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2008 campaign. Should they call him an African American? Half-white? Half-
black? Mixed? While the pundits worked hard to define President Obama by race
and ethnicity, few seemed to understand one of the most basic facts about his life
story: President Obama is not only racially mixed, but, as Brice describes himself,
he is culturally mixed as well.? He fits none of those groups exactly. Like Brice,
Obama grew up as a TCK during the childhood years he spent in Indonesia, and
he is also the son of a bicultural/biracial union. As a minority, Obama found him-
self moving, sometimes daily, between dominant and minority cultural worlds
even when living in his passport country.

This experience of growing up in a profoundly culturally mixed environ-
ment is becoming increasingly common, not only for TCKs but for many others
as well. These people may have grown up as children of immigrants or refugees,
or may have been international adoptees or minorities. Some simply grew up in
an environment where they commonly interacted deeply between and among
various cultural worlds around them, rather than moving to other cultures with
parents who were engaged in international careers. Although their experiences
differ markedly from those of the traditional TCKs first described by Ruth Hill
Useem, people who grew up amid this wide variety of cross-cultural experiences
tell us how much they relate to the common characteristics for TCKs. They want
to know: Am I a TCK or not? Pravin was one who asked this question.

Pravin began life in normal fashion—being born in his
parents’ homeland, India. From the moment of his birth,
Pravin's parents wanted one thing: to give him every op-
portunity they could to be guccessful in a changing, interna-
tionalizing world. Part of their dream included helping him
develop proficiency in English. With thig goal in mind, they
sent him to a British boarding school high on & mountain-
side in the north of India, which required students to speak
and write only in Engligh.

Because his parents lived quite far away, they were
not able to see Pravin during the school holidays. Finally
the end of term came, and the day six-year-old Pravin had
waited for all year: his parents were coming to pick him up
for summer vacation. He could hardly contain his excite-
ment! Yet he did have a slight fear—what if he didn’t recog-
nize his parents? How would he find them?

Finally, he saw them. He did know them after alll He
ran to his parents, they picked him up, and then the un-
thinkable happened. Pravin couldn’t understand what they
were saying. Their words sounded vaguely familiar, but he
could not respond even to the few words he undergtood, Dur-
ing that year away from home, he had forgotten his mothon
tongue, and his parents didn't know Bngliah, When thoy
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ook him bagk to their village for summer vacation thab
year and each year thereafter, he could no longer commu-
nicate with his former playmates. From that day to this, he
has lived in and among many cultural worlds without feel-
Ing totally at nome in any.

Stories abound of those who have grown up in a multiplicity. of cultural

(Il for many different reasons. This raises the legitimate question: Qan all
i grow or grew up among many cultures for whatever reasons be considered
}Kh or A FCKS per se?
Sume who work with or know about TCKs say no. They believe there are so
My differences between these types of experiences that none can be properly
snrched if all are included under one umbrella. The problem then is that there
Fin Lo be little effort to understand why there exists such a commonality of
punse from those with greatly assorted cross-cultural backgrognds. Instead,
il group is left on its own to understand from scratch its collective s:tory.

Conversely, those who see themselves or others relating to the TCK Eroﬁle,
i1 il they never lived as traditional TCKs, say, “Yes, include everyone. They
ligve nny child who has grown up among various cultural worlds is a borfa fide
5 Bt then how do we make allowances for the vastly different experiences
i child who grows up outside a parent’s culture in a 1‘efL.1gee camp ;flnd one

I 1Ows up in many different lands living in embassy housing with swimming
?iﬂlilh and tennis courts available on the grounds? Surely these are not the same
Aoyt
Yel, amazingly, there are some major connections even between these
Frperiences.

In 1997, Ruth and her husband traveled to Ghana and
learned that many friends from their nine years spent in
Liberia lived in a nearby refugee camp.

Ruth wanted to see her friends, but what would she say?
I'heir experiences since they last met were beyond belief.
How did anything in her life relate to the horrors of war
and digplacement they had known?

In the fArat moments of meeting, it seemed like old
timeg, The familiar gsounds of Liberian English rang like
mudle in her ears. They all chatted to catch up on news of
family and friends. But soon the conversation began to in-
olude the sadder stories of the many friends who had died in
the war and the atrocities so many had been through. Ruth
aould only grieve for them, How could anything in her life
roltte to theipe?

One folend Onally aplked what pho had beon dolng sinee
bholre Jusl meeting, To Hubh, all she had done aeemed rathonr
leralavant tn Ghie slbuation, Hep faiely routing aobivitian
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paled in comparison to their dramatic and sad stories. Yet
in sharing her life story and also her work regarding TCK
topies, her Liberian friends began telling her their stories—
what it felt like for them to realize their children had no
idea about the Liberia they as parents had known. How their
children were now caught in a world between worlds, neither
fully Liberian nor fully Ghanaian.

There they were: a white ATCK woman with enough
means to travel to Ghana for a family visit, and her
friends—black men, women, and children, victims of a ter-
rible civil war, living on the rations given by the U.N. Still,
in that moment of talking about the impact of living and
growing up outside the environment defined as “home,” they
connected in a shared experience that transcended all the
differences in their outer circumstances.

So are these children of refugees TCKs or not? If not, why do they relate?
What are their points of commonality and contrast?

As the cultural mixing of today’s world increases, these questions regard-
ing who can or cannot be included as an “official TCK” are important ones to
address. Historically, we assumed the difference between the TCK experience
and that of immigrant children was simple: immigrants moved to a land to stay
and many never took even one trip back to the homeland after arriving in the
new country. TCKs moved with the expectation of one day returning to their
original country. But in today’s highly mobile world, immigrant children go back
and forth, often with great regularity, between their country of origin and their
adopted land, just as TCKs do. How do we factor all of these changes into our
understanding of how we define and describe the many “new normals” we are
seeing in our changing world?

Somehow we need to better understand both the commonalities these groups
share as well as understand their differences so we can use what we have learned
for the good of all. But how can we do that?

We believe there is a way.

Just as we have included children from the various communities of those
who work internationally (corporate, military, missionary, foreign service) un-
der the broader language of third culture kid, so we can enlarge our language and
make room under one umbrella for all types of cross-cultural childhoods. In
doing so, we can use the TCK experience as a lens for viewing common themes
children express when raised among many cultural worlds for any reason. By
seeing what is shared, we can also see what is specific to each particular type of
cross-cultural experience as well. We propose using the term cross-cultural kid to
help us carry this topic forward,

e
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IMYING CROSS-CULTURAL KIDS

uthor Ruth Van Reken developed the following definition of cross-cultural

i

+ A cross-cultural kid (CCK) is a person who is living or has lived in—or mean-
inglully interacted with—two or more cultural environments for a signifi-
Lant period of time during childhood (up to age 18).

* A adult CCK (ACCK) is a person who has grown up as a CCK.

Iigure 3-1 illustrates some of the many types of CCKs. We define these par-
Hiiilur groups of CCKs in the following way:

+ Dditional TCKs: Children who move into another culture with parents due

{01 parent’s career choice.
 hildren from bi/multicultural homes: Children born to parents from at least

{wo cultures. May or may not be of the same race.

The Cross-Cultural Kid (CCK) Model

Cross

“Domestic’ TCKs
Cultural
Kids “‘?&2‘;?:’;
7N &

“Traditional” Third
Uulllure Kids

Himullicultural
Ulilren

HiMultiracial - Children of
Uhildren ~~ Minorities
Ulilldron of * Children
Horderlanders of Immigrants

Educational COKa [ | | Children of Refugees

Figuro 8-1 Tho Cross-Cultural Kid Model
(M HOOK Mubh 1, Yan Rolon)
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two races. May or may not be of the same culture.

Children of immigrants: Children whose parents have made a permanent

move to a new country where they were not originally citizens.

Educational CCKs: Children who may remain in their home or passport

country but are sent to a school (e.g., an international school) with a differ-

ent cultural base and student mix than the traditional home culture or its

schools.

Children of refugees: Children whose parents are living outside their original

country or place due to circumstances they did not choose, such as war, vio-

lence, famine, or natural disasters. )

* Children of borderlanders: Children who cross borders frequently, even dail

as they go to school, or whose parents work across national bord’ers "

Children of minorities: Children whose parents are from a racial (;r ethnic

group that is not part of the majority race or ethnicity of the country in

which they live.

* International adoptees: Children adopted by parents from another countr
other than the one of that child’s birth. 1

* Domestic TCKs: Children whose parents have moved in or among various
subcultures within that child’s home country.

. '['h.cse groups represent only a few of many other possible inclusions, such
as foreign exchange students. We have been asked whether children of dgvorce
who spend half their time in one parent’s home and half in the other’s house can
be regarded as having a cross-cultural experience. Considering such questions is
part of the current discovery process. Undoubtedly there are, and will continue
to be, more categories than those named here. But for now, we begin with these
lew examples of CCKs.

Please note several things about the CCK definition and our model:

. I he traditional TCKs discussed in this book are also CCKs. Just as a corporate
brat” or missionary kid is a TCK, so are TCKs a subgroup of CCKs, as our
new paradigm shows. ,

+ Lach category listed under CCKs could have additional subsets fust as TCKs
do. This enables continued study in each of the subgroups Jas we further
compare and contrast the specific experiences.

* Unlike the definition for TCKs, the CCK definition is not dependent on the
question of where CCKs grow up, such as outside the passport culture or over-
seas, This definition focuses on the multiple and varied layering of cultural
environments that are impacting a child’s life rather than the actual pl: 4
where the events occur, plipe

* CCKs are not merely living side by side with thase from other cultures, but are
Interacting with more than one culture in ways that have mr-nniuqﬁf; or rﬁﬂ’m
thonal tnvolvement, i |

Children from bi/multiracial homes: Children born to parents from at least

Who Ars “Cross-Cultural Kids"?

‘\
' (CKs and adult CCKs represent any and all nationalities, ethnicities, and eco-
jommic groups. Our focus is not on the traditional ways of defining diversity
It rather to look at the shared commonalities of the experience that tran-

seend our usual ways of categorizing people.

| {le Brice and President Obama, many CCKs grow up in more than one of
e cross-cultural environments. Looking through this expanded lens helps us
400 liow the layers of cultural mixing and matching in today’s changing world are
I niming increasingly complex for many children and families.

The Ngujos laughed when they saw the CCK model. “We
never stopped to think of how many of these groups our
kids are in.” When agked to explain, Mrs. Ngujo said, “Well,
I came from one region in Kenya; my husband came from
another. We both spoke Swahili and Engligh, but neither of
us spoke each other’s mother tongue. I guess that makes my
lkids members of the bicultural group. My husband took a job
with a large international bank, so our family immigrated
to the States. There we became part of a minority popula-
tion for the first time, but soon his bank began sending us
on assignments all over the world. At that point, our kids
became traditional TCKs. I'm glad to know there is a term to
describe all four experiences at the same time!”

President Obama himselfis in six of our categories: biracial, bicultural, TCK,
inority, and then educational CCK because he attended a local school where he
stidied in a different language from his home culture during his four years as a
10 In Indonesia. He is also a domestic TCK. When he grew up in Hawaii, he
[ividl with his white grandparents in an environment where many others were
uluir of mixed race and cultural backgrounds. When he moved to the mainland,
uthiers defined him as primarily “African American.” His autobiography, Drearms
[ My Father, describes his struggles to come to terms with his identity during
{hat time in a way TCKs of all backgrounds understand.

Ilven for many TCKs of one primary ethnic/racial background, life is get-
[y more complicated. No longer do they navigate primarily between one host
fulture and their passport culture as they did in the days when Ruth Hill Useem
fiat named them. Instead, many live in four or five (and sometimes more!) dif-
furent countries while growing up. The layering of cultural influences in their
liven grows exponentially as well.

The question, however, remains: While it may be good to find a common
ferim (o deseribe children who grow up among many cultures, how does that
Biulp us begin to compare and contrast these experiences with all of the obvious

i ferences between themt
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Lessons from the TCK “Petri Dish”

M N N

Before Ruth Hill Useem gave unifying language to this experience, those who
lived in these various third culture communities assumed the issues they and
their children faced were specific to their group (or sector) alone. Why were mis-

sionary kids so strange when they returned to their passport country for high

school or college? Why were military kids such “brats® And on and on the ‘

wonderings went. Each group looked at sector-specific phenomena they saw oc-

curring among children being raised in their particular system. There was no i

assumption of commonality between the groups because there were so many
different details in how or why the families had gone to another country

Understanding that virtually every child in each of these sectors grew up

with similar experiences—such as a cross-cultural upbringing, high mobility,
expected repatriation, and often a system identity as we mentioned in chapter

2—expedited the discussion for everyone. Each group no longer had to look only ]

at the specific details of the basic phenomenon they saws; understanding and re-
sources could be shared among all the sectors.

By looking at the shared whole, however, issues that applied specifically to
each sector became more visible as well. For example, how did the long and often

multiple separations from at least one parent, coupled with the fear (for those in

a war zone) that this parent might never return, play out specifically for military
kids? How did the sense that they and their families represented an entire nation
affect children growing up in the foreign service? How did the “God” piece of
growing up in a religious system impact the missionary kid? How did watching
decisions made by a parent’s corporation based on the “bottom line” that might
adversely influence the local economy shape a business kid? Figure 3-2 illustrates
these influences.

In other words, it’s not entirely God’s fault that a missionary kid might carry
unresolved grief; that is a common characteristic for TCKs of all sectors. At the
same time, dealing with separating a view of God from the religious subculture
they have known may be a challenge unique to TCKs in the mission sector. Nei-
ther is the military to blame for a person who has “itchy feet” and is always look-
ing to move after two years. But the fear of a black limousine pulling up to the
front door to announce a parent’s death may be specific to a child raised in this
subset of the TCK experience. Once universals are defined, other specific issues
can be discussed.

These same lessons apply to understanding CCKs. Figure 3-3 gives us ex-
amples of what CCKs of all backgrounds share and what issues may be specific
for each particular type of experience.

L
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Third Culture Kids:
Potential Commonalities and Differences

Traditional
Third Culture Kids
Cross-Cultural Lifestyle
High Mobility
Expected Repatriation
System ldentity

Corpor

4|'Bottom
Line”

Ijure 3-2 Third Cultural Kids: Potential Commonalities and Differences

(® 1996 Ruth E. Van Reken)

Cross-Cultural Kids:
Potential Commonalities and Differences

l"l fditionnl” . Cross “DD?:Jsfst;g!eTcﬁoK.:s:
fflw;:ll:l'rl)lll;f:';!l; pﬂtt:}ns Cultural cultural experience
. = Kids

rI!Wn licultural Hemeind
Hmne Adoptees:
Hllidran Cross 2 dgprr'on
1w auilluros Cultural issues
Within famlly Lifestyle
i ; Children of
HiMulliractal High Mlinu:ities;
Ghldron: plural/” 4 Mobility? prejudice from
(ulal fetentity mejority ctilture
Ulildran of y { Children of
Hordurandors: D Immigrants:
fogular infernational 2 permanent change
ilwachions S WS SR T
, e [ Rofugees: |
I dueational GCKe: I A.\ C“""L‘},T,{,’,u of ﬁimna
hatige of cultures delly - ‘ (ISR Skt S bty
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