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Hosting a Youth Exchange student from another country can be a wonderful experience.  
It allows a host family to become familiar with another culture and provides the opportunity  
to share a young student’s hopes and ambitions. Youth Exchange promises to enrich the lives 
of the student and every member of your family.

This primer serves as a general introduction to the Rotary Youth Exchange program and an 
overview of host family responsibilities. Detailed information and any further questions you 
may have should be covered at an orientation session arranged by your local Youth Exchange 
program. Make sure you attend all of these important sessions to fully understand what you 
should expect as a host family for the Rotary Youth Exchange program and what the exchange 
student and program organizers expect of you. 

A PRIMER FOR HOST FAMILIES

© 2004 Rotary International



INTRODUCTION
There are two principal types of Rotary youth exchanges:

1. Long-term exchanges usually last an academic year in 
the host country, during which the student lives with two 
to three host families and attends school.

2. Short-term exchanges vary from several days to several 
weeks; they often take place when school is not in session 
and usually do not include an academic program. Short-
term exchanges usually involve a homestay experience 
with a family in the host country, but can also be organized 
as international youth camps that bring together students 
from many countries.

Host families for these programs can be Rotarians or non-
Rotarians. Typical Rotary host families come in all shapes and 
sizes and might include young children, older children, or no 
children at all.

For non-Rotarian families, an important part of your hosting 
experience is understanding how Rotary works. 

Rotary clubs are service organizations that strive to improve 
the quality of life in their communities, promote high ethical 
standards in business, and foster international understanding 
and goodwill throughout the world. Membership represents a 
cross section of local business and professional leaders. Clubs 
carry out a variety of service activities, one of which is Youth 
Exchange.

For administrative purposes, clubs are grouped into geo-
graphical areas called Rotary districts. The administration of 
a Rotary Youth Exchange program is carried out entirely at the 
club and district levels.

Rotary International (RI) is the association of Rotary clubs 
throughout the world. While RI encourages clubs and districts 
to undertake Youth Exchange activities and offers support 
through publications and suggested guidelines, Rotary districts 
run their Youth Exchange programs independently of RI. 

Each year, Rotary districts worldwide arrange more than 7,000 
international youth exchanges for secondary school students. 
A primary goal of the program is to foster world understand-
ing through intercultural exchange.
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Student Selection
Rotary Youth Exchange students are of secondary school age 
and generally accepted into the program if they are able to 
demonstrate an above-average academic record and involve-
ment in extracurricular activities. It is standard practice for 
local Rotary clubs and districts to screen young people using 
detailed applications and interviews. This process helps ensure 
that only highly responsible and mature students are sent on 
an exchange. Program administrators in the stu dent’s home 
country generally assess an applicant’s scholastic record, lin-
guistic ability, and general adaptability, among other qualities. 
Disabled students are encouraged to apply for both long- and 
short-term exchanges. 

Rules
Each club or district program has its own specifi c rules for stu-
dents to follow. Students accepted into an exchange sign and 
agree to abide by a list of program rules before their departure 
from home. While the student’s host Rotary club will discuss 
all program rules with both you and the student, you should 
review the rules with the student to be sure that everyone has 

a clear understanding of what is  expected. Allow the student to 
discuss any needs or expectations with you any time during the 
exchange.

The program rules generally  consist of commonsense stipula-
tions, such as no driving of motor vehicles, no illegal use of 
drugs or alcohol, and the need to obtain special permission 
for travel outside of the local area while on the exchange. In 
addition, any romantic involvement during the exchange is dis-
couraged (although companionship in accordance with cultural 
standards is encouraged). Sexual activity is strictly banned.

Rotary Club and District Responsibilities
The sponsor Rotary club or district in the student’s home 
country will:

• Inform the host club or district of the student’s travel itiner-
ary and arrange outbound orientation.

• Maintain contact with the  exchange student and the host 
district and club during the exchange.

• Arrange suitable debriefi ng for the exchange  student when 
changing host families and upon his or her return from 
overseas.
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The host Rotary club or district will:

• Screen all volunteers and host families before their par-
ticipation in the program. The screening will include an 
application process, announced and unannounced home 
visits, and one or more interviews conducted by Rotarians. 
You may be required to provide references and agree to 
police background checks before being selected as a host.

• Meet the student on arrival.
• Arrange enrollment, tuition, and other educational matters 

with the local secondary school (for long-term exchanges).
• Conduct inbound orientation.
• Facilitate discussion of needs and expectations between 

you and the student, and organize some social and cultural 
functions for the student.

• Appoint a Rotarian counselor and possibly arrange a 
monthly allowance or stipend for the student (for long-
term exchanges).

• Maintain contact with the student and host families during 
the exchange through the Rotarian counselor, who is not 
a member of the student’s host family or their immediate 
social circle. 

Host Family Responsibilities
While exchange students tend to be academic achievers with 
more developed coping skills than many teenagers, they are 
vulnerable, living in an unfamiliar country, and often function-
ing in a nonnative language.

You as a host have the most important responsibilities to 
make the exchange a success. Host families are to provide a 
safe, nonthreatening, respectful, and appropriate environment 
in which trust and friendship between you and the student 
can develop. To emphasize the host family’s important role, 
Rotary International has adopted a Statement of Conduct 
for Working with Youth (see inside back cover) that must be 
understood and followed by all participants in the program. 

Host families should maintain close contact with the host 
Rotary club so that any problems may be addressed and 
resolved quickly. In addition, the exchange student should 
always have free access to his or her counselor to talk about 
any concerns or problems during the exchange.
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PREPARING TO HOST
Hosting a student can be extremely rewarding for all members 
of your family, and being a well prepared and involved host 
family will only enhance everyone’s experience. Ask the local 
Rotary club or district for specifi c information.

Some anxiety is expected if you have never hosted an 
exchange student, but be sure you are comfortable with the 
idea before doing so. If you have serious reservations about 
hosting, feel that you cannot meet your obligations, or do not 
have adequate answers to your questions, you should not 
agree to host.

Below are some insights on what to expect before and during 
the exchange.

Preparing for the Exchange Student’s Arrival
While the exchange student’s sponsor and host Rotary clubs 
will be taking care of most of the logistics of the exchange, 
there are some ways you can prepare for the student’s arrival. 
Consider whether you are familiar enough with the student’s 
culture to understand any differences that may arise. If not, do 

some general research on the Internet or at the library. 
The local Rotary club may also be able to give you further 
information.

As soon as the student’s name and contact information are 
known, the host family should contact the  exchange student 
and his or her parents. The easiest way to do this is to obtain 
the student’s e-mail address from the local program represen-
tative. You should extend a welcome to the student, including 
information about your family, i.e., how many members, their 
ages, hobbies, etc.; the type of clothing required for the cli-
mate if the student has not yet left home; the local community 
or school; and other considerations. In short, ask yourself what 
you would like to know about a new home in a foreign culture 
and supply that kind of information.

Meeting Your Exchange Student and 
Making Introductions
Although a Rotarian from the host Rotary club or district 
should be at the airport to meet the student on arrival, a 
member of the student’s fi rst host family should also be in the 
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welcoming delegation. Please keep in mind that the student 
will likely be very tired upon arrival and need time to recover 
from jet lag, or fatigue, from adjusting to the duration of travel 
and time difference.

In addition to airport greetings, many host families organize 
informal welcoming parties for the newcomer. The purpose 
is to introduce the exchange student to family friends and 
people in the community with whom the student will have 
contact. After the party, the student can be eventually intro-
duced to more members of his or her peer group, which will 
comprise the majority of associations during the exchange. 
Many host Rotary clubs hold a social event to start this pro-
cess of introductions early in the exchange, especially if many 
exchange students are in the vicinity. 

Rotary International has produced a list of “Sample Questions 
to Ask Your Host Family” for the students and host families to 
discuss early in the student’s stay. If you would like a copy of 
these questions, please contact the local Rotary club or visit 
the Download section on the RI Web site at www.rotary.org. 

Orientation and Adaptation
As stated above, exchange students will receive formal 
orientation from the district before and/or after arrival in the 
host country. But no matter how thorough the orientation, 
the student comes into the fi rst host family as a stranger in 
a strange land, possibly encountering a strange language, a 
strange accent, or different use of words. The exchange may 
even be the student’s fi rst long trip away from home.

One way to ensure that the exchange student adapts as 
smoothly as possible is to realize that you and the student will 
have misconceptions about each other’s cultures. What you 
consider to be ill-mannered or unacceptable behavior may 
be the norm in the student’s culture and vice versa. Please be 
aware that these misapprehensions can lead hosts to attribute 
inaccurate motives to the student’s actions. Some  Rotary dis-
tricts offer intercultural orientation to host families to address 
these issues, and you are encouraged to attend these sessions.

Another way to aid your visitor’s adjustment is to share your 
culture with him or her as it exists in everyday life. This does 
not mean that you need to arrange elaborate entertainment. 
Simply make the student a part of your family with the oppor-
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tunity to share in the same aspects of family life experienced 
by most teenage students in your culture. Try to treat the 
student as a member of your family and not as a guest. Also, 
treat the student as you would want your own child treated on 
an exchange.

It is desirable to have the student address the host parents 
with an informal title, such as “mom” or “dad” or by another 
appropriate name, to encourage the student to be part of the 
family. Developing this sort of relationship with the student 
early on will help ensure a smooth and successful homestay.

In spite of these considerations, the host family may not be 
able to resolve the student’s feelings of homesickness or 
adequately address diffi culties the student may have. A key 
element of the student’s orientation program should be an ex-
planation of the network that is in place. This network includes 
the host country counselor, school counselors, district Youth 
Exchange offi cers, club members, and the student’s own fam-
ily. Be sure the student knows how to contact each of these 
people, and do not feel threatened if the student feels unable 
to discuss problems with you.

This broad support network ensures that there is always some-
one the student can feel comfortable approaching if a concern 
or problem arises. However, students should be able to contact 
their parents more frequently than usual if a problem or con-
cern is not easily resolvable.

General Family Arrangements
The length of stay with your family should have been deter-
mined before the student’s arrival. The student should have 
his or her own bedroom or share a room with another young 
person of the same gender and a similar age. The exchangee 
must, however, have his or her own bed and appropriate 
privacy to dress and bathe. A place should also be designated 
in the house that allows the student to study in privacy.

In addition to providing room and board, host parents are 
expected to exercise general parental supervision, as would 
the exchangee’s own parents. It is also the host parents’ 
responsibility to notify the student’s Rotarian counselor if the 
student is encountering any exceptional problems such as 
illness, diffi culty in adapting to the host family or school, anxi-
eties about family matters or relationships at home, or serious 
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homesickness. Open communication with everyone involved 
is necessary in creating a safe atmosphere for the student and 
host family. The student should be encouraged to voice and 
address his or her concerns at any time.

It is wise to avoid misunderstandings by discussing the follow-
ing issues and household rules from the start:

• Student responsibilities for household tasks, such as clean-
ing his or her room and helping with meals, as expected 
with one’s own children

• Normal household routines: meal and retirement times, 
study hours, etc.

• Curfews

• House keys

• Explanation of emergency  telephone numbers and 
 procedures

• Information about local transportation (maps are useful)

• Religious practices

• Reasonable use of telephone and computer

SOME PRIMARY ISSUES FACING 
EXCHANGE STUDENTS
Although most exchange students are mature, they are still 
teenagers. Host families should consider this in dealing with 
the student during his or her stay. As the host family, you are 
the fi rst point of contact for the student during the exchange. 
Should any serious problems occur, report them to the 
student’s counselor immediately to discuss the situation and 
determine the best resolution. Voice any questions or concerns 
you may have — even seemingly insignifi cant ones — to the 
student’s counselor or host Rotary club president or district 
Youth Exchange chair. While each  exchange experience is 
unique, most students face certain issues at some point during 
an exchange, such as the following.

Language Profi ciency
During their initial days together, students and host family 
members will become aware of any language problems that 
 exist. Some students will have studied the host country’s lan-
guage before arrival, sometimes to a considerable extent. 
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Others may be required to take an additional language class 
upon their arrival. The knowledge gained from books, however, 
does not prepare one for daily language use. Be prepared for 
any slight misunderstandings and frustrations that may ac-
company communication with the  student. Speak clearly and 
slowly and be patient.

Make every effort to see that the student understands what 
is being said about house rules, geographical directions, and 
other matters. Keep in mind that the frustration of commu-
nicating in an unfamiliar language may lead an embarrassed 
student to  indicate he or she has understood some thing when 
such is not the case. Conversely, hosts should be sure that they 
understand what the student is telling them, and they should 
not hesitate to ask for clarifi cation. Be prepared to go over 
some issues several times. On occa sion it may be necessary 
to seek help from someone fl uent in the exchangee’s native 
language — a teacher, interpreter, or visitor from the student’s 
home country.

Homesickness
Language problems, if present, often coexist with a phenom-
enon that nearly all exchange students face sooner or later: 
homesickness. After the novelty and excitement of the early 
stages of an exchange wear off, the student may suddenly feel 
alone in a strange place. This is a normal reaction. Homesick 
students may consider many day-to-day problems overwhelm-
ing and look nostalgically toward home.

Acute homesickness can be devastating. The best remedies 
may include contact with someone who speaks the stu dent’s 
native language and a full program of activities. A side trip 
to some point of interest or simply a social event can help, as 
well as encouraging the student to develop hobbies and join 
in other community functions. For long-term exchanges, the 
student’s Rotarian or school counselor can help if the home-
sickness persists.
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Medical Concerns
You should be informed of any special medical needs the 
student may have, including medications, allergies, or prescrip-
tion eyewear (glasses or contact lenses). The host Rotary club 
or district will have the student’s recent medical history along 
with his or her application materials.

Students are expected to have adequate medical insurance 
for their time in the host country. This insurance should be 
arranged through the district and cover any medical expenses 
incurred by the student. You should have a copy of this policy 
and any additional medical documentation while the student 
resides in your home.

Dietary Concerns
Students may have special dietary needs related to health, 
religion, or personal preference. These considerations should 
always be respected. Many foods in the host country may be 
new or seem strange to the student. Encourage students to try 
new dishes, but be accommodating to their preferences and 
do not force foods upon them.

School Concerns
Most long-term exchanges require schooling for the exchan-
gee. While host Rotary clubs and districts make the necessary 
tuition arrangements with the local secondary school, host 
parents should see that the student gets started on the right 
foot. The fi rst host parents should consider visiting the school 
counselor with the exchange student to arrange the study pro-
gram. Be aware that  exchange students often feel  obligated 
to assume an almost impossible academic load. Advise the 
student against taking too many classes while adjusting to the 
new school.

The exchangee may also need your guidance to become 
acquainted with school procedures, particularly if accustomed 
to a radically different school system. Host brothers and sisters 
can help the school counselor provide assistance in this area. 
Be sure the student knows the way to and from school and 
how to get lunch off school grounds if needed.

9



Changing Families
Most long-term exchange students live with two to three 
different host families during the school year. This exposes 
the students to a variety of family life in the host country and 
allows them to better understand the culture as a whole. It is 
important that both the hosts and the exchange student real-
ize at the outset the limited duration of each stay with a host 
family. The fi rst change of families will probably be the most 
upsetting for the student, as he or she will have established 
a good rapport with the family that aided in overcoming the 
initial culture shock. 

As a result, the exchange student should  ideally be introduced 
to his or her next host family early in the  exchange. It is often 
a good idea to arrange for the new host family to pick up the 
exchangee at the previous family’s home to ease the transition 
from one to another, and for the previous families to make 
occasional visits. 

If the student is having diffi culty changing families, offer him 
or her words of sympathetic understanding, couched in terms 
of a broadening of opportunity. Guidance from the Rotarian 

counselor, an understanding teacher, or a representative of the 
individual’s religion can help smooth the transition. 

Exchange Student’s Rotary Obligations
Hosts are encouraged to help their exchangee meet Rotary 
obligations, which take precedence over other extracurricular 
activities. These obligations usually include attendance at 
Rotary functions such as club and/or district meetings and may 
involve giving a speech. The student’s sharing of the exchange 
experience with the host club or district is an important fea-
ture of the exchange and contributes to the student’s ambas-
sadorial role. 

Hosts should be aware of  Rotary obligations from the start 
and factor them into the student’s overall adjustment process. 
Be aware, for example, that the student will need time to ad-
just to the new  culture and language before being required to 
speak at a Rotary function. It is a good idea for the student to 
attend  Rotary club meetings early in the exchange as part of 
the familiarization process, so that he or she will feel comfort-
able speaking at these meetings later.
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Students should not be permitted to decline speaking at 
Rotary meetings with the excuse that he or she is “not a pub-
lic speaker.” The student is not expected to be an experienced 
orator. Audiences are interested in seeing the  student and 
hearing his or her  reactions to the culture, not the polished 
delivery of a speech.

Non-Rotarian host families may also want to consider partici-
pating with the student in these Rotary functions. This type of 
support may go a long way in making the student feel more 
comfortable at Rotary events. 

SUMMARY
The responsibility of hosting an exchange student can be sum-
marized as follows:

• Meet your exchange student on arrival in your country, and 
make him or her feel at home as part of the family.

• Treat the student as you would wish a member of your 
family to be treated while living abroad.

• Ensure that the student is in a safe, respectful, and appro-
priate environment at all times.

• Involve the student in chores, responsibilities, and activities 
similar to those of your own family members.

• Monitor the student’s performance at school. 

• Help the student master your  language.

• Encourage the student to meet other young people.

• Guard the student from outside demands to allow him or 
her time to accept Rotary obligations.

• Be tolerant of differences and willing to change your own 
ideas.

The responsibility  of  hosting an exchange student is not 
complicated, but does require understanding, compassion, 
and patience. The rewards of hosting a student through your 
local Rotary Youth Exchange program are great. They include 
expanded views, international understanding, and the devel-
opment of long-term friendships, to name a few. Additional 
information about hosting an exchange student in your com-
munity is available from your local Rotary club or district.

Congratulations on your decision to enrich your life, while 
making a world of difference in the life of an exchange 
student.
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STATEMENT OF CONDUCT FOR WORKING WITH YOUTH
Rotary International is committed to creating and maintaining the safest 
possible environment for all participants in Rotary activities. It is the duty 
of all Rotarians, Rotarians’ partners, and any volunteers to safeguard to 
the best of their ability the welfare of and to prevent the physical, sexual, 
or emotional abuse of children and young people with whom they come 
into contact through Rotary.
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