive Initial Experiences. Participants underwent emotional
adjustment marked by homesickness, uncertainty, nervousness, and feelings of overwhelm during their early transition
period. These experiences were counterbalanced by support systems, welcoming communities, positive social
interactions, personal growth, independence, fulfillment, and work satisfaction. Overall, the initial phase of international
teaching was a dual experience of emotional vulnerability and gradual positive adaptation.

Filipino international teachers encountered multidimensional challenges reflected in Classroom Dynamics and
Pedagogical Adjustment, Language and Cross-Cultural Communication Barriers, Personal, Cultural, and Settlement
Challenges, and Institutional Support and Professional Strain. These findings highlight that their challenges extended
beyond classroom instruction to include communication barriers, cultural dislocation, emotional and familial
separation, workload demands, settlement issues, and limited institutional support, requiring significant adaptation
across personal and professional domains.

To manage these challenges, participants employed coping strategies grounded in Professional Adaptation and
Continuous Learning, Social Support and Community Connection, Emotional Resilience and Personal Anchoring, and
Career Adjustment. These strategies included continuous professional development, instructional adaptation,
mentorship and peer collaboration, reflective practice, social and community integration, emotional regulation, self-
care, spirituality, and adaptive career decisions, demonstrating that coping is a holistic process integrating professional
growth, interpersonal networks, emotional strength, and strategic career navigation.

The experiences of Filipino exchange teachers ultimately resulted in transformation reflected in Personal and
Professional Transformation, Cultural Awareness and Global Perspective, and Future Aspirations and Career Directions.
Participants developed greater resilience, adaptability, confidence, professional identity, broader cultural
understanding, and global awareness. These experiences influenced their teaching philosophies, leadership aspirations,
and long-term career trajectories, demonstrating that the exchange program served as a transformative journey that
reshaped both personal identity and professional direction.
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