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ach year the Stanley 

Foundation provides 

a local teacher or two 

with an opportunity of a 

lifetime. The Catherine 

Miller Explorer Awards—

given in honor of the life and work of a devoted 

Muscatine, Iowa, school teacher who believed 

that an understanding of the world should be 

a part of every student’s education—take 

awardees on an educational study tour to the 

destination of his or her choice.  

And the 
Winner Is…

Enhancing Teachers’ 

Professional Development 

Through a Travel Award

E
Penny Morter, a 2014 Catherine Miller Explorer Award recipient, 
traveled to Myanmar. Seeing daily life in a village on Inle Lake, 
where wooden homes stand above the water on stilts, and 
visiting the ancient city of Bagan were part of her professional 
development experience.
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us to share and open up new cultural and worldly aspects 
for our students to experience. It also makes one aware that 
all our students, from this nation or from others, bring with 
them their own perspectives, which gives rise to learning 
from each of them, as well as giving us the opportunity to 
teach respect and the valuing of human life.

TSF: What excited you most about being an Explorer 
Award recipient? 

Morter: Having the opportunity to explore the world with 
people from all over the world. I had looked forward every 
year to hearing about the places Explorer Awards winners 
had gone, learning from them and their experiences. When 
I showed my presentation to my students, I witnessed their 
wonder and excitement as they saw another culture and 
how they wanted to learn more about the world and travel.

Recognizing international travel as an important aspect 
of professional development for teachers, the foundation 
created the awards ten years ago. The change in perspective 
brought about by immersion in a culture different from 
one’s own allows award winners to provide their students 
with a global perspective.

As a 2014 Catherine Miller Explorer Award winner, Penny 

at Madison School in Muscatine, traveled to Myanmar. In 
this interview, she discusses her experience and how she 

The Stanley Foundation (TSF): Which country did you 
visit and why?

Penny Morter: I chose to travel to Myanmar. I wanted to 
experience a place less traveled (one of my favorite poems 
by Robert Frost) and witness how the human spirit is resilient 
and beautiful even after a people have had to overcome 
war and oppression.

TSF: How do you think this experience has enhanced your 
knowledge and understanding of the world and global 
issues? 

Morter: Not only did this experience have an effect 
on my understanding of the world, but also I truly feel I 
was able to make an impact on others. The experience 
allowed me to hear from others how they saw Americans. 
And through this opportunity and my poise, I was able to 
show how stereotyping a group of people doesn’t make 
that stereotype true. 

On my journey, I was able to witness many aspects of 
humankind: from kindness and generosity to scheming to 
living daily for family to trying to survive, which is not unlike 
what goes on every day in this country. So in essence, the 
old adage is true, “We are more alike than different.” 

I also witnessed people being exuberant about what they 
had, even when it was so little compared to what we have 
or expect we should have. There is just so much we can 
learn from each other.

TSF: Why is it important for teachers to see themselves as 
global citizens?

Morter: No matter what one teaches, experiencing the 
world on a greater scale gives us a clearer perspective in 
all areas of education. Experiencing other cultures allows 

Morter’s photo of a young boy crossing the U Bein Bridge on his way to 
school gives her students in Muscatine a glimpse into the life of students 
in Myanmar.
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