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How to Navigate "Host Parenting" 
 

There is a difference between a student giving you a “hard time” and a student that’s going through a hard time. The 
more you can disassociate yourself as the target of their offense, the more grace you’re likely to give. 
 
Caring for an international minor child or teenager in your home, without the benefit of being their parent, can be a 
difficult road to navigate. Actions or behavior which may be perfectly acceptable within the context of their home 
country can be considered misbehavior or cross over into inappropriate or illegal behavior here in the US. 

 
 
 
Example 1: While there is a legal age limit for the purchase of alcohol in China, there 
is not a legal age on the books for consumption of alcohol. Obviously this is illegal in 
the US but a student who's grown up in a different culture will be confused and even 
unaware of the difference in laws. 
 
 

 

Example 2: Asian culture seeks to save face and preserve harmony over all else. 
Telling a "white lie" to end or avoid an argument is highly preferred and even 
praised over confrontation or continuing an argument. 

Now, in no way does MIF permit minor alcohol consumption or endorse lying. The purpose of these examples is to show 
that a small amount of understanding and compassion on the part of the host family is appreciated as your student 
stumbles and needs your guidance for correction. Before taking corrective action, talk with your student about what 
he/she did wrong in order to understand if it is intentional misbehavior or a lack of cultural understanding. If it is indeed 
a lack of understanding, consider saving the corrective action until the student repeats the offense in the future.  
 
How your student acts or interacts at home with you is usually a good indicator of how he/she was accustomed to 
interacting at home and with his/her natural parents. It's not your job to reinvent the wheel or "reform" behavior that 
has been built into your student for the first part of their life. We only ask that you provide your student with 
relationship skills, verbal tools and phrases that will help them to perform well in your home, at school and when 
interacting with others. 
 
It's important to know that communication in other languages and countries is non-verbal. "Please" and "thank you" 
may be indicated by a slight bow/nod of the head or grunt of acknowledgment instead of being said aloud. Teach your 
student how to ask for things by giving them correct phrasing of "please" and "thank you." Not only will this allow them 
to excel at home but it will allow them to interact with other Americans at school and outside your home in a manner 
we would expect.  
 
As always, be understanding and try not to take offense when they forget. They might still be at the level of a toddler 
when it comes to learning and understanding the nuances of American customs and language. After a long day at school 
constantly translating every phrase they hear, many students will simply need a break and choose to retreat to their 
room to seek something familiar and recharge through time alone. 
 
 

Hosting a year-long student is a 
marathon, not a sprint. 

 
More information can be found in the Host Handbook on page 31 relating 

to Host Family Responsibilities and Non-responsibilities. 
 
In summary, your job as a host mom or dad is to create a safe home environment, provide age appropriate house rules 
for the student to follow with safety and care in mind, and provide them with opportunities to engage you and your 
family. Notice the emphasis, in the last part of that sentence, is on providing opportunities. All a host family can do is 
provide opportunities and encouragement for the student to engage with the family. Ultimately, the choice and 
responsibility to engage lies with the student. 
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