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Praise for


The Exchange Student Survival Kit,
Third Edition


“I first read a borrowed copy of The Exchange Student Survival Kit in May 1994, just a few months before going on a high school exchange with AFS. As the year abroad progressed, I kept rereading the book, exploring the stories and lessons learned while connecting with my own experiences. I could not ask for a better guide to help me make sense of what I was going through and better understand the international experience’s challenges and opportunities. The third edition has just caught up with technology and new developments, but Betsy’s practical and valuable insights remain timeless.”


— Lucas Welter, former AFS student and


Chief Organizational Development and


Strategy Officer for AFS Intercultural Programs


Praise for the Second Edition


“Dr. Betsy Hansel’s extraordinary book, The Exchange Student Survival Kit (second edition), is a must-read for anyone going overseas through a high school exchange program. Her advice and down-to-earth examples give the prospective exchangee an excellent foundation for developing deeper intercultural insights and skills. From pre-departure to return, this book will greatly help a young person to navigate the often ambiguous waters of cultural differences.”


— Mitchell R. Hammer, PhD, President,


Hammer Consulting, LLC


“The Exchange Student Survival Kit is a wise and exceptionally practical guide that belongs in the hands of every study abroad student contemplating a home stay. When it comes to understanding both the pitfalls and pleasures of an international home stay, there is no better source of advice for both the students and their hosts.”


— Bruce La Brack, Ph.D, Professor Emeritus, School of International


Studies, University of the Pacific, Stockton, California


“I will never forget my first hot August day in Kansas City! My American family greeted me, their just arrived Italian AFS exchange student, at the bus stop with a loaf of ‘Italian garlic bread’: I had never seen one before! In this book, Dr. Betsy Hansel goes straight to the essence of culture shock— different views, different values, different perceptions, different worlds to compare as a student abroad. She shows us the wonderful and painful process to become an open-minded citizen of the world. The Exchange Student Survival Kit will be of tremendous help for everyone involved in the exchange student field and, by extension, everybody who deals with cross-cultural differences.”


— Dr. Mietta Rodeschini Denti, Former President,


Rotary Club Bergamo, Ovest, Italy


“The Exchange Student Survival Kit has been a great tool for the AFS Arizona Chapter. It is succinctly written and explains with simple, but thorough, clarity, the challenges and best approaches to reconciling those challenges for: host families, orientation leaders, in-bound students and for American students who wish to study abroad. Our AFS chapter has placed copies of Dr. Hansel’s book in high school guidance counselors’ offices throughout the state so that both the counselors and the students of that school can get a comprehensive picture of the cultural exchange experience.”


— Tom Perica, AFS Arizona Chapter, Sending Coordinator
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PREFACE


Perhaps one day you will fly to a place you’ve never been and begin to learn in ways you have never learned before. You may be hoping to explore your own cultural heritage, examine the arts of a different society, meet people who think differently from you, and sample the world outside of your familiar boundaries. One thing we can certainly guarantee: you will be surprised!


Your curiosity will be stimulated. You may be charmed by sights, sounds, and smells, both new and unusual. You may meet a host family you want to embrace as your own. You may be intrigued by those mysterious moments, where you’re not really sure what’s going on, but someday you hope to find out! And most powerfully of all, you may get to know yourself, your strengths, and, yes, your limits, through a fresh cultural perspective.


Studying abroad is an opportunity for discovering yourself, and for finding your place in the world community as never before. In my work with students, I have heard thousands of dreams and fears about what the overseas experience might bring. But inevitably, it was the unimagined dream, the adventure that money could not buy, that proved to be the most fascinating aspect of the sojourn.


The Exchange Student Survival Kit has been written with you, and that adventure, in mind. Sometimes people feel that too much reading will spoil the novelty of the experience, as if the new culture we will live in has such limited things to offer that we can master all of it by reading a few books.


We might rather think of the old saying “Luck prefers the prepared mind.” As you ready yourself to make the most of your time abroad, remember that part of the investment in your own adventure is to be ready to fully experience it. And the collection of ideas in this fully updated and revised book is designed to facilitate that luck!


Whether you are interested in your relationship with your host family or wondering, “What is this business about culture shock? It will never happen to me!” these carefully written chapters reflect the insight of previous travelers like you, as well as the wisdom of professionals who have guided the learning of many students.


As you work your way through this book, know that it is preparing you for an experience that often proves to be transformative. You can be fairly sure you will be somewhat different upon your return, or why would you be doing this? Once you have seen yourself through the eyes of culturally different others, once you have been able to compare and contrast your own culture with a different place, you are likely to develop knowledge, skills, and attitudes that will serve you both professionally and personally.


So, all the best to you as you embark on what some call merely “study abroad,” but what is truly intercultural learning of the most exciting kind!


Janet M. Bennett


The Intercultural Communication Institute


Portland, Oregon


December 2020
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PART I


On Being an
Exchange Student





IN AN OLD STORY OF a long-running war between two kingdoms, the kings agreed to a peaceful exchange. Each agreed to send his son to live with the family of his enemy, to be cared for in the other kingdom as if he were the son of that family. Each put his faith in the other to care for his son and committed in return to care for the other’s son as if he were his own. These sons also came to understand and became attached to the new kingdom, making it impossible from then on for either of them to raise war against the other.


When some volunteer ambulance drivers of the American Field Service who were working in Europe during the First and Second World Wars ended their tours of duty, they wanted to find a way to use their experience in another country and the contacts they made to promote peace rather than war. The idea of a peaceful exchange, where young people would live as members of a family in another country and culture, was born in the hopes of bringing about peace. The idea soon spread, as many organizations and individuals sought to develop student exchange programs as a way of building peace between peoples.


Now, more than 100 years since the end of World War I and 75 years after the close of World War II, the world still finds itself far from peaceful. Disputes between nations seem so often to be on the brink of catastrophic violence, and nations themselves are torn apart in civil wars and political polarization. Diplomacy in many cases has broken down or suffered setbacks when world leaders focus on the angry demands of their own nation or particular group of supporters rather than on working together with others on improving our common destiny. In many countries today there are angry voices raised by people fearful about immigrants and refugees who are fleeing conflicts, violence, poverty, or discrimination in their own countries. Young people hoping to be exchange students may struggle to get a visa to travel and may wonder if they can possibly be accepted or understood in a country that doesn’t seem to want them.


Many countries are also facing internal turmoil with long-running protests against government policies and violence by law enforcement. On top of this is the all-too-real threat of the recent COVID-19 pandemic, adding new worries about safety and our future. We are reminded that our lives, our jobs, and our health are uncertain. At the same time, we also recognize that we need other people. Technology can connect us and keep us informed, but it cannot replace our need for the company of other human beings.


As we look at our troubled times, it is hard to imagine that student exchange programs can have much of an impact. But what could have a greater impact than having the chance to be guided by parents, brothers, or sisters from another country, and to live side by side every day? Virtually everyone who has participated as an exchange student will tell you about how they changed during their time living abroad. Some of these changes are personal: they became more independent or they became more self-confident. But above all, exchange students change their perspective as a result of their experience. They understand their own country and culture in a new light, and they know firsthand what it means to live every day in another part of the world with a different reality from the one they knew growing up. The mutual respect that develops when you open yourself to understanding the world through other eyes and share daily experiences with a family in another culture becomes a firm foundation for building peace.


Being an exchange student requires courage and curiosity. It’s quite natural to be a little nervous or to wonder if you are too shy to live in another country with a family you’ve never met. The families and individuals who host exchange students may also feel a little nervous about the experience they are preparing for. They are likely to be curious about you and hope to learn about your life back home.


Today we all are familiar with the image of the world as a swirling blue marble as seen by astronauts orbiting the earth. How different this image is from what we see day-to-day as we walk around on this planet. So you, too, who are about to become exchange students, will have the chance to look back on your own country from a distance, from another perspective. It will look very different to you than it does now. The image you have of the country you hope to visit is also likely to be just a swirl of vague images you’ve assembled from what you’ve learned or heard about this place. Your day-to-day experience there will also be quite different from what you now imagine. Some things will seem at first to be very similar to what you expect, though later you may discover a hidden layer of meaning that changes your perception. Other things will immediately seem foreign and puzzling but will later become familiar and understandable parts of your life in your host country.


There is a strong attraction that many young people feel for the exchange experience. Meeting a fascinating exchange student in school or through friends, then learning about his or her way of life and activities with friends and family in the home country, often opens the door to a whole range of new ideas and opportunities. The fact that the world contains such a variety of people and cultures makes it seem a much more interesting place. It is no surprise that you may want to experience more of it.


If you have not yet decided to go on an exchange program, you may wonder what you can gain from so much time spent in another country. You might be eager to learn a new language, or you might simply be attracted to the lifestyle and want to see for yourself places you have only read about or seen in movies and television, but you (or maybe your parents) may also be focused on building your education for a good career later on. You may be concerned about missing a semester or year of your schooling at home. What does the exchange program add that will make up for the cost, the school missed at home, the time away from family and friends?


What can you expect to gain from spending a year or a semester living in another country with people you don’t know yet? Research on this topic has shown that the biggest gains, not surprisingly, are in learning the language, understanding the new culture, and in the development of a more international perspective. It is also an excellent opportunity to learn about yourself and to develop the kinds of personal skills and relationships that will be useful to you in the years to come. It is an intense learning experience that involves you totally. You may come home dreaming in a new language, listening to a new style of music, changing the way you dress, or choosing different activities for your spare time. You may change your political views as well and have new opinions about yourself and your life. You will still be the same “you,” but you will have a new understanding of where you have come from and who you are becoming. And in your own way, you, too, will be a fascinating person for others to know.









Chapter 1


What Does It Mean to Be
an Exchange Student?


TODAY THERE ARE MANY TYPES of opportunities for young people to travel to other countries in addition to traveling with their families for tourism. Many of these involve group travel with some level of interaction or exchange with the hosting community, focused on a common interest such as music, dance, sport, the environment, or community service. Sometimes this is mostly a tour of some national attractions plus activities where the hosting community has organized dinners or overnight stays with local families. In other cases, short-term language courses are paired with homestays. A third model is one in which youth from multiple nations are gathered together in one locale to focus on some type of learning or service project. More recently, classrooms in different countries are connected virtually to allow students to discuss and work together on shared educational assignments.


While all of these other experiences offer opportunities for intercultural learning and growth, they typically take place in a separate time and place from everyday life. An exchange student experience as described here is more than visiting another country and practicing the language for a few conversations or for a few weeks. An exchange student is fully immersed in the everyday life and culture of another family and community. Being an exchange student challenges you to be open to different behaviors and new ways of understanding yourself and the world. This book is written to help you become ready for this experience and to provide support and guidance along the way.


Is This Experience for Me?


Are you having doubts about whether being an exchange student is right for you? The fact that you are exploring the possibility suggests that you have the curiosity needed to learn and grow. Use that urge to explore and find out as much as you can about the programs available and the organizations that offer them. Be open to options for traveling to countries you hadn’t previously considered. Even if your main motivation is to become fluent in a particular language, there are often several countries where you can develop that skill. Take time to research the reputation of the sponsoring organizations you are considering.


Perhaps you are worried about what you’d miss back home or at school. Going abroad for a substantial length of time during your regular school year means you might need to add some time to your home secondary school studies. Find someone at your school to talk to you about what is required and find out from the exchange program what opportunity you would have for attending school in the host country. Knowing exactly what is required and how you can accomplish it will help ease your worries here. And if additional time is required back home to finish, you will still have the opportunity to complete secondary school and move on to higher education.


What will it be like for you to leave your home and friends for a few months or a year? Many students are naturally a little nervous about the prospect of going to a strange place alone where they may not speak the language well. If you know exchange students who have come to your school, or who are staying in your community, talk to them about your concerns and find out how they have managed. They may have been just as nervous as you.


You may also be worried about the costs involved for travel, program fees, a passport, and other necessities. For example, if you’re from a warm climate, you may need winter clothing in the host country. The costs can be significant and out of reach from what you and your family can manage. If this is the case, talk with the exchange organization about possible financial aid from the organization and other ways to find funding in your home or host community to help cover your expenses.


The Selection Process


While you are deciding what exchange program may be best for you, you will also find that in some programs and in some countries, being an exchange student means going through a lengthy and competitive selection process to decide if you are eligible for the program. This may include a series of tests and interviews. In most cases, students must be recommended by their teachers for the program and will face an application process, interviews, essay writing, and health screenings.


Being selected as an exchange student singles you out among your peers. You passed the tests, you got the recommendations, and now you’re going to represent your country and community abroad. Even before you leave your country, your school or community may honor you in a formal way because you are taking part in the exchange program.


Everyday conversations prior to your departure are filled with mentions of your impending travel. Friends at school, neighbors, and others you meet in the weeks before your departure start to show a new sort of interest in you and ask, “When do you leave?” or tell you something of their own travels or about others they have known from the country you’ll be visiting. They may give you advice: “Only drink bottled water.” “You’ll need to get a good international plan for your phone.” You might be given new luggage or other special gifts to take with you. Everything about what you do and who you are seems tied up in the fact that you are an exchange student.


In your host country, you continue to be an extraordinary person, treated specially perhaps, because you are an exchange student. But you are also extraordinary because you are completely outside of your normal environment. You have come to a new family, a new community, and a new school. You find yourself among strangers. How do you fit in? Where is there something familiar for you?


Your Role in the Family


The exchange organization has placed you in a host family for two reasons. The first is because the family is the heart of a culture, and you will learn the most in this setting. The second is because the family can offer you support as you try to cope with the many changes you’ll face during your year abroad.


What will your role in the host family be? The exchange student and host-family relationship is not one that has a long precedent in most cultures. Frequently students and their families begin their experience by trying to fit each other into roles that are familiar to them. Most often these roles are inappropriate. Here are some of the things that you are not.


You are not a houseguest


One familiar role is that of the houseguest. You have no doubt been a houseguest at some time when visiting a friend or relative in another city. You probably stayed for only a few days or at most a few weeks. When you are a houseguest, the family you’re visiting prepares special meals for you, takes you sightseeing, and otherwise tries to keep you entertained. They may use the best dishes while you’re visiting. You may be given the best bed. You are not asked to help with the housework. Every effort is made to be sure you are comfortable and to make your short-term visit pleasant. The normal family routines are altered. Members of the family are likely to behave in a more formal way among themselves than they do when no guests are present.


While the rules of hospitality vary from culture to culture, in no culture should a host family and their exchange student maintain this sort of relationship for an entire year together. In the early days of your stay with them, you may discover that your host family treats you as they would a houseguest, but it is important to leave that role behind as soon as possible so that you both can feel more at home.


You are not a boarder


Exchange students sometimes take the attitude that the fees they pay for the exchange program include room and board with a family. Because they think of themselves as paying guests, they do little to participate in the life of the family. This attitude defeats the purpose of the exchange program, which is to provide the opportunity for intercultural learning and can leave the host family, who generously volunteered to welcome the exchange student into their home, feeling like servants. In most cases, the families are not paid fees by the exchange organization. If they are, fees are often a contribution toward the cost of having you stay in their home. The sponsoring organization should be able to give you guidelines for appropriate behavior in that situation.


You are not a housekeeper or babysitter


While you will probably be asked to do your share of the household chores and may, from time to time, be asked to take care of any small children in the home, you should not be doing more work than is expected of the other members of the family. You have not come to do domestic work for your host family, but to learn and to share in their family life.


If you are not any of these things as an exchange student, what are you?


Are you a member of the family?


In many ways you are like a member of the family. The host parents assume responsibility for your basic well-being. Like any parents, they make certain that you have enough to eat and have a comfortable room. They are concerned about your health and your adjustment to school. They are interested in you, and ultimately, they will worry about you.


In other important ways you are not fully a member of the family. You have not shared their experiences and do not share their memories, even though they will likely tell you stories about things that have happened to them in the past and show you photos or videos of some of these events. You may feel this difference sharply when the family members get together with other relatives.


More important, you have another, real family that is ultimately responsible for your well-being. The host parents are very much aware of their obligation to your parents. They may be more protective of you than of their own children for this reason. At the same time, they may give you special privileges or may hesitate to impose their rules on you because they know that your own parents have established different rules. As one host father commented:




If she were really my own daughter, I’d know where my authority would lie. For example, when she refused to try on that coat we found for her— if that had been my own daughter, I would have said, “Put it on and wear it because it’s perfectly good.” But I wouldn’t say that to her, because I’m not really her father.





The situation is similar for you, too. You cannot always behave toward the host parents as you do toward your own parents. Perhaps you are affectionate with your own parents but feel peculiar hugging or kissing your host parents. You may argue occasionally with your own parents but feel that arguing with your hosts would be rude and ungrateful.


And what should you call them? You cannot go through the entire year tapping them on the shoulder or waiting to get their attention before speaking to them simply because you do not know what to call them. Many exchange students call their host parents “Mom” and “Dad” or whatever names the other children in the family use to call their parents. Typically, these terms are different from the words for “Mom” and “Dad” in their own language, which can be reserved to refer to their parents back home. Other exchange students prefer to use the first names of their host parents or select an affectionate nickname to use. Some students simply ask their hosts, “What would you like me to call you?” Whatever you decide, you should settle this issue right at the start because having no name to call your hosts is uncomfortable for everyone.


Most host families also have children of their own, and you may wonder what relationship you will have with them. Maybe you’re the only child in your own family and wondering how you’ll fit in with a new host brother or sister. If you have siblings, your feelings about your host siblings are not likely to be the same as your feelings for your own brothers and sisters. They may not be prepared to accept you right away in this role, either. A young American girl whose family hosted a Kenyan boy remarked, “As soon as he arrived, he said, ‘I’m going to be your big brother now. I’m going to be your parents’ son.’ I didn’t like that at all.” In another family, a young host brother resented that his mother was uncritical of the exchange student’s habit of leaving her wet towels lying around the house. When the mother reminded her son that he also left his towels where they didn’t belong, he complained, “But I live here.”
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