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Are National Schoolsa Viable Option?
Karen A. Wrobbel

Missionary families today have multiple options foeir children’s education, includin
international Christian and international secutdra®ls, boarding schools and home
schooling. Another popular option, especially amthage living in Europe, is the hos
country national school, defined here as a lochlipwr private school where the
language of instruction is the local language,dingiculum is what is typically studied
by nationals of the host country and classmategeaxhers are by and large hostrtoy
nationals.

In one survey, forty-four percent of the 711 studesurveyed (representing eleven
mission agencies in Europe and the Commonwealihdependent States) were
attending host country national schools (Beau®i@2}.

National schools oer many potential benefits. Jdadescribes the benefits of a nation
school by saying, “My siblings and | were complgtehmersed in the Argentine cultu
resulting in our fluency in the Spanish language aur knowledge and understanding
that culture.” National schools are convenientlyated and relatively inexpensive.
Having children in a national school may help ia &ntire family’s integration with the
local culture and provide contacts for parentheirtwork.

ASSESSING HOW MKSIN NATIONAL SCHOOLSCOMPARE TO THE
GENERAL POPULATION

However, missionary parents may wonder if usingonal schools might be harmful ir
some way to their children, particularly in firéiofne) language development and in
adjustment to the home culture. Parents who usenadtschools ask when or even if
children should begin study exclusively in the hdamguage to be adequately prepar
for college in the homeland. To begin to answesehguestions, | surveyed 142 colleg
age missionary kids (MKs) and interviewed twentyaf them. All spoke English as
their first (or home) language and had lived ovassa least two years. They were
enrolled in one of ten Christian colleges/univégsitat the time the data were collecte
Fifty-three had national school experience, antitgignine had not attended national
schools. The essential question of the researchiveasdo MKs who undertook
elementary and/or secondary studies in a natiamald do in college in their homelan
The answer, in a nutshell, is that they do very.vidre are three reasons that suppo
that conclusion.

1. MK swith national school experience are successful in university studiesin
comparison with the US population at large. This was measured in three ways. Firs
their SAT scores were higher. The average total Sédre for college-bound students



2002 was 1020 out of a possible 1600 (College Baaf); for the national school-
experienced MKs in this sample, it was 1239. THi8-Roint difference is statistically
significant (unlikely to have occurred by chanc®@cond, their college GPA was high
The national school-experienced MKs had an avecatiege GPA of 3.46 out of 4.0,
which is significantly higher than the 2.82 meaady point average of students at
private, nonprofit, four-year colleges (Nationalnt for Education Statistics 2000).
Third, their graduate school plans were similastifdents are not academically
successful as undergraduates, one assumes they maiylan, or even be able, to go
to graduate studies. Based on published data (Brad al. 2003), one would expect
about one-third of the college students to haveniefplans for graduate school, and-
remaining two-thirds to have indefinite or no pldmsgraduate school. There were nc
significant differences between the national scteoqlerienced MKs and the populatic
at large’s graduate school plans.

2. The national school-experienced missionary kids are also doing well academically
when compared to students with well-educated parents.

Comparing missionary kids to the US populatioragge is not necessarily an equal
comparison. Missionaries tend to be well educaettast one parent in seventy perc
of the homes of the national school-experiencegestain this research had a master
doctoral degree. Therefore, to make a more eqeitadainparison, national school-
experienced students were compared to US studératsenparents were more highly
educated. There were two measurements here. thigst SAT scores were higher. The
national school-experienced MKs’ mean SAT scor2ad9 was compared to the mea
SAT score (1166) of US students in schools spousioyeghe U.S. Department of Stat:
Office of Overseas Schools (2004). This was seteftecomparison because the me:
SAT score of this group is higher than the avel®g8& scores for test-takers with the
highest level of parental education (graduate dggeported by the College Board. T
MKs’ scores were higher at a statistically sigrah¢ level. Second, their graduate sch
plans were also similar. Published data reportdugte school plans by parent educa
levels. In the general population, thirty-nine garcof those whose parents have
doctorates have definite graduate school plansseatyl percent have indefinite or no
plans for graduate study. National school-experdnidKs planned to attend graduate
school at about the same rate.

3. University academic success is compar able between national school-experienced
MK sand MKswho did not attend national school. For missionary families who
consider using host country schools, the issuetisypically whether or not they will
live overseas, but rather if they will enroll thehildren in national schools, and if so,
how long and under what circumstances. By compavikg who attended national
school with those who did not, parents and miskaders can consider the difference
university academic success of those who usednatszhool compared to MKs who
used other available educational optioie can again look at three measurements.
their SAT scores are about the same. The averades&dte of those who attended
national school (1239) is lower than the meanherrion-national school group (1270
This difference, however, is not statistically sigrant. Second, their GPAs are almos
identical. College GPA was 3.455 for those withora! school experience and 3.465
those without national school experience. Therisignificance to this difference.
Third, they earned honors in college at about #mesrate, and their plans to attend
graduate school were not significantly different.



The answer, then, to the question of how MKs winadlisd in a national school do
academically in college is that, at least for #asple group, they do well. They achie
at levels comparable to other MKs without natios@tlool experience. Their achieven
is well above the US population as a whole as aglbove the levels of American
students with higher parental education. For migsip parents who have placed their
children in national school or who are considedagng so, this should be welcome
news.

CHALLENGESFOR MKSWITH A NATIONAL SCHOOL EDUCATION

There are challenges, however, for families whaoskemational schools. It is importal
to emphasize that this research focused on academianguage issues. Cultural anc
social issues came up in the interviews but thenewet a primary focus and are an a
for further research. Though attending the natisohbol affords a linguistic advantag
in learning the host country language, it can pidéy limit the student’s first-language
development. Because the missionary kids are leguinithe host country language, tl
first language vocabulary may be limited. Studexdés reprted difficulties with spelling
and grammar.

Culturally, national schools prepare their studéntise successful adults in that cultur
Missionary parents are unfamiliar with the locdi@al system and related mores. “My
parents weren’t familiar with the system and howep#teacher relationships should t
and how much you can say without completely offagdhem,” Brianna observed.
Cultures also have different definitions of appiat@ and inappropriate behavior;
humiliation was common in several of the natiordlo®| systems.

There are also potential social challenges. In scon@tries, students are socially
different because of physical characteristics. iadmembers, “l was always differen
was the only blond-haired kid.” In some sitoas, social difference can lead to privile
which is not necessarily positive for the MK. Gelitpgral issues sometimes created
negative labels and feelings. Another social olstiacsome of the students was not
being members of the majority religion.

So what do these results mean? Implications fosiomspolicymakers, parents and
teachers and other caregivers follow.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICYMAKERS

The most important implication for mission policykess is that study in a second
language host country national school made nofgigni difference in these students
university academic success. Based on these @aianal schools are an option that r
be appropriate for students under the mission’sipw. However, policymakers must
consider ways to provide for and ensure the onggdevelopment of students’ first
language for those who use a second-language twstrg school.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PARENTS
There are five actions parents need to take.

1. Develop first language skills. Parents who choose a national school for their

children’s education need to make ongoing firsgleage development a high priority.
The literature (e.g., Collier 1992, 1995) is clearthe importance of developing the fi
language to a high cognitive level at least throagé twelve. Results from a study of



immersion students indicate that three hours ofiEm¢anguage instruction per week
“seemed sufficient to enable the immersion studenéequire academic skills equival
to those of students of comparable ability who westecated completely in English”
(Reeder, Buntain and Takakuwa 1999, 53).

The English classes at the national schools arsufbitient for this purpose. English
classes in national schools teach native Germamchror other language speakers
conversational English. They are not designedaohtd=nglish language skills (i.e.,
“language arts”) to native speakers of English.

Seventy-four percent of the national schegberienced students engaged in some s
activity to develop English language skills whitenational school. Some used
workbooks, others were home-schooled and someleaeSaturday school in English
About seventy percent read in English while inavadi school. One option for parents
to inquire about the possibility of substitutingarent-taught lesson or correspondent
course for the school English class.

2. Maintain your home language. While the majority of the students reported tiatyt
spoke mostly English at home, some described meegldage patterns. This “code
switching” is natural in a bilingual family. In fgat is a skill to know when and with
whom to switch languages. At times, the other laggumay have just the word that is
needed and it is more expressive to use the athgubge. However, parents are
cautioned about code switching to the degree tkhtld cannot express complete
thoughts in either language. Parents also needttehappropriate English (or other fi
language) to help children develop the first largguto a high cognitive level. If parent
have limited proficiency in the host country langaand use that language with their
children, they could be modeling poor languagegpat and conversing at a lower
cognitive level with their children.

3. Consider how you will close the gaps. Many of the national school students talkec
about having gaps in US history, geography andrahiejects. Parents, especially of
students who continue in national school througjh lsichool, must address this
limitation. One way is to provide instruction andfesources in these subjects. Some
parents choose to home-school their children isdl@eas. Another option would be
enroll in one or more online or correspondence s&aim these subjects.

Another theme in the interviews was learning taevim English. Students were not
talking about the simple mechanics of putting waydgaper and spelling them
correctly. Instead, they were referring to the [gmage of learning what was expected
high school or college essay in English. Studetis attend national schools learn the
writing norms of their host country. One studenntiened how it was normal in her h
country to copy directly from sources, becausesthe@ces are knowledgeable and
students are not. This same copying is labeledariag in North American universitie
Others talked about style of argumentation and twoexpress their ideas in English.
Even if parents do not require their children tatevargumentative papers at home, tr
can dialogue with their national school-educatatticdn in ways that encourage
development of homeland academic-style argumentatial analysis that will be need
in university.

4. Think about when (or if) your child will changeto first language school. This



research cannot offer clear guidance regardingpéisé time to change from national
school to English language school. The individaatient's needs and circumstances
must inform family decision making. Comments frarterviews illustrate different
perspectives. Hannah, who attended a German saih@oé a natural endpoint was afs
grade ten, thought “tenth grade was a really gaedlb” The switch to Black Forest
Academy made her feel “kind of at home.” Kathy, wattended a Japanese school, s
she “would have gone into an American school maybitle earlier, like third or fourth
grade...any longer than that, you get really behinkdmguage.” Craig, who attended
Austrian school K-12, was glad he was able to finisAustria.

5. Be prepared to help your children with transitions between educational systems.
Students described their adjustment to an Engtisicaional environment after nation
schooling. They mentioned limitations in vocabu)ggssibly knowing the concept in
the host country language but not having the academcabulary in English. Other
challenges included learning to write academic Bhgtesting and subject-matter gay
(notably US history and geography, English literatand non-metric measurements).

College adjustment included not only changing #mgliage of instruction but also
transitioning culturally to the US. (All subjectere at schools in the US.) Jane spok
about cultural differences, saying, “I never thouiiat | was that different.... Many
things that people do are very foreign to me.” Etlerse who left national school earl
in their educational career experience adjustmartsllege. Kathy left national schoo
eight years prior to the interview; she was infirst year in the college when we spok
She said, “It’s still a huge transition. I'm stdéry much Japanese, the way | relate to
people, the way | communicate, the body languaggeland the things | don’'t say whe
communicate.”

Parents with concerns about their child’s abildyetentually matriculate at a quality
college will be encouraged to note that all redeaubjects were students at what the
College Board defines as “more selective” colledgisterview data suggest that the
national school-experienced students were hightyralele to colleges because they w
“broader,” bringing diversity and rich experientegshe campuses. However, for thos
who remained in national schools through high sthea even for those who enterec
English-language school during the latter halfighrschool, the SAT was some
students’ first experience with this type of tegtiwhich was a challenge. Some also
reported struggling with college applications. Egample, the activities and honors
section frustrated Melissa. “There were three erppyes for extracurricular activities
and Germans don'’t have extracurricular activitisfié said. She also found it difficult
get a recommendation letter, because “Germans #oai what recommendations ar

Obtaining transcripts and “translating grades” wads® challenges for the national
school-experienced students. In France, for exarspleents are rated on a twenty-p«
scale with twenty being the best and “pretty mucattainable.” Jessica reports that s
had “a good average in France but when it traresfieirr, it looked like seventy-five
percent, which is bad.” In spite of the challengegroviding meaningful transcripts,
national school-experienced students find theynodi@n significant college credit for
their work in national schools.

IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHERS, SCHOOLSAND OTHER CAREGIVERS
Teachers, schools and other caregivers can beroesolor parents as they seek to
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address issues discussed in the implications f@npgsection. Especially if the missic
agency does not have staff dedicated to childredtsation, parents often look to
international Christian school staff or serviceamgations such as SHARE Educatior
Services and Asia Educational Resources Consof(#HRC).

Several of the interviewees described a dividedtite One, for example, said, “I felt
more Argentine than American.” When discussingdtarggle with identity after she
started attending Black Forest Academy, Briannd, S&he term Third Culture Kid
didn’t come up in my understanding until abouténel of my junior year.” | am
personally acquainted with Black Forest Academy lagigeve Brianna did encounter t
concept there prior to her junior year. The paimbugh, is that she did not grasp the
meaning or significance of being a TCK until hardhyear at the academy. Schools &
other caregivers need to provide this kind of infation on a regular basis, with speci
attention to students who are undergoing trangti@nianna’s comment illustrates a
readiness issue related to when a person will tigtleear” available information.

When students are making the adjustment from dmeodiog system to another, they
will need support from their school, teachers, per@nd other caregivers. School sta
members need to be made aware of the difficultiperenced by such students (c.f.

Berry and Williams 2004). Interviewees gave Blackdst Academy high marks for th
way the school helped them transition. Specifindhiincluded teaching them, step by
step, how to do papers in English, and working witidents’ different national ways ¢
doing math until the students understood.

CONCLUSION

Should missionary parents enroll their childremational schools? A little over half of
the interviewees said yes. Thirteen made strongjtipe statements about choosing
national school. Jessica would “strongly recomnmignad parents put their children in tl
national school.” Hannah said, “I really enjoyed@an school. | definitely think it wa:
an advantage.” Krista was matter-of-fact aboutasheantage of a national school,
saying, “After all, | was in Germany; it made theshsense. It was the normal thing t
do.”

Missionary kids who attend host country nation&losds have a unique opportunity tc
immersed in the language and culture of the hastteg. This research indicates that
missionary parents can be confident their childnennot necessarily academically
disadvantaged by the choice to use national sclovelseas. While individual and
circumstantial variables need to be consideree@lecsing an educational option, natio
schools in and of themselves are not necessatifingmtal to a student’s academic
development. The subjects of this study were abntoll in quality post-secondary
institutions and were successful in their acadgarsuits at these institutions. This
positive result is an encouragement to parentgpahdymakers. Host country national
schools can be a viable education option for thieren of missionaries.

Endnote
1. All names have been changed for privacy.
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