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First-impressions are very important and often set the tone of the entire homestay; therefore, it’s very important to get off on the right 
foot with your newly-arrived student! 
 
Having just said goodbye to everything familiar and comforting at home, your student will likely arrive feeling a number of mixed 
emotions: fatigue, excitement, curiosity, and uncertainty. Additionally, your student will subconsciously seek to know if he/she is safe 
and welcome in your home and family.  
 
To this end, it’s essential that you’ve taken the time beforehand to tidy up your home and fully prepare your student’s bedroom.  A 
clean, de-cluttered home, well-furnished bedroom and available host parent communicates care for the student’s well-being and 
commitment to hosting responsibilities. Plan extra time in your schedule during the first 1-2 weeks to be present while your student is 
settling into their new surroundings. If hosting a minor student, the first days of school orientation and getting the student set up for 
the academic year will be particularly hectic. Your involvement during this time communicates to the student that they can rely on you 
and builds a strong foundation of trust for the year ahead. Reach out to your Homestay Coordinator if you need help. Once school 
begins, things will quickly fall into a routine, your student will grow confident and more independent, and you’ll be able to resume 
your regular activities and schedule. 
 

‘Help yourself’ and ‘make yourself at home’ are American ways of communicating hospitality and a sense of ease, but your student is 
likely coming from a culture where it would be inexplicably rude to treat the host’s home as his/her own.  
 
In many cultures, hosts are expected to hover, anticipating and serving the guest’s needs, and the guest is expected to sit and 
passively receive the host’s hospitality. When your just-arrived student is told to relax and help themselves, they will be lost and may 
feel like you don’t care about them because you’re not playing the role of host as they understand it. Be patient – it’s a process to 
teach your student how your home and family culture work. Dinner time conversations around cultural differences are helpful to learn 
about each other and teach American culture. 
 
If your student is high school age or younger, it’s best to assume that the student has never cooked for himself/herself as this wouldn’t 
be normal for them at home. Simply waving at the kitchen and saying ‘help yourself’ won’t be sufficient to ensure the student is 
comfortable getting breakfast and lunch. It’s a good idea to find out first what the student eats at home and if he/she has any self-
serve experience while simultaneously discussing what is normal in American culture and in your home. Expect that you may have to 
walk through the self-serve process multiple times until they learn what they like (your food will be SO different from what they’re 
used to!) and how to go about getting it – finding the yogurt, fruit, bagels, cheese and ham, etc. from the fridge and preparing them 
for breakfast and/or lunch, or how to find leftovers and warm them in the microwave instead (if a hot meal is preferred, as is also 
customary at home).  
 
Young students unfamiliar with American homelife and not accustomed to the independence we expect of their American peers have 
said, “My host tells me to help myself but there’s no food in the fridge,” which usually means that there’s plenty of ingredients 
available but the student doesn’t know how to put them together into a proper meal as they’re accustomed to receiving at home.  
 
Be patient, don’t take things personally, and reach out to your Homestay Coordinator frequently to ask for advice and receive support. 
 

 You have completed the final module of the four-part Host Orientation email series. We hope this has been 

insightful and helpful as you prepare for your hosting experience and welcoming your student. 
 
If you feel you still have a lot more to learn, don't worry! MIF has prepared a series of Hosting Tips that will be sent to you throughout 
the year. I am available for your questions, concerns and highlights so don’t hesitate to reach out! Please keep an eye on your inbox 
for your Student's Orientation emails of contact me if you prefer to get started right away.  


