Preparing Our MKs for College

Beth Wyse


As an MK caregiver who travels throughout the United States visiting college MKs, I have observed a variety of their responses to life in America.  I am particularly concerned about MKs who seem to be inadequately prepared for the societal realities in which they find themselves.  A few enter college fully capable of handling the situations they encounter.  The majority enter hesitantly, and over the four years develop into mature, capable, functioning adults.  However, some individuals seem to be nearly incapable of functioning at the adult level expected once they leave the structured, cloistered, academic community they knew on the mission field.  Parents, MK schools and mission personnel need to work together to prepare these teens for entry into U.S. society.


MK schools have done an excellent job of preparing students academically. Also, many MK school graduates seem more mature than their monocultural counterparts.  However, I regularly see unnecessary gaps in the societal preparation of these otherwise well-rounded students.  There are certain skills, attitudes, and qualities that MKs need for successful college experience.  I propose that the following list of competencies should be developed in students prior to high school graduation.


Ion this context, “competency” refers to skills which the better than average teen should strive to develop.  Although few (if any) individuals will acquire all of the skills listed, they are reasonable goals to pursue.  No one factor can be cited as evidence for, or lack of, personal maturity.  Every child is different.  Even siblings may be total opposites, either in personality or development.  So consideration must be given to each area in light of the individual.  This checklist is offered as a list of specific issues to consider as you try to determine your teen’s college readiness.  You will need to adapt it to fit your particular situation.  It is not always possible to have had some of the experiences described here.  That is not an indication of someone’s failure as a parent, but points out the need for orchestrating situations (probably in the U.S.) where they can occur.  Ideally, this would happen during the junior year or the summer after the junior year of high school. 


Ideally, a student entering college will demonstrate proficiency in the following areas:

1) Emotional stability: possesses the self-confidence needed to initiate relationships, make decisions, and enter into U.S. society.
· Has a sense of one’s own limits and can say “no,” even to fun things, rather than over schedule.

· Feels free to enjoy oneself and have fun in group settings.

· Can honestly admit mistakes, apologize to those wronged, and then move on without being burdened with guilt or self-recrimination.

· Can identify one’s own symptoms of homesickness and knows how to address them in healthy ways.

· Demonstrates ability to control the extreme mood swings that often mark the earlier teen years.

2) Practical knowledge: possesses the skills needed for independent living in the U.S. such as driving, banking, and conducting ordinary business.

· Has a driver’s license. (This or another official ID is needed for travel on U.S. airlines.)

· Can call an unknown business and arrange service such as telephone, electric, delivery, or mail order.

· Can make travel arrangements on public transportation and travel alone or with a peer without undue emotional stress.

· Can use a calling card or prepaid phone card and a cellular phone.

· Reads the fine print when signing up for music or book clubs, etc.

· Has a frequent flyer account.

· Sorts and does laundry using coin-operated machines.

· Can care for a car; i.e., knows how to pump gas at a self-service station, can check and add oil to a car engine, and knows what to do when various dash warning lights go on in a car.

· Can safely start and run a lawnmower (guys and girls!).

· Knows how to change a diaper (guys and girls!).

· Knows to call emergency 911 and/or emergency road service.

3) Spiritual development: demonstrates the maturity to associate with a local church as well as the spiritual discernment and personal morality to cope with temptation in a world of freedom.

· Has established one’s own relationship with a church youth group.

· Has a reasonably positive attitude toward churches in one’s home assignment country.

· Has a sense of belonging in at least one home assignment church.

· Has an understanding of the manipulative practices of dangerous religious groups (new cults) and is equipped to resist the warm fuzzies they often use to hook unsuspecting people.

· Has maintained consistent, self-motivated daily devotions.

4) Financial responsibility: handles money well, understands and uses a budget (sees the big picture, not just the cash available at the moment), saves up money prior to making purchase, and understands the cost of living on one’s own.

· Has saved for a significant purchase.

· Is given a predetermined amount of spending, clothes money, etc. in a lump sum and can stretch it to last a given period of time.

· Uses a simple written budget and can save a percentage of earnings for future, planned use.

· Has a checking account, can reconcile bank statements and knows how much money is actually available.

· Understands about coupons, rebates, and sales, and shops around rather than buying on impulse.

· Tithes a portion of one’s money.

· Can use a checking account and an ATM card.

· Pays for long distance phone calls (sees the bill and identifies one’s own calls).

· Understands the dangers and traps of easy credit card access.

5) Communication/Social skills: demonstrates confidence initiating conversations and can clearly yet tactfully articulate needs, feelings, opinions, and suggestions.

· Contributes thoughtful opinions in discussions with peers and adults. 

· Chooses to introduce oneself to others in a new setting.

· Chooses friends wisely.

· Tactfully offers dissenting opinions.

· Establishes and maintains substantial friendships in which one can give as much or more than one receives.

· Has a number of close friends of both genders.

· Has established limits in physical relationships with the opposite sex based on one’s own convictions.

· Understands the sexual feelings and temptations one is experiencing currently and will face even more intensely in college.

· Knows basic guidelines of public conduct and safety in large North American cities (e.g., avoids eye contact, is aware if someone may be following, knows how to carry a purse or wallet, avoids unlit areas, travels in groups at night).

6) Responsible behavior: Accomplishes what is expected without outside prodding, completes tasks in a timely fashion, recognizes and voluntarily does household chores, rarely makes excuses, and initiates communication with the responsible person when he or she cannot complete a task as expected.

· Completes tasks without parental or supervisory pressure.

· May have a messy room, but keeps one’s “junk” picked up in more public areas.

· Doesn’t borrow without permission.

· Makes appropriate arrangements for schedule changes.

· Takes initiative to see a task and do it well. 

· Shows appropriate respect for authority (teachers, school administrators, church leaders, police, adults in general).

· Can visit a doctor alone, discuss symptoms, plan and ask pertinent questions, and handle taking medications. Knows health history.

7) Identity awareness: has a healthy understanding of who one is, knows own strengths and weaknesses, and demonstrates appropriate autonomy.

· Understands characteristics of a TCKs (Third Culture Kids) and how they have been impacted.

· Can identify three personal strengths and weaknesses.

· Is comfortable with the freedom of making personal decisions and is not overly swayed by group pressure.

· Has had a growth experience going against the group.

· Is relatively content with own physical appearance.

8) Decision-making: understands the decision-making process (seeking advice, evaluating the pros and cons), accepts the consequences of decisions, and learns from mistakes.

· Has freedom to make real decisions about significant things such as when and how to study, curfew, bedtime, dating. 

· Draws up a list of pros and cons when making important decisions.

· Consults appropriate friends (peer and non-peer), family, and non-family for input before making a final decision.

· Is allowed to spend one’s own money and is not bailed out when one runs out or is in debt to others.

· Has been given and willingly accepts the responsibility to make the final decision about which college to attend.

· Has made at least one poor decision, suffered the consequences, and learned from the experience. 

9) Work ethic: understands the commitments of employment, importance of arriving on time, not using work time for personal activities, and avoiding unauthorized use of equipment and materials.

· Finishes tasks on time, in the way the supervisor expected.

· Has worked for an employer outside the mission community.

· Tires to do a good job rather than just put in time.

· Is willing to work overtime or stay late if employer requests.

· Has confidence to ask a supervisor for help or a change in schedule.

· Can conduct oneself appropriately in a job interview.

· Can determine if a job is appropriate (skills required, flexibility of hours, security issues, transportation, etc.).

10) Time management: balance between studies and social activities; not unduly stressed out by responsibilities, and makes good decisions about sleep, proper food, and recreation.

· Sets own bedtime and curfew using good judgment.

· Gets to appointments, classes, and events on time without constant prodding from adults.

· Is responsible for getting himself or herself up in the morning.

Hindrances


Many circumstances may contribute to an MK’s lack of appropriate development.  I have more often seen serous deficiencies in female MKs.  The following factors seem to contribute to weak spots in an MK’s development.


First, a large age difference between the student and the parents may hinder development. Many older parents do not really understand their own teen and are even less informed about teen life and culture in general.  This leads to unrealistic expectations about the student’s experience in the U.S. and may contribute to inadequate preparation.


Second, an overprotective or isolated environment (either in a primitive setting or a Christian “bubble”) can prevent a student from developing normal independence.  Independence is best learned in the balance of freedom and responsibility, with opportunities to fail in a supportive environment.


Third, parents may be uncomfortable relating to today’s young career women.  Some girls describe being treated as princesses while growing up.  If the most significant role models demonstrate traditional home-making roles, these girls may be ill equipped to live as single adults.

Fourth, a child who is used to a mother or servants doing everything often finds routine tasks stressful.  Adults sometime think MKs are lazy and unappreciative.  The inability of MKs to do their part without being asked can be a significant point of friction in relationships.


These same kids often are a frustration to employers.  All kids go through the shock of their first job where they are expected to do things they either don’t like or consider to be beneath them –usually around age 16.  An MK may have a first job at 18 or 19 without having learned this valuable lesson.  One who rebels, either openly or passively (“forgetting “ to do the unpleasant task), will quickly be without a job.


Fifth, parents who express an exaggerated fear of the U.S. set their kids up for a difficult time.  I have often heard missionaries say, “I’m sure glad my kids aren’t growing up in the United States.” Though I sympathize to some extent with this sentiment, it is detrimental to kids who hear it often.  It implies that everyone in the U. S. is somehow flawed. A student who has this subconscious attitude will resist fitting in and can easily alienate oneself from the very people one so desperately needs. 


Finally, the lack of a true employer-employee experience as a young teen can be a significant disadvantage in the world of work.  Many MKs come from cultures where promptness is not highly valued.  In the U.S. workplace, even being a few minutes late more than once may be a serous problem.  Most MKs have the wonderful cross-cultural skill of flexibility.  They often assume that others are as adaptable as they are when a change of plans is necessary.  When they make a last minute decision not to go to work because a good friend from high school just dropped in unannounced, they fail to understand why their employer is so frustrated with them.  These actions are often interpreted as an I-don’t-care attitude and are seldom tolerated.


When a preponderance of these factors is present, teens often find the United States a fearful and overwhelming place.  They seem to get stuck in the hibernation stage of cross-cultural adaptation, and they do only what is absolutely necessary to survive.  It is at this point that MKs frequently talk about returning home to the country of their childhood.  I fear for them if they return as children in adult bodies.  However, I am equally concerned for their well-being when they are forced to remain in the U. S. without any help.

Solutions


We are often tempted to think nothing can be done until the teen graduates and moves to the U.S. Significant, planned preparation must begin much earlier than that.  It may take major orchestration on the part of parents, but if they want to save their child a mountain of stress, the effort is worth it.  Here are several things that parents should consider and schools should encourage.

1) Time in the U.S. during high school
A furlough is invaluable if accompanied by a capable mentor who can introduce the MK

to the realities of young adult life.  If this does not happen naturally, parents need to be proactive in seeking out such a person to be a peer of the parent or a young adult.  If the mentor is a peer of the parent, he or she must be able to relate well and earn the respect of the teens of the community or church.  Expertise does little good if the teen perceives the mentor as an authority figure rather than a caring friend.


A young adult in his or her twenties who demonstrates maturity and personal common sense will have a great impact on any teen MK. High school students naturally look up to and appreciate a college student or recent graduate who takes an interest.  The MK sees this person as someone who can interpret U.S. youth culture for him.  This person has almost instant credibility because he or she is young enough to have relevant personal experience to share, rather than relating lessons learned a generation ago.


When a furlough does not fall during the late high school years, an independent home country experience would be appropriate.  The limited time frame of the summer after the junior year gives the student opportunity to develop confidence and the ordinary skills needed for life in the U.S., without the sense of being totally alone.


Parents will need to find a supportive environment for their child.  Every home that volunteers may not be appropriate.  A host family needs to understand the purpose of this time.  Parents will want to communicate a number of areas where specific attention needs to be given: to banking, driving, getting and keeping a job, and using a Laundromat, just to name a few.  While you don’t want to overwhelm a host family with these tasks or a sense of rearing your child, they need to understand that these experiences are ones you cannot provide for your child at home. 


A simple evaluation from of three of four questions which hosts can fill out every couple of weeks might help them facilitate this growth experience.  It will certainly communicate that you want and value their assessment and insights concerning your child’s development.


By doing this at intervals throughout the summer all of you will be able to not progress.  It would also be wise to invite them to identify additional areas that may need continued attention throughout the school year.  They will no doubt mention typical teen issues that you have not way of knowing about, since teen culture in the U.S. changes almost completely every four years.

2) Onfield experiences

Giving children appropriate, yet significant, ministry involvement and leadership opportunities will go a long way in preparing them for what lies ahead.  Both the MK school and the parent should cooperate to develop these ministry skills.  Parents, if your child has been involved in ministry while away at boarding school, look for ways to capitalize on that at home as well.  Though you will naturally want to slow down and spend significant time with your kids while they are home on vacations, your complete withdrawal from ministry responsibility can be a disservice to your children.  Giving them positive, meaningful involvement in your ministry will instill in them a self-confidence that they can draw on in difficult circumstances in years to come.

Teens need an environment where progressive problem solving and decision-making experiences are routine.  With each year of increased decision-making they should be given more true freedom and responsibility.  To do this they need an environment, which offers the real possibility of failure, and includes evaluation so they can benefit from their mistakes. 

MK schools need to be particularly aware of this decision making issue.  Too often the only real options are to obey or disobey.  For the school, it is much easier to have black-and-white rules about all important areas of social conduct.  Unfortunately, this can set up a student for failure in college, where even the finest Christian schools will give students much more freedom, expecting students to make good adult decisions.

Often MKs who are used to having rules clearly spelled out are somewhat overwhelmed by the freedom they suddenly have.  As a result freedom, a very good thing, becomes a bad thing because the student has no sense of balance and tries to do everything he or she has never been allowed or had the opportunity to do.  Even the students who do not rebel may find it hard to say No to all of the fun activities they encounter.  An excess of clubs, games, parties, dates, movies, or discussions may crowd out time for sleep and studies and will certainly drain the pocketbook.

We MK caregivers, whatever our title – parent, educator, field or mission leader – must work cooperatively in our effort to minimize the hindrances and maximize the solutions, as we empower students with the skills and strengths they need to handle young adult roles in the United States.
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