
 
 

Exploring Cultural Sensitivities: 

Voices from MENA/South West Asian North Africa (SWANA) 

Tuesday 20 January 9:00-10:30am  

Generational Renewal, Inclusion and Diversity: GRID provides insight, 
advice, feedback, and perspective to Board activities and decision making 
through the lens of diversity, equity, inclusion, and generational renewal. 

International student mobility has been rising globally over the past two decades with 6.9 million students 
recorded as studying outside their country of origin in 2022. Student immigration involves large flows of 
international students seeking education (K-12 and post-secondary), alongside internal migration and refugee 
resettlement student, which creates both opportunities (diversity, economic benefits) and challenges 
(integration, language barriers, policy hurdles) for school systems worldwide. In this 2026 Generational 
Renewal, Inclusion and Diversity (GRID) Spotlight Session, the topic of student and educator immigration will 
be explored through the voices of three panellists from South West Asian North Africa (SWANA). The panellists 
will share their own inter-cultural experiences of living, learning and working outside of their home country, 
highlight the importance and challenge of addressing cultural sensitivities and ultimately, offer strategies that 
help international students and staff feel welcome and thrive.  

Adil Bentahar is an Associate Professor at the University of Delaware's English Language Institute and 
the School of Education. He usually teaches reading and writing courses and teacher training 
programs benefiting teachers of English from overseas. Dr. Bentahar is also a faculty member of the 
MA-TESL program, where he teaches cultural diversity and literacy education courses and advises pre- 
and in-service teachers from K-12 settings. He is committed to promoting MLLs' [international students 
and residents] leadership development and civic literacy alongside their language learning. Finally, 

alongside an active research activity, Adil is one of the four faculty fellows for the Achieve program, a mentoring and 
faculty development program at the University of Delaware.  

 Rania Sawalhi is a faculty member in the Educational Leadership and Foundation department at the University of Jordan. 
Her work focuses on teacher and student leadership, crisis leadership, higher education, women education, and 

innovation in Arab educational systems. She is the founder of the Educational Leadership for 
Innovation & Sustainability (ELIS) research group and co-founder of Eduenterprise, supporting 
leadership capacity building and context-based improvement across the region. Dr. Sawalhi has 
extensive experience in K–12, higher education, and informal learning environments, and has 
authored numerous peer reviewed publication. She has received several awards, including 

international recognition from AERA and ICSEI. She is an active contributor to global networks such as ICSEI, BELMAS, 
WERA-NEAR, and regularly presents her work at international conferences.   

Trista Hollweck is a pracademic and Adjunct Professor in the Faculty of Education at the University of 
Ottawa.  A former teacher, vice-principal, and school district consultant, Trista integrates the worlds of 
research, policy, and practice and leads educational networks at local, provincial, national, and 
international levels. As an ICSEI Board Director, Trista chairs the Generational Renewal, Inclusion and 
Diversity (GRID) Standing Committee and is co-editor of the ICSEI Dialogic. Trista researches and 
writes about collaborative professional learning and development, teacher induction, mentoring and 
coaching programs, educational networks, women’s educational leadership, learning through play, 

scaling educational innovations, and systemic change. Trista is a proud mom of three and is committed to supporting 
schools and systems to improve education for all students within and across educational systems globally.  
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Mariana Pereira de Souza is a Brazilian student at Georgetown University in Qatar, majoring in 
Culture and Politics with a concentration in Art, Heritage, and Cultural Diplomacy. She is currently 
writing her Honors Thesis, which examines fashion documentaries within the luxury market, 
exploring how brands use film to construct narratives of heritage, authenticity, and biography. 
Mariana’s interests lie at the intersection of culture, politics, and creative industries, with a 
particular focus on visual storytelling, heritage-making, and brand narrative. Looking ahead, she 
hopes to work in fields related to cultural diplomacy, heritage management, and global branding." 

 


