
 
 

 

 

Is it the food?  Do you think of families sitting down to dinner with hamburgers and hotdogs opening an ice-cold Coke every night?  

Maybe it’s Hollywood?  Maybe there’s a particular movie or television show you saw that set your expectations of life in the U.S.   

 

Whatever your expectation is…chances are, it’s not 100% accurate.  That’s because, (1) no two American families are the same; and 

(2) the images we see in movies and television are definitely not accurate reflections of our diverse American culture. 

 

As you learned in our first video, realistic expectations play a significant role in the success of your homestay.  That’s why we have 

created this second video, called Understanding American Culture.  Please, take your time through this video, it might be something 

you’ll need to view more than once.  But having a realistic expectation of American culture will go a long way to ensure you enjoy your 

time in the US.   

 

1. Characteristics and morals which make up American values 

2. Common food and meal time differences  

3. Chores and host family communication  

4. Important US laws students should be aware of 

 

 The United States is made up of people from many different ethnicities, religions, social, financial statuses, and family 

structures. It often comes as a shock to visitors, but American families are not accurately reflected in the media or pop music, 

so don’t expect your Host Family to be like what you’ve seen in the movies or on television. America is a melting pot of 

ethnicities and cultures; there is not one type of American family…there are many types.   Finding out your host family’s 

background story and sharing your own will be what makes your homestay experience unique and special.  No one will have 

the same experience you will…Enjoy and celebrate the unique qualities of your family. 

 

 Americans value good character and faith over education and career.  In American culture, most people judge a person to be 
good or bad based on his/her honesty and work ethic.  That means it is your own behavior, not your family or your position, 
that determines how Americans see and value you. 

 That’s because Americans value the individual over the community.  If you achieve something in the US, it’s because you 
were great, you worked hard and your individual merit is celebrated.   

 Because of this, American education is geared towards identifying a student’s individual strengths and personal interests.  
Teachers and schools strive to help students identify these strengths so that students develop them into adulthood. 

 

 Americans eat many cold meals – bread, fruit and yogurt is a very typical breakfast in the U.S.  And sandwiches are very 
common for lunch! This might feel strange for you in the beginning but be brave and try it – you may surprise yourself and 
like it! 

 Americans also eat leftovers! Because American families are very busy, your host family may not have time to cook a full 
meal every night.  It is common for families to cook a large meal several times a week and eat the leftovers on alternating 
days when they don’t cook.  Many Americans even think that certain dishes taste better on the second day because the 
flavors have had a longer opportunity to meld together.   

 Another important point to remember about American food…or eating American food…is that Americans eat quietly!  Loud 
noises such as burping, slurping and chewing noisily while eating is considered bad manners.  If this is different from your 
own culture, you want to watch how those around you are eating and then mimic their actions (for example:  cut your food 
on your plate.  Don’t bring the entire piece of meat to your mouth).  If you find people staring at you while you are eating, it 
might be because of the noises you are creating.   
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 Being polite is an expectation in America.  We say please, thank you, you’re welcome, good morning, good night, and how 
are you many times throughout the day…and sometimes many times within a single personal interaction.  Ask your host 
family to help teach and remind you how and when to use these phrases.  In American culture they convey respect and 
politeness to others.  Although this can be difficult to remember, not using manners correctly might convey rudeness or 
dislike for the people around you.  When in doubt, say please and thank you. 

 
 

 Most American homes do not have household help and so family members share the tasks of cooking, cleaning and 
transportation among all family members.  In your American homestay, you will learn to share in some of this responsibility 
by participating in household chores.  You will also need to communicate in advance when you need a ride so that everyone’s 
schedules can be coordinated.  Working together in this way develops strong family bonds and teaches the independence 
you will need to live successfully in America. 

 Just like its people, American homes are very diverse.  The size and style of your host family’s home will vary, depending on 
their family size, personal preferences, and geographical considerations.   

 

 You will hear us say it time and time again, open communication is a crucial part of having a successful American homestay.  
In America, communication is direct and honest.  Your host family will speak frankly with you and expects you to do the same 
with them.  For example, they will ask once if you want a second helping of food; if you say no, they will believe you and the 
food will be put away – they may not ask you again.  Understanding the American way of communicating will encourage you 
to model the same and honestly speak your feelings and desires. 

 

 Because laws differ from country to country…it is important for you to pay careful attention to this particular portion of the 
video.  Breaking laws in America is taken very seriously and could result in a number of serious consequences, including:  
expulsion from school, having your visa revoked and being sent home. There is a famous saying in America.  Ignorance of the 
law is no excuse.  Even if you don’t know the law, you can still be penalized for it.  This applies to local laws, your school rules 
and MIF policies.   

o In America, the legal drinking age is 21 years old.  Regardless of the laws in your home country, you may not 
purchase, possess or drink alcohol in the U.S. until that age. 

o The legal smoking age in America varies by state…it may be 18 or 21 years old.  You will need to research the correct 
age or ask your host family before you consider smoking.   

o Again, we want to reiterate that the government imposes severe penalties on international students who engage in 
underage drinking and smoking. 

o In America, it is illegal to download movies and music that you haven’t paid for.  That doesn’t mean that you won’t 
come upon an illegal internet site that allows you to download free music and movies but doing so is still against the 
law and is still punishable if discovered.  Per government mandate, your Wi-Fi providers will block your internet 
access if you attempt to do so. 

o Every American city has curfew laws specific to your age.  Students who do not adhere to these local laws risk being 
picked up by the police.  Your host family will give you information about how to follow your local curfew law; but 
ultimately, it is your responsibility to make sure you are home on time.   

o And lastly, in America, academic integrity is extremely important.  Students who copy, cheat, or pay others to do 
their school work usually receive an automatic 0 on the assignment and may have their visa revoked and return 
home right away.  It is far better to receive a poor grade for forgetting to study, then to be expelled from school for 
cheating.   

 
This was a lot of information to absorb and you may be concerned about how you will become a successful member of your American 
homestay, but don’t worry!  Your American host family and your Homestay Coordinator are here to help you.  We all want you to  be 
successful…and will help you have a great experience.   
 

 Download Worksheet - Q&A 
 Download Homestay Handbook 
 Download MIF Rules of Conduct 

  
View past, current and upcoming Student Orientation modules here:  

 Part 1: Welcome To Your Homestay 

 Part 2: Understanding American Culture 

 Part 3: Things You Should Know 

 Part 4: Being Successful in Your Homestay 

 Part 5: Being Successful in School 

 Part 6: How to Resolve Conflict 

http://www.myinternationalfamily.com/uploads/1/1/2/6/11267004/wksht_part_2_-_understanding_american_culture_-_b.pdf
https://ud353.infusionsoft.com/app/linkClick/4431/36720154c8d6e113/24141/cd69fe704795a297
https://ud353.infusionsoft.com/app/linkClick/4429/97642d55d41fe4b6/24141/cd69fe704795a297
http://www.myinternationalfamily.com/student-orientation.html
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