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Full praise for Betsy Hansel and
The Exchange Student Survival Kit, 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, Ph.D., President, Hammer Consulting, LLC


“This second edition of 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, professor of Anthropology and International Studies, University of the Pacific


“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, President Rotary Club Bergamo, Ovest, Italy


“The Exchange Student Survival Kit has been the book I’ve recommended to others since 1995 when I came back home after a successful year-long adventure. In the course of my exchange student year, Dr. Hansel’s book helped me to better understand the uniqueness of the international experience with practical and valuable guidance. And now in this second edition, it has just gotten better. Read this book and get the most from the exchange experience!”


—Lucas Welter, former AFS Student







The Exchange Student Survival Kit


SECOND EDITION


Bettina Hansel


[image: image]







First published by Intercultural Press, a division of Nicholas Brealey Publishing, in 2007.






	






	Intercultural Press, a division of


	Nicholas Brealey Publishing






	Nicholas Brealey Publishing


	Carmelite House






	Hachette Book Group


	50 Victoria Embankment






	53 State Street


	London EC4Y ODZ






	Boston, MA 02109, USA


	Tel: 020 3122 6000






	Tel: (617) 523-3801


	www.nicholasbrealey.com






	www.interculturalpress.com


	 







©2007 by Bettina Hansel


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.


Printed in the United States of America






	11   10   09   08   07        1   2   3   4   5







eISBN: 978-1-47364-420-5


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Hansel, Bettina G.


The Exchange student survival kit / Bettina Hansel.—2nd ed.


p. cm.


Includes bibliographical references and index.


eISBN: 978-1-47364-420-5


1. Foreign study—United States. 2. Student exchange program—United States. 3. Cultural relations. 4. High school students—United States—Attitudes. I. Title.


LB1696.H36     2007
370.116′2—dc22


2007008645







For my mother, who read to me in French
and supported my wish to become
an exchange student










Contents


Preface by Janet M. Bennett


Acknowledgments


PART I      On Being an Exchange Student


Chapter 1   What Does It Mean to Be an Exchange Student?


  Your Role in the Family


  Your Role in the Community


Chapter 2   What Does the Host Family Offer?


Chapter 3   Cultural Baggage: Beyond the Customs Counter


Chapter 4   What You Need to Know about Culture


Chapter 5   Cross-Cultural Challenges for the Host Family


Chapter 6   Feeling Secure in a New Country


  Unwanted Affection from Someone You Know


  Natural Disasters


  When the News Worries You


Chapter 7   Connections Back Home


  The New World of Communications


  Managing Your Internet Use


Chapter 8   The Adjustment Cycle


  Preparation


  Arrival Excitement and Fatigue





  Homesickness


  Settling In


  Deepening the Relationship


  Culture Shock


  The Holidays


  Culture Learning


  The Last Weeks


PART II     Guidelines and Suggestions for the Exchange Student


Chapter 9   Stage 0. Preparing to Go Abroad


  Feeling Excited, Feeling Nervous


  Preparations


Chapter 10 Stage 1. Arrival


Customs and Immigration


Meeting Your Hosts


Exhaustion and Jet Lag


Health and Cleanliness


Food and Diet


Relax!


Chapter 11 Stage 2. Settling In


Adjusting Your Expectations


Fitting In


Your Host Family Adjusts to You


Adjusting to School


Chapter 12 Stage 3. Deepening the Relationship


Rules, Spoken and Unspoken


Sharing Your Culture


Host Brothers, Host Sisters, and Friends





Chapter 13 Stage 4. Culture Shock


Chapter 14 Stage 5. The Holidays


Chapter 15 Stage 6. Culture Learning


What You Have Learned


Friends Are Important


Feeling at Home with the Family


Other Challenges


Chapter 16 Stage 7. The Last Weeks


Chapter 17 Stage 8. Readjustment


Chapter 18 Postscript—Special Issues and Concerns


Changing Host Families


Shorter Exchange Programs


Appendix: What You Should Expect from an Exchange Program


Suggested Reading List


Index













Preface


Perhaps one day soon, you are planning on boarding a plane, arriving at a place you’ve never been, and beginning the adventure of your life. 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 taste the world outside of your familiar boundaries. One thing we can certainly guarantee: you will be surprised!


Your eyes may open wider at the kind of topics that are discussed—or not discussed—over dinner. 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 you hope to find out! And most powerfully of all, you may get to know yourself, your strengths, and yes, your limits, in 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 exchange students, I have heard thousands of dreams and fears about what the overseas experience might bring. But inevitably, it was the unimagined dream, that which 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, clearly 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?” 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
March 2007
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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.


As we look at the troubled times we live in at the beginning of the third millennium, it is hard to imagine that student exchange programs can have much of an impact. People enjoy an unprecedented familiarity with what seems to be a global culture, but the division between “us” and “them”—however that is defined —seems stronger than ever. The world’s nations are still divided among themselves, and yet joined as never before through a complex net of economic, social, and political ties that affects everything they do. With increased global communications, we recognize more than ever the apparent six degrees of separation that in theory connect each person in the world to every other one through no more than six relationships. Yet we still see that self-interest dominates our decision making for the most part, and the concerns and problems of those in other cultures are seldom brought to our consciousness.


How, then, can an exchange student be part of a peace-building effort? It is not fair to presume that a teenager bound for a year or a semester abroad is going to be able to solve the problems of the world. But 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.


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 now have the chance to look back on your own country from a distance, from another perspective, and it will look very different to you than it does now. So, too, will the country to which you are going seem different from how you now imagine it to be. Some things will seem at first to be very similar to what you know, 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 lively and 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?


In the United States and in several other parts of the world, exchange student programs are becoming increasingly common. Many programs, both large and small, have emerged to bring people together to promote understanding between cultures and for the well-recognized educational benefits that exchange students gain. There are numerous opportunities for those interested in going abroad on such an exchange.


In other countries, being an exchange student means going through a lengthy and competitive selection process, which often includes a series of tests or interviews. In most cases, students must be recommended by their teachers for the program. 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.


Whether you are one of the selected few or one of a big group of exchange students leaving home from your community, your status is still special. This is not a vacation you are taking. You are participating in an educational and challenging experience inside of another culture and society.


Everyday conversations prior to your departure are filled with mention 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 others they have known from the county you’ll be visiting. “Send me a postcard.” “Take plenty of pictures.” “Bring me back some blue jeans.” Or even advice: “Don’t drink the water.” 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 which 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. 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.”


Because you are new to the family and because you’re from a different country, you will get extra attention from the parents and from the family’s friends and relatives. When Aunt Sue used to visit her favorite niece, Karen, she always had a sympathetic ear for Karen’s problems with boyfriends or with her parents. Now when Aunt Sue visits, Åsa, the exchange student from Norway, is always part of the conversation, and somehow the focus is now on Åsa and Norway and never on Karen. Karen likes Åsa and is not normally resentful, but she sometimes can’t help wishing that Åsa would disappear for a while.


Of course, not all host siblings are upset by the attention or the position that the exchange student has in their family, but your arrival does change the dynamics in the family, especially among the children. Though the specific patterns vary from family to family, there are typically certain attitudes, responsibilities, or privileges associated with being the oldest or the youngest in the family. With your arrival, the oldest child in the family may now be you! Or simply because of the different experience you have had, you may be more mature in some areas than the brother or sister of the same age. Or perhaps you are neater with your belongings, or more interested in your studies, or you like to read more than the children in the family. Suddenly, you are the shining example for the other children, who may feel that their parents were perfectly content with their behavior until you came along.


You may introduce new ideas and routines that pose a challenge to the way the family normally lives. Amy’s parents always made her go to bed by 10:30, but they let Chieko, from Japan, stay up as long as she wanted—often well past midnight. Issues like this can cause the children in the host family to want or expect similar privileges and attention from their parents.


Exchange students sometimes feel great pressure to win the approval of the host parents, but it is often the relationship with the other teenagers in the house that can make the family experience either satisfying or uncomfortable. Of course, this doesn’t mean that your relationship with the parents is unimportant. It does mean that you also need to form direct, personal relationships with the children in the family and be sensitive to their feelings and needs.
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