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Cultural Considerations in the Exchange:

Rules and Challenges
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ivan l. vianna

ri youth exchange committee member, district 4760

1- Culture Difference: a daily experience for the exchange student 

It is almost impossible to know what life is really like in a country whose culture one has never experienced directly. What movies and TV shows about a country may not be the reality of life in that country. Every culture has distinct characteristics that make it different from every other and it takes more than time to learn it 

There is a game that our future outbound students practice in the orientation session called Bafa Bafa that gives them the feeling of being inside a culture which they know nothing about it. It makes them realize that they do have to observe they need to learn fast the language to help communication and that the host culture perhaps is very different than they had first imagined. 

With the globalization of media and the easy access to communication system it is very fast to spread all over the world big news. Recently we had examples such as the space shuttle accident, the outbreak of the Iraq war, the terrorist attack on September 11 and so many others.   However the media does not show what is a pretzel sold in New York street, media do not explain how to operate the knob for the bath shower in the bathroom or what means a Pavlova in Australia culture. Why do Brazilians kiss twice in the cheek when they greet or what should you wear on a carnival ball in Rio – those little things are only learned by those inside the culture, living it fully. 

Discovering the new culture in a hurry, one of our inbound students literally took off his clothes when he went to the carnival parade as he had imagined everyone would be naked. Another sad experience had a Brazilian girl when she decided to wear her little bikini in a hotel pool in Japan, causing trouble as she was immediately taken away by security as they though she was a foreign prostitute showing off... .

Those little things may be harder to learn if you are not inside that culture. And even some you will only learn if have to experience it.

2- CULTURE SHOCK & CONSTANT ADJUSTMENT 

After the initial period of discoveries in the host country that is usually associated with excitement, it may come a time when the student feels an outsider. Example: when one wakes in the morning, look around the bed in the host home and ask oneself: what the heck am I doing here away from home? This is a part that specialists call Culture Shock Experience and it is quite normal even when a small problem becomes the big crisis. The recommendation is that it should be accepted, the reality shows the student is indeed a foreign and that is also part of the experience. We usually tell our students that it is part of the game, play it cool and it may become the greatest experience in lifetime.

It is part of this game to learn the host culture and sometimes it may become more difficult because the student wishes to keep abroad much of his own home culture. It takes a lot of observation and whenever some action is demanded that may seem “different” the best way for the student would be  “to play it by ears”. 

Never should a student do something against his own feelings and his own sense. It is recommended, during our orientation, that one should remain all the time friendly, courteous, and dignified. The inbound student should not forget that no matter how well adapted he/she becomes, one is still a guest in someone else’s home.

A usual procedure in Rotary YE, the rotation of host families enriches the experience of the exchange year and is, at the same time, a great tool for the faster comprehension of the host country culture.

It does take time to go through different stages of adjustment in the host culture and the fast you learn the language the fast you will be integrated. Ask questions politely about customs you do not know or whenever you do not understand, avoiding embarrassing issues such as politics, religion and football teams (especially in Brazil!). Learn the Rotary smile...it works!

3- Rules, concessions & suggestions:

Rotary basic rules and suggestions contained in the Handbook are essentially enough and I truly believe we do not need any extra rule to deal with culture aspects in the exchange. The cultural considerations should be discussed and exemplified  during the outbound student orientation: it can easily be done using those games of intercultural such as the already quoted Bafa Bafa (Note: I am not a salesman for them). 

However, when the students are having the inbound student orientation in the host country, those aspects of the culture that may be different than other cultures should be shown and warnings should be given. It would not be hard to identify these customs, as using Rotex kids could make easier this selection.

Some rules Rotary does have such as regarding drinking may be adapted to the host culture and may have some local flexibility permitted. But there are subjects that we should be prepared to say always NO such as drugs, driving, stealing and any offense of the laws of the host country.

There are strict rules that belong to a different level that anywhere in the world is the same and equal, no matter what culture or what language is spoken there. There are things that undoubtedly everyone knows what is right and what is wrong: stealing, killing, abusing, etc. 

It is indeed a challenge not only for the students but also for the grown-ups like us, Rotarian YEOs to deal with cultural differences in Rotary Youth Exchange Program. 

There is no magic formula to give to solve a problem caused by cultural difference as there are no worldwide guidelines that will be applicable in every culture. As one needs no book to learn how to ride a bike.

One of the greatest things I learned myself throughout my  trips abroad all over the world I learned it for the first time as a Rotary exchange student 35 years ago in Pennsylvania: People are the same everywhere.

The best advice I once received, also that time in Pennsylvania, is the same one I tell our exchange students in Brazil: 

BE YOURSELF. You have been selected by Rotary because you are what you are. Do not try to be someone else and do not pretend to be someone else.
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