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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to examine the influence of cross cultural
experiences upon levels of resilience amongst Third Culture Kids (TCKs), ages 7-
15, attending an international school in Singapore. TCKs have been defined as
children who have spent a significant portion of their developmental years living
abroad, sometimes transitioning to several countries and schools throughout their
formative years. The researcher used a segment of the student population at the
international school she was working at to test levels of resilience among students.

The data gathered was quantitative in nature. The research instrument used
to measure levels of resilience was the Child’s Perception of Resilience Checklist
developed and adopted for the International Resilience Project. Demographics
information about each participant was also collected using a Demographics Form
designed by the researcher. Using the Exhaustive Chi-Square Automatic Interaction
Detection Approach the researcher examined significant and important relationships
between the TCK experience and levels of resilience.

Findings indicate that TCKs draw from three sources of resilience to help
them cope with the adversities and stressors they encounter while growing up
overseas. The three sources are based upon who and what these children HAVE
around them, who these children ARE, and what and how they CAN do certain
things for themselves. Sufficient statistical evidence indicated that 49.7% (n=311)
of participants sampled were resilient and 50.3% (n=315) of participants were not
resilient. Statistical results also indicate that the following variables are both
significant and important in affecting levels of resilience among the TCK
participants: Respondent’s Age, Time Parents Are Away From Home Each Month,
Parent’s Marital Status, Number of Year Overseas, Number of Countries Lived In,

Grade Level, and Number of Siblings.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

As the Boeing 747 sped down the runway, Erika sat inside with her chin
propped against a clenched fist, staring out the window until the final sights of
her beloved Singapore disappeared from view. How can it hurt this much to
leave a country that isn’t even mine? Erika closed her eyes and settled back in

the seat, too numb to cry tears that begged to be shed. Will I ever come back?
For nearly half of her twenty-three years, she had thought of Singapore as
home. Now she knew it wasn 't and America hadn’t felt like home since she was
eight years old. Isn’t there anywhere in the world I belong? She wondered.

-Pollock & Van Reken, 2001

Introduction to the Problem

The globalization phenomenon is largely responsible for the rapid increase in
the transmigration of children and families, and as a result, an increase in Third

Culture Kid (TCK) populations around the world. Unfortunately a lack of specific

census data makes it difficult to determine the actual number of Third Culture Kids

(TCKs) to date. It has been estimated that some 300,000 American TCKs are
growing up outside the United States (U.S.) today and the numbers increase

exponentially when students from the United Kingdom, Europe and Australasia are
included (United States Department of State, 2000). Currently there are no similar
numbers tracking TCKS of other nationalities, but some studies have estimated these
numbers to be as high as one million (European Council of International Schools,
http://www.ecis.org/). These are kids who fly before they walk and who sort their
friends by continent, but who cannot answer the question, “Where are you from?”
without a pause. They are not just western children in Asia who feel a tug of

conflicting identities; Astan children in western cultures face the same sense of

S5

internal conflict.
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A majority of TCKSs repatniate to their passport country for university studies. Many
of these children will experience multiple moves to several different countries before

their final voyage “home” takes place however. High mobility and rich transcultural

experiences are the most common features found among many TCKs. A relatively

new body of literature has begun to emerge that i1s documenting the unique

experiences and challenges common among TCKs who are raised overseas. Some
of these challenges include a delayed adolescence, culture shock, and confused
identities. These challenges, along with a number of others, occur because TCKs
are faced with the task of assimilating into the cultural forms and norms of their own
and their parents’ culture, while simultaneously assimilating cultural characteristics

and norms of the host country and international schools they are attending (Pollock

and Van Reken, 2001). The confusion and frustration that many TCKs encounter

can have a negative effect on levels of resilience, which may in turn manifest

themselves in academic, social, and emotional predicaments.

Background

Pines: What are the most important things parents can do to make their
children resilient? Rutter: Good Gracious! There’s no simple,
straightforward answer to that.

-Rutter, 1984, .60

Pollock and Van Reken (2001) define TCKs as children who have spent a
significant part of their developmental years living outside their parents’ culture and
their country of passport. Moving frequently from one social environment to

another often presents TCKs with the challenge of quickly adapting to constantly
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changing environments so that they are able to respond appropriately to different
foreign settings and people, and new cultural practices and customs.

A lack of a sense of belonging and individual identity, a common

phenomenon among many TCKs, can affect their levels of resilience and ability to

overcome adversity from their new and always changing environments. Research

by Storti and Delaney (2001) reported significant levels of depression and anxiety
among TCKs who approached adulthood without having established a coherent and
integrated identity for themselves. The highly mobile lifestyles of a TCK provide
them with transcultural experiences and opportunities to build relationships with
different people, cultures, and customs. These relationships become particularly

important in a TCKs identity formation. Unlike their domestic counterparts who

generally associate home with a geographical location, it is not uncommon for a

TCK to find their sense of belonging through relationships they establish with other

TCKs who share similar backgrounds. @ Researchers, teachers, counselors and
parents are now keen on learning more about the factors that might affect, either

positively or adversely, the levels of resilience among this unique population of

students.

Other factors such as social networks and a child’s relationship with family,
friends and teachers can also affect levels of resilience. For example, depressive
responses, a sign of a weakened resilient state, have been found among children who

experience frequent family separation (Rutter, 1971). This arrangement is
unfortunately becoming more common with families living overseas, as evidenced
by a significant number of students who participated in this study. In fact, it was not

uncommon for the researcher to learn of a parent (usually the father) who had
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relocated to another country for work (often China, Vietnam, or India) while leaving
the family behind in Singapore; their attempt to avoid the inevitable stress that

families experience 1n a relocation. Unfortunately, many children who are “left

behind” still report feeling a genuine loss for their absent parent and find it difficult

to carry on life as usual. The parent who is left behind (usually the mother) also

often experiences an enormous adjustment.

Morano, Cisler, and Lemerond (1993) claim that children who have social
support, peer relationships, and a sense of group membership, appear to have higher
levels of resilience and therefore less at risk for becoming depressed. Unfortunately,
many of these components are adversely impacted in the life of a TCK. From the

researcher’s observations teaching and working with TCKs, it is clear that cultural

awareness and intuition, solid peer relationships, opportunities for social integration,

and a sense of identity have enormous impacts on TCKs as they transition from one

country to another.

Research by Potter et al., (1998) also found that children who move on a

frequent basis are more likely than those who do not move to experience social
isolation and stress, also common features found among depressed and less resilient
individuals. Furthermore, In two separate studies conducted by Kaplan (2000) and
Stockard and O’Brien (2002), 1t was found that highly mobile children, particularly
adolescents, were more frequently identified as being at risk for depression and
suicide.

Few would argue that children should feel loved and lovable, should be
respectful and responsible, and should know who they can confide in during times of

need. According to Grotberg (2001), these attributes are the cornerstones of what
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make up a resilient individual. While they may seem self-evident, the research has
found that a disturbingly large percentage of parents and guardians do not know

about restlience or how to promote it in their children (Seligman, 1995). In a large

international study that examined resilience in children and parents from different
cultures, it was found that only 38 per cent of the thousands of responses from
parents indicated that resilience was being promoted in their families (Grotberg,
1995). This is a small percentage considering the enormous contribution that
resilience can have on the development of children. Furthermore, this study also
found that many of these caregivers, while not intentionally, were inhibiting or even
thwarting the development of resilience in their children, leaving them feeling
unloved, sad, and helpless. This study concluded that children need to become

resilient in order to overcome the many adversities they will face in life; that they

cannot go at it alone; and that they need an adult who not only knows how to
promote resilience, but who are also resilient themselves.

To date, no research has been conducted in the area of resilience with respect
to TCKs. When considering the role that resilience plays in childrens’ lives, it
seems logical that its constructs would stand to play a significant role in the lives of
TCKSs and the unique challenges they face. A better understanding of resilience and

TCKs also serves to inform parents, teachers, caregivers, and community members

on how important promoting resilience is in the lives of TCKGs.
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Definition of Terms
Resilience:

Resilience is a universal capacity which allows a person, group or community to

prevent, minimize or overcome the damaging effects of adversity (Grotberg, 1995).

I Have (Adopted from Grotberg’s Model of Resilience, 1995):

The “I Have” dimensions of resilience are external supports and resources that

include the following:

e People around me who I trust and that love me, no matter what;

e People who set limits for me so I know when to stop before there is danger

or trouble;
e Pecople who show me how to do things right by the way they do things;

e People who want me to learn to do things on my own;

e People who help me when I am sick, in danger or need to learn.

I Am (Adopted from Grotberg’s Model of Resilience, 1995):

The “I Am” dimensions of resilience represent inner personal strengths that include
the following sources:

e A person people can like and love;

e Glad to do nice things for others and show my concern;

e Respectful of myself and others;

e Willing to be responsible for what I do;

e Sure things will be all right.
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I Can (Adopted from Grotberg’s Model of Resilience, 1995):

The “I Can” dimensions of resilience represent social and interpersonal skills that

include the following:

o Talk to others about things that frighten me or bother me;

e Find ways to solve problems that I face;

e Control myself when I feel like doing something not right or dangerous;
e Figure out when it is a good time to talk to someone or take action;

e Find someone to help me when I need it.

Adversity:

An event that brings trouble, misfortune or distress; something that threatens the

well-being and safety of the person (Adams, 1999).

Stress:

An event, situation, or combination of situations in which demands are perceived by

the child or adolescent as exceeding his or her capacity to comfortably respond

(Smith & Carlson, 1997, p.232).

Risk Factor:
Any influence that increases the probability of onset, digression to a more serious

state, or maintenance of a problem condition (Kifby & Fraser, 1997, p.11).

Protective Factors:

Forces that help children resist or ameliorate risk (Fraser, 1997, p. 3).
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Third Culture Kid (TCK):
Any person who has spent a significant part of his or her developmental years

outside of their parents’ culture (Pollock & Van Reken, 1999, p. 19). The TCK

builds relationships to all of the cultures, while not feeling full ownership n any.

Although elements from each culture are assimilated into the TCK’s life experience,

the sense of belonging is in relationships to others of similar background.

Expatriate:

Anyone who is living outside his or her home country, either on a permanent or

temporary basis. (Hess & Linderman, 2002, p. xv).

International Schools:

Schools located in foreign cities with expatriate populations. Instruction in these

schools is typically conducted in English or in a combination of English and the

local language. Secondary students are often given the choice of American, British,

or International Baccalaureate (IB) degree programes.

Purpose of the Study

We want our children to have lives filled with friendship and love and high
deeds. We want them to be eager to learn and be willing to confront
challenges, ...be proud of their own accomplishments, [and]...resilient in the
face of the setbacks and failures that growing up always brings. And when

the time comes, we want them to be good parents. Our fondest hope is that
the quality of their lives will be better than our own, and our inmost prayer is

that our children will have all of our strengths and few of our weaknesses.

-Seligman, 1995
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The resilience literature is expansive and far reaching. Thus far, the majority

of resilience research on children and adolescents has examined why and how the
promotion of resilience can help children and young people cope with adversities

that arise during periods of change and transition (Daniel ef al. 1999). The concept
of resilience in the context of TCKs has yet to be explored. Similarly, a majority of
research that has been undertaken on TCKs pnmarily involves anecdotal
observations and qualitative analysis. While these methods offer a certain degree of
insight, they are nevertheless speculative in nature, often lacking empirical
investigation. The purpose of this study is to identify the constructs of resilience
and how they apply to the specific challenges and adversities TCKs face growing up

overseas. The researcher is particularly interested in gaining a better understanding

about how the TCK experience affects levels of resilience. This information will

help in the creation of interventions to encourage the promotion of resilience which

assist TCKs during their time abroad.

This study suggests that the many and varied overwhelming feelings that
TCKs experience throughout their time overseas can be lessened if they have the
skills, attitudes, beliefs, and resources that characterize resilience. To find practical
applications for the resilience theory in the lives of TCKs, resilience must be looked
at as a dynamic factor, subject to promotion or diminution by human agency. In
other words, any action, for better or worse, must be able to affect the way in which
TCKs cope with adversities during periods of transition. This report will suggest

strategies to promote resilience in children in the Discussion Chapter.
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Significance of the Study

When you teach a child optimism, you are teaching him to know himself, to
be curious about his theory of himself and of the world. You are teaching
him to take an active stance in his world and to shape his own life, rather

than be a passive recipient...Whereas in the past, he may have accepted his
more dire beliefs and interpretations as unquestionable fact, now he is able
to reflect thoughtfully on these beliefs and evaluate their accuracy. He is
equipped to preserve in the face of adversity and to struggle to overcome his

problems.
-Seligman, 1995, p. 297

Over the last decade, a heightened interest in TCKs has emerged. This study
will provide a greater awareness and more in-depth understanding of the complex

variables that impact the social and emotional development of these children. This
study will also provide a “voice” for TCKs, with the aim of understanding the

stressors that many of them face, and the coping strategies that they use to make

sense of their lives overseas and ultimately develop into healthy adults. Information
gleaned from this study can also serve to stimulate ideas and alternative perspectives
from which parents, counselors, educators, government agencies, military and
diplomatic personnel and multinational corporations can use when assisting TCKs in
their adjustment to living overseas by providing them with a better understanding of
the combination of factors that result in resilience in TCKs.  Furthermore, results
from study can also be used 1n the creation of educational and counseling programs
to meet the needs of TCKs and families who are either embarking on their first
overseas living experience or those TCKs and families who have established a
tenure overseas and choose to remain abroad. Finally, this study can serve as
baseline data for comparison studies with TCKs from other international schools in

Singapore and around the world.
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It is important to note that this study refrains from making sweeping

generalizations of its findings to all TCKs populations. Until more research is
conducted that will allow for adequate comparison studies of TCKs , results from
this research will be limited to the sample of students from the international school

in Singapore being studied.

Basic Methodology

This study is a non-experimental quantitative study. It used a resilience
inventory, the Child’s Perception of Resilience Checklist Version B (CPRC-B) and a
Demographics Form to collect data about the sample population and their
perceptions of resilience. The data was analyzed using the Exhaustive CHAID (Chi-
Square Automatic Interaction Detection) approach. It is the researcher’s belief that
empirically based research in the area of TCKs and resilience could heighten
awareness and understanding of variables affecting the lives of TCKs. The research
questions that guided this study were:

1. What are the levels of resilience in TCKs, ages 7-15, attending an

international school 1n Singapore as measured by the CPRC-B?

2. What are the relationships among levels of resilience and the background
factors of TCKs, if any?
3. What are the levels of resilience and TCK background factors which can

be used to predict adjustment?
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Assumptions of Study

An underlying assumption in this study is that participants have a basic
command of the English language. Students at the Singapore American School

(SAS) must pass an English proficiency test as a prerequisite for admittance as all
subjects are taught in English. Students are also required to complete the annual
Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS) achievement test. The ITBS is a standardized test
that is administered annually 1n schools throughout the U.S. for three reasons: (1) to
describe each student's developmental level within a test area, (2) to identify a
student's areas of relative strength and weakness in subject areas, and (3) to monitor
year-to-year growth in the basic skills (www.education.uiowa.edw/itp/itbs).
International schools that administer the ITBS compare their school’s results to the
U.S national results to gauge how their students compare to those in U.S. public and
private schools. The majority of students at the school in this study attain reading
and comprehension scores that are at or above grade level expectation as measured

by the ITBS in the U.S. It should be noted that English as Second Language (ESL)

learners attending SAS are exempt from taking the ITBS tests until which time they
successfully pass the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL). In the pilot
study conducted by the researcher, a number of ESL students had difficulty
interpreting and answering questions from both the Child’s Perception of Resilience
Version A (CPRC-A) and Demographics Form. For this reason, the researcher
decided to omit ESL student data in the final analysis. To identify ESL students, the
researcher included a screener question in the Demographics Form asking if the

student was enrolled in ESL. When it came time to process and input the data, this
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question helped the researcher easily identify ESL student forms and omit them

from the analysis.

Organization of the Remainder of the Study
The intention of Chapter 2 is to provide an overview of the relevant literature

related to resilience and TCKSs, including a review of resilience factors that could be

associated with TCK experiences. The literature review on resilience is discussed in

four parts. First, a historical perspective of resilience is presented, followed by an
overview of the language of resilience. The various components of resilience, which

include stress and risk factors, protective factors and resources, and coping strategies
will then be discussed at length. TCK challenges and benefits will then be

summarized. Finally, resilience factors that could be associated with TCKs will be
discussed, including: cultural influences, parent’s role in peer relations, siblings, and
peer interaction. Identity development, TCK transition and mobility, and

international schools will also be reviewed. Special attention will be given to
Grotberg’s Model of Resilience as it was used to interpret data gathered in this
study. The literature review on TCKs also begins with a historical perspective
followed by an overview of the language of TCKs. TCK challenges and benefits
will then be summarized. Identity development, TCK transition and mobility, and
international schools will also be given attention.

The purpose of Chapter 3 is to discuss the methodology employed in the
study. Topics include: participants, instruments, procedure, design, and data
analysis. Chapter 4 includes information about the sample, results, analysis, and

interpretation of the collected data, Finally, Chapter 5 offers a summary of the study
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that includes an interpretation of the research findings as they relate to the research

questions, implications of the findings, strengths and weaknesses of the research,

limitations of the study, and recommendations for further research.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

“We acquire the strength we have overcome. ™

-Ralph Waldo Emerson

A Historical Perspective on Resilience
The concept of resilience is not new. In fact, it was a lesson taught by one of
history’s great philosophers, Frederick Wilhelm Nietzsche when he said, “That
which does not kill us makes us stronger” (1899). While the concept of resilience
has been around for many years and used in disciplines such as psychology,
business, and education, it is relatively new for describing the behavior of people,

and even less common when talking about the behavior of children. Yet, many of us

have likely, at one time or another, heard about or perhaps even witnessed

individuals who had experienced adversity during their adolescence and yet still

managed to “beat the odds” and go on to lead a successful lives in adulthood. How
are these individuals able to achieve and maintain their well-being? Who motivates
or guides them through their journeys? How do they beat the odds and emerge
successful? The search for answers to these puzzling questions has been the driving
force behind the study of resilience over the last few decades.

Resilience has been studied through both retrospective studies and
concurrent studies. The retrospective studies have identified various resilience
factors and provided a baseline set of data from which more sophisticated studies of
resilience are able to be conducted. The concurrent studies have tended to examine
factors of resilience in terms of children and adolescents in school settings (Loesel,

1992; Osborn, 1990; Wang, Jaertel & Walberg, 1994), or in extreme environments
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such as detention settings (McCallin, 1993). This study draws from the resilience
factors identified in various retrospective studies and reinforced by concurrent
studies to address new questions about resilience in TCKs. The following literature
review of resilience 1s comprehensive enough to give the reader a solid
understanding of the main constructs of the subject. It is important to note, however,
that some of the resilience research discussed here 1s not directly applicable to the
TCKs in this study, but 1s considered an important contribution to the resilience
literature and hence deserving of attention in this literature review.

The major conceptual frameworks that have been applied in resilience

studies are: (a) a pathological framework that examines psychopathology or social

pathology, and (b) a developmental/life-span framework. Most of the research

before the 1990s utilized the pathological framework. Since then, a growing body of
literature focusing on the developmental/lifespan model has emerged (Staudinger,
Marsiske, & Baltes, 1993). This shift in focus has been important for studies which

are concemed with promoting resilience in children as they develop over time, in the
presence or absence of any type of pathology in the child or family, as is the case
with this study. It is also important to note that the majority of studies on children
and resilience have examined the child in a context such as the family, the social
group, the school, or the larger community, as is the case with this study.

A heightened interest in resilience came about as a result of research findings
that did not conform to expected outcomes. Cole’s fascination with the phenomenon
of resilience is captured in this statement:

For over 25 years, I have been trying to understand how.. for a particular

child to be penniless, malnourished, utterly uneducated, ailing as a
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consequence of a range of chronic diseases, with no future prospects of any
significance—and nevertheless demonstrate certain qualities of mind and
spirit which strike an observer from another world as astonishing ,(1989b, p.
45).

Other researchers who have studied resilience in children have wanted to know

“why some children prevail over great adversity... [and] appear to be ‘resilient’ in

the face of risk” (Fraser, 1997, p.3). During her time at Yale University, Anna

Freud noted, “we have yet to discover what it is that makes for real endurance in

children, however difficult their lives” (cited in Coles, 1989a, p.xiii). Chess, another

scholar in the resilience field, referred to resilient individuals as “defying the voice

of doom... [they] defy this statistical predictive finding and have healthy rather than

morbid outcomes” (p. 180). Bernard’s (1991) historical perspective of the roots of

resilience research i1s:

“..beginning in the late 1950’s and on into the 1960°s and 1970’s, a few
researchers decided to... [study] individuals postulated to be a high risk for
developing certain disorders—children growing up under conditions of great
stress and adversity... As the children studied in these various longitudinal
projects grew into adolescence and adulthood, a consistent and amazing-
finding emerged. While a certain percentage of these high-risk children
developed various problems (a percentage higher than in .the normal

population), a greater percentage of the children became healthy, competent

young adults” (p-2).

The literature that emerged in the 1980’s targeted risk factors associated with

specific problem areas such as poor school performance, alcohol, drug abuse,
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teenage pregnancy, delinquency or poverty (Bensen, 1993; Hawkins et al., in
Benard, 1991). A few studies explored the effects of multiple stressors on the

individual. Missing from these studies however was information about factors that

promoted positive, healthy development and that mitigated the negative impact of

stressors (Benard, 1991; Bensen, 1993).

A heightened international interest in resilience emerged in the late 1980°s as
evidenced by a series of conferences and meetings that took place. Some of the
earliest gatherings were 1n Durango, Colorado, (Frankenburg, 1987), Lesotho,
Africa, in November, 1991 (Bernard Lee Foundation, 1994), Washington, D.C., in
December, 1991 (Institute of Mental Health Initiatives, 1991), Paris, France, in

1993, New York in 1993 (Vanistendael, 1996), Santiago, Chile in 1995

(Kotliarenco, Caceres & Alcarez [Eds.], 1996), and Lisbso, Portugal, 1995 (Gomes-
Pedro, 2004). Nowadays, these gatherings are even more frequent, drawing a larger

audience from all walks of life and professional avenues.

As discussions about resilience became more prevalent, a paradigm shift
started whereby researchers began to focus less on negative outcomes of childhood
adversity, and more on adaptive outcomes in spite of childhood adversity (Silva-
Wayne, 1994). The approach shifted from a “problem-focused” orientation to

“strengths and coping” orientation (Benard, 1991; Saleebey, 1992). One of the first
researchers to investigate risk and outcomes in terms of resilience was Norman
Garmezy. To describe competent and well-adapted children, Garmezy (1983)
coined the terms “invulnerable” and “stress-resistant” which, eventually were

replaced by the term “resilience” (Rutter, 1985). Resilience soon emerged as a

“byproduct” in the search for risk factors (Kirby & Fraser, 1997, p. 13) and is
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generally accepted as a more dynamic and reality-based term (Silva-Wayne, 1994)
and an objective measure 1n attempting to understand and equip youth to manage
stress.

Up to this point, research on resilience has included longitudinal studies
(e.g., Werner & Smith, 1992), studies of individuals who have survived times of
war, epidemiological studies of disadvantaged, medical and ill populations (e.g.,
Rutter, 1985), research on competent inner-city children in the U.S., and the
investigation of ego resilience (e.g., the ability to adapt in a flexible way to changing
situations and patterns) (€.g., Block & Block, 1980). Unfortunately, despite the

proliferation of studies on resilience, there is yet to emerge a clear and consistent

meaning of the term.

The Language of Resilience
As with many other terms used as extensively as “resilience”, defining it and

agreeing on the domain its construct covers has been a challenge (Kaufman, J.,
Cook, A., Amy, L., Jones B., & Pittinsky, T., 1994). The numerous proposed
definitions of a resilient person generally revolve around the individual having the
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