Cultural Tip Sheet for YES students
The information presented below is a general guide to understanding some of the cultural roots of behaviours displayed by students from YES countries. This information speaks only to overall trends and will not hold true in all circumstances, especially since the cultures represented in YES are so varied.  This guide will hopefully be helpful in attempting to understand the underlying causes of some misunderstandings and provide some helpful suggestions for a successful experience.
	Topic
	cultural information
	Possible Support Issues
	Support Advice

	religion

	Even though many YES students come from countries that are predominantly Moslem, there are other students who are Buddhist, Hindu, Christian, Jewish, etc. Some students are very devout and others do not follow religious practices.  (Please also refer to the YES cultural handbook on differences regarding religious practices and following of religious rules which differ greatly from country to country)
The month of Ramadan is a time during which many Muslims fast from sun up to sun set (no food or drink). This special month is based on a lunar calendar and therefore does not correspond exactly with the solar, Gregorian calendar.  To learn when Ramadan will start, visit www.islamicfinder.org
	Diet:
Moslems are not allowed to eat pork or consume alcohol; Hindus do not eat beef; many Hindus are vegetarians
In many religions, meat has to be prepared in a certain way prescribed by the religion (Halal foods/ Kosher foods)

Fasting for Moslems  may mean that they do not participate in sports or feel left out during family meal times; swimming can be an issue; if participating in sports, not drinking water may be an issue
Ablutions: practice of religious cleansing before prayer can result in wet floors
Dogs: students may be afraid or reluctant to live with dogs. Some animals are considered unclean

Going to church or mosques/ participating in host family’s religious services

	Diet:
Be mindful of dietary needs; discuss and look up ingredients in dishes; if a student does eat something forbidden, it is ok, but may need to stop once the mistake is discovered
Fasting is common in different religions. Some families participate in fasting with their students or avoid eating the type of food that is forbidden; some offer different kinds of foods; students may be excused from participating in sports during Ramadan 
Washing in the bathtub or using a towel on the floor is helpful 

Keep the dog out of the student’s room and don’t expect the student to pet the dog; this does not mean the student cannot live with a dog; many students come to like their host family’s dog and overcome that fear; according to the Koran, only the saliva of the dog needs to be avoided

Praying does not have to be done in a mosque or temple; a private space can be provided; it is helpful to find out the direction Mecca is and not to disturb the student while praying

Students can participate in religious services of host family; there is nothing wrong with observing or attending a different religious service; however, host families should not force a student to attend church if they feel uncomfortable doing so

	social life and gender roles

	Many students come from more hierarchical societies where respect of elders is stressed and fathers may be dominant. They may also be used to segregation of males and females. These societies stress dependence on others and doing many things as a group, not as individuals. People are very socially minded and often have social gatherings. Relationships are extremely important and saving face is a major concern. People can be very spontaneous and live in the here and now.
	Students may not be used to being independent and doing things on their own. Female dominance may be difficult for them. Touching of members of the opposite sex may be considered inappropriate whereas touching of same sex friends may not be an issue. Public appearances can be extremely important and there is a difference in public vs. private behaviours. Strong reliance on friends and families may result in what could be considered excessive communication with family and friends. Spontaneity can be interpreted as lack of planning or not being on schedule. 
	Understanding of these differences as well as an explanation of these differences are a first step. Modelling by elders or advice from friends could be very helpful. Giving students time to adjust and be mindful of differences in touching and space differences is helpful. Knowing that reliance on friends and family is very important and gaining trust is a prerequisite for building a relationship. It is important to know that relationship building may be slower than in the US. It is based on helping each other and sharing secrets, not on doing activities together. By helping someone and doing things for them, you show that you care for them.

	Communica-tion styles

	Students are generally used to more indirect communication styles. That means they will not directly state what they think but will expect the listener to decipher the message and to find out what they really mean. Students rely on the context and on nonverbals to convey a message. It is also important to tell the listener what they think the listener wants to hear, and not to offend people, especially when they are in higher positions, so they can save face. It is also polite to refuse things that are offered (food, for example) with the expectation that it will need to be offered several times before they can accept. Likewise, when told “no”, they may argue/ ask repeatedly after being told “no”,  since this is what they think will bring the expected result. Repetition is very acceptable.
	The indirect way of communicating and not directly stating what they really need, think, or want can lead to many misunderstandings - from confusion to a perception that the student is “lying” or  “manipulative”. For example, a student will find it more acceptable to give vague answers or make excuses instead of saying “no”. They will also avoid direct confrontation at all cost and prefer to work through third parties who can mediate for them. Another tendency may be to exaggerate things, for several people to talk at the same time, or to get very loud and excited when they feel strongly about something (some Arab cultures). Other cultures may be very quiet (Asians, for example); for them it is important to be modest and respectful; this could be shown by not looking people directly in the eye and by speaking in a very low and soft voice. 
	Know that what students say may not be what they really mean. It takes time to get to know the student and to build a trusting relationship. If the student thinks that you do not care for him or her by doing things for them, they may shut down and not be willing to do anything. They will say yes but have no intention of doing things because that is what they think you want to hear.
Silence may not mean that they agree; in fact it may mean that they should not object and shows that they do not agree (again, being respectful). Open ended questions such as “why did you do this? are not productive; instead, closed statements followed by some silence may be better in getting students to open up (for example, “this ….must have been very difficult for you”, showing the student that you feel for them, understand them, and want to help them.
When the need for confrontation arises, know that this makes them very uncomfortable and maybe use the help of someone else as mediary (maybe a teacher or religious person). It helps to use stories or accounts of personal or other people’s experiences to get a point across (could be fictitious, too) without mentioning people by name to avoid embarrassment.

	Household rules and family life

	Many students could be used to male dominance in their families. It could be that they did not have a lot of independence (may be more the case for females than males) and had a lot of very direct guidance from their parents. They may not be used to the concept of getting an allowance and may have no practice in spending money, either not wanting to spend any or spending too much. Household chores may not be something they are used to, especially males. Objects or personal things may be considered as belonging not to one individual, but to everyone in the family because it is one unit. 
	Families may find the students passive or needing too much guidance, direction, and/or attention. They may be perceived as lazy if they have to be constantly reminded to pick up after themselves or keep things clean. They could also be seen as immature. Some males may not be following instructions from females or feel uncomfortable in a female dominated household. Some communication practices may be perceived as “badgering”, not listening, or not following instructions. Using other people’s property could be an issue (stealing vs. sharing).  Students could be expecting to be treated as guests at the beginning.
	It may be advisable to enlist the help of a same sex person in advising the students. Doing things as a family and spending time together would be a good idea as well as giving a lot of direction and guidance at the beginning and slowly making changes. Taking the student to other families where behaviour patterns can be observed is also helpful. Of course, another good way to experience different family styles is by spending time with friends and their families.

	Time and space

	Time is not as scheduled and more fluid in most of the YES countries. It is not as important to be on time. It may also not be common to plan things that will happen in the future.
Personal space may not be as important and people could stand a lot closer during conversations.
	Some students could be late or oversleep. They may want to stay up late. They may not be on time at school or for certain events the family is planning on. They may change their minds on whether or not they would like to do something or not openly state what they would like to do.
Being physically close may make some people uncomfortable.
	Students may need some time to adjust to a very time-oriented US culture where it is important to schedule events ahead of time and to be on time. They may need some additional help in getting up or getting ready for events.
Will need to have an explanation on space differences and how people feel about it in different countries.

	school

	School and studying may vary also. In some countries, there is a lot of homework and students are expected to work on their own when at home. In some other countries, studying may be done at school and not at home. There may be more group activities or very little discussion. Testing is different (multiple choice and open book tests may be uncommon). Writing styles, learning styles, teacher/student interaction are most likely completely different. 
	Students may have a difficult time adjusting to school and different expectations from teachers and host families. Students who do little homework or little independent work after school in their own countries may be struggling in school. Due to the idea of saving face and indirect communication styles, they may state they have done their homework and school is going well when in fact it is not.
Teachers who have not had experiences with people from other cultures could be misinterpreting behaviours and ways of approaching homework and classroom interaction. In Asian cultures it is not expected to criticize or disagree with what the teacher is saying; they may be very quiet in class. In other countries, the classroom may be very loud and students work a lot in groups.
	It is definitely a good idea to contact the school and the teachers early and get progress reports. It may be a good idea to monitor homework and to provide help (or enlist help), especially in the beginning. Get grade reports early and do not assume that the student’s reports on school work are accurate. Get the teachers emails and check on progress regularly before there are any issues. Conversely, if a student studies all the time, encourage them to go out and spend time with friends. Working with friends on school work is also a good idea instead of not doing any homework. It is ok to help each other out but not to do the work for them or to copy from others. Certain subjects in school such as US history or literature may need to be taken later on in the school year. After hour school clubs could help in making friends at the school and enlisting help with homework.
Any issues regarding school should be reported to the volunteers early on, so help can be set up before there are any problems.




