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AFS Orientation Framework
The educational value of AFS programs comes from the direct experience of the participants in their encounters with previously unfamiliar places and cultures. Experiential learning is learning by doing. It involves the body, the senses and the emotions as well as the mind, and it always involves relationships with others. 

The orientation program provides students with some structured support and practical information. It should also engage the students’ intellectual abilities to help them understand their experiences in a larger context of intercultural education and global awareness. 

Orientation at Different Phases of the Experience
AFS has long understood that our participants have different learning needs at different stages in their experience, and orientations were often organized specifically to provide support to students at those times of peak difficulty. Accordingly, the post-arrival orientation was delayed until the student had some experience in the host culture, had made some mistakes, and had questions and concerns that would need attention. Much attention was paid to the adjustment cycle concepts, though the cycle itself was always seen as very fluid and different for each participant. 



Since the 1980s, AFS has placed its major emphasis on the orientation program During the Sojourn, with secondary emphasis on the preparation activities of the Pre-Departure stage. This is in sharp contrast to many organizations that send groups of students to other countries and try to fill them with everything they need to know before they leave. This approach also suits the structure of experiential learning, emphasizing a learning style that depends on action and doing more than one that depends on setting up a theoretical understanding first, as the basis for guiding the actions that follow. The responsibility for all During the Sojourn orientation was given to the host country, with the expectation that the majority of the orientations would be done regionally or locally, and typically only orientations that came immediately before or after the international travel were done at the national level. 

What has been largely under-emphasized in our approach to the orientation program is the necessity of reflecting on the experience after the return home and the wisdom that can be gained in the months and even years after the completion of the journey to another country and culture. The research conducted by Dr. Mitchell R. Hammer with the AFS Year Program Participants from 2002-03 showed that only 13% of those responding had attended a post-return orientation session in the first two months of their return home. Furthermore, after seven or eight months home, the participants showed no growth in most measures in the study. 

Adjusting our Approach to Orientation
While the Hammer study did show significant gains made by our students, AFS would like to improve the educational results of our programs. The emphasis on the orientation program and support in the host country should remain strong, but these programs focus largely on the learning style most ready to learn by doing, providing support and information to participants in the midst of their encounter with the host country and culture. More can be done here to explicitly teach concepts of intercultural education to make students more aware of their learning and to increase their competence in forming relationships and adapting their behavior in the host culture. 

Pre-departure orientation is also quite strong and well-developed in many AFS organizations around the world. These orientations should continue to be strengthened, with a better understanding of how to work best with the learning styles, concerns, and realities of the participants before they go abroad. For example, the desire of some participants for very specific information about their host community may best be met through earlier host family placement and innovations such as an on-line AFS community where prospective students can connect with recent returnees and others who live in the host community. Support with language learning is also important in this phase. The research by Mitch Hammer shows a relationship between the host family’s assessment of the student’s language level upon arrival and their assessment of his or her intercultural competence and knowledge about the host culture. 

Post-return orientation has been the most neglected. While most AFS organizations try to provide some activities for returnees to address the needs of re-entry shock, to review what has been learned, and to encourage them to become AFS volunteers, we find logistical problems in attracting students to these orientation events, and a limited sense on how best to support reflection and to build on the learning achieved. In addition to developing orientation activities for post-return events, we believe that building a returnee community on-line will be an important way to further the growth and development of our returnees. 

For each AFS participant, some of the orientation program is provided by the sending partner and some by the hosting partner. The interdependent nature of AFS compels us to reach some consensus internationally on the goals that each will address at different stages and on how sending and hosting partners will coordinate their efforts when input from both is needed. 

The draft framework presented here presents a proposal for the goals that should be handled by the orientation program in each stage of the experience. 

Orientation Topics
Throughout these stages, a number of consistent topics are included: 

· AFS and You. What the participant needs to know about AFS - AFS Mission, the support structure, rules and regulations. 

· Required Logistics. Specific information about travel and program requirements, school requirements. 

· Personal Safety and Wellbeing Knowledge and skills needed to help keep participants safe and healthy while on the AFS Program. 

· Cultural Adjustment and Coping. Stages of cultural adjustment, culture shock and related coping strategies. Interpersonal relationships, changing attitudes and behavior. 

· Culture Learning. Understanding cultural differences and similarities, communication skills, developing appreciation for the home and host country and culture in a wider context. 

· Personal Goals and Expectations. Reflection on the participants’ own goals and aspirations for the experience. 

Goals for each Phase of Orientation (Participant)
The following chart indicates recommended goals for AFS partners to follow in organizing each section of the orientation program. Each goal represents an expected competency for the participant or outcome from this particular phase of the program. 

Each goal completes the sentence, "During the orientation or by the end of the session/module participants will be able to..." 

Pre Departure
AFS and You 

· place their participation in an AFS Program within the context of AFS’ history and mission 

· identify several ways in which they can prepare for the AFS experience 

Personal Safety and Wellbeing 

· identify challenges they may face in their exchange experience that could effect their health, safety and ability to stay on program for AFS 

· list sources of support and contact information to help deal with difficult situations while abroad 

Cultural Adjustment and Coping 

· describe one model of cultural adjustment and reflect on ways to cope with the stress of adjusting to a new family, culture, school, etc. 

· list several strategies for effective cross-cultural communication 

Culture Learning 

· explore the concept of culture 

· differentiate between a cultural generalization and a cultural stereotype 

· become familiar with five frameworks of cultural differences: language use and perception, non-verbal behavior, communication style, patterns of thinking, and values and assumptions, and be able to use elements of these frameworks to compare cultures 

· identify several of their own cultural characteristics in the context of the home culture in general and various subcultures within the home culture 

· practice using the “Describe, Interpret, Validate, Explain/Evaluate” (D.I.V.E.) method of observation 

· reflect on how they react upon encountering cultural differences within the home culture and consider how they might react upon encountering cultural differences abroad 

· discuss cultural differences in a non-threatening 

· if it can be done well, you may provide some specific information about the host culture. 

If experienced host culture informants are available, choose them wisely. Make sure that your informants are trained and will not lead students to false expectations or stereotypical impressions of the host culture. Have more than one region or perspective presented, and do not use recent returnees who view the host culture in idealized ways. 

Personal Goals and Expectations 

· reflect on and record their motivation for becoming an AFS participant and their hopes for the experience 

· record one goal they hope to fulfill between now and their departure 

· prepare their recorded expectations and goals in a way that they will revisit later in the experience and in the post-return phase, such as writing a letter to themselves. 

During the Sojourn - Arrival

Required Logistics 

· submit any additional paperwork such as Health Addendum Forms, visa information 

· receive AFS ID card and contact information for the local representative and volunteer liaison 

· know what AFS Orientation events they and their host family are expected to attend throughout the year and when these will take place 

Personal Safety and Wellbeing 

· use host culture norms and facilities to meet their basic needs for hygiene and personal care, food and sleep 

· discuss laws, cultural attitudes, and common behaviors around alcohol, and drugs, smoking within their host culture 

· practice refusal skills they can use to stand up to peer or adult pressures to engage in situations that put them at risk 

· identify sources of support and contact information for help in difficult situations while abroad 

· state how they can help ensure their own safety and wellbeing in their local community 

Cultural Adjustment and Coping 

· identify one or more challenges they may face between now and the Post-Arrival Orientation 

· identify and record one or more coping strategies for dealing with anticipated challenges 

· recognize fears they may have about the experience and be able to seek reassurance 

Culture Learning 

· list one or more basic “do’s and taboos” in the following three areas: at home, at school, in the host community 

· use and recognize polite use or appropriate use of language in two or three contexts that they can be expected to need in the first week with the host family. 

· reflect on their role as an Ambassador 

· particularly in high-context host cultures, practice observing interactions and behavior in the host culture and to connect what they see to the frameworks of culture (language use, perception, non-verbal behavior, communication style) 

· particularly in low-context host cultures, practice ways to ask appropriately for more information. 

Personal Goals and Expectations 

· reflect on and record one goal for between now and the Post-Arrival Orientation. 

During the Sojourn - Post-Arrival

Personal Safety and Wellbeing 

· tell AFS volunteers information about the personal contact and support they have received to date (written form) 

· identify challenges participants may face in their exchange experience that could effect their health, safety and ability to stay on program for AFS 

· identify warning signs that may indicate that they are encountering an inappropriate situation 

· demonstrate strategies for avoiding and getting themselves out of situations that put them at risk 

· create a personal safety plan that will guide them through challenges they may face 

Cultural Adjustment and Coping 

· reflect on one or more models of cultural learning and cross-cultural adaptation with respect to their own experience so far. 

· record where they feel they are in terms of cultural adjustment, level of confidence, culture fatigue or shock, etc. 

· list challenges that they may face, including but not limited to integration into family, school, community 

· discuss ways to help themselves, their host siblings and/or host parents deal with these challenges 

Culture Learning 

· review the concept of culture and be able to distinguish between a generalization about cultural differences and a stereotype. 

· identify one or more cultural differences they have observed between themselves and their host family including but not limited to language use and perception, non-verbal communication, and communication style 

· recognize their own reactions to the cultural differences they have encountered 

· develop alternate interpretations and explanations for differences they have encountered using the D.I.V.E. Method (Describe, Interpret, Validate, Explain/Evaluate) 

· recognize and understand the importance of specific cultural expectations of the host school, host family, or community project organization 

Personal Goals and Expectations 

· review and assess progress on the goal/s generated during the Arrival Orientation 

· set at least one personal goal to achieve between now and the next orientation 

· record one more strategies for achieving their goal/s between now and the next orientation 

During the Sojourn - Mid-Stay

Personal Safety and Wellbeing 

· tell AFS volunteers information about the personal contact and support they have received to date (written form) 

· express personal reactions to cultural differences, including but not limited to laws, cultural attitudes, and common behaviors around sexuality, alcohol, physical activity/ability/appearance and drugs 

Cultural Adjustment and Coping 

· reflect on and record their place on the cultural adjustment cycle 

· identify challenges they are facing including but not limited to integration into the areas of family, school, and community 

· discuss strategies to help deal with challenges experienced in family, school, and community arenas 

Culture Learning 

· identify and celebrate culture-learning successes to date 

· identify one or more cultural differences they have observed between themselves and their host family 

· identify two or three specific cultural behaviors related to the five frameworks that are different from their own culture and that they can practice observing in the host culture. 

· identify several strategies for effective intercultural communication 

Personal Goals and Expectations 

· review and assess progress on the goal/s generated during the Post-Arrival Orientation 

· set at least one personal goal to achieve between now and the next orientation 

· record one more strategies for achieving their goal/s between now and the next orientation 

· review AFS Mission and relate it to their own experiences thus far 

During the Sojourn - Pre-Return & End-of-Stay

Personal Safety and Wellbeing 

· tell AFS volunteers information about the personal contact and support they have received to date (written form) 

· generate advice for future AFS participants hosted in their area about how to avoid/deal with stressful, unhealthy, risky and/or uncomfortable behavior 

· identify positive alternatives to unhealthy or high risk behaviors that may seem attractive 

· identify things that they can do to help ensure their wellbeing while in transit to the home country 

Cultural Adjustment and Coping 

· reflect on and record where they are in terms of feelings of competence and confidence and their level of satisfaction on their cultural adjustment curve 

· review the year’s experience in terms of ups and downs on their own adjustment curve and reflect on their initial expectations for the experience 

· identify at one or more ways to help mentally prepare for departure 

· discuss strategies for coping with challenges related to re-entry 

· identify ways to remain in touch with the host family and others they have met after the experience 

· reflect on and record their expectations for the first days/weeks after their return 

Culture Learning 

· reflect on, celebrate and share one “visible” and one “invisible” aspect that they have learned about: themselves, their home and host cultures, and their natural and host family 

· reflect on and record how this newfound knowledge may impact their life in the future 

· discuss how their culture learning skills can be applied to the re-entry process 

· plan how to say “goodbye” and “thank you” to the host family in a culturally appropriate way 

Personal Goals and Expectations 

· identify tasks to be done in preparation for their return and ways to accomplish these 

· review progress made on the goals they set for themselves throughout the experience 

· record and share ways they changed as a result of the experience 

· reflect on and discuss how these changes may be viewed by their natural family and friends and others in their home culture 

· reflect on and record ways to use the skills and knowledge they have gained as a result of the experience to help fulfill the mission of AFS back home 

· record and share their successes 

· provide positive feedback to other AFS participants within the group, and to host country support volunteers 

Post Return

Personal Safety and Wellbeing 

· understand the role that re-entry adjustment may play in any health concerns (weight gain or loss, sleep issues, digestion problems) 

Cultural Adjustment and Coping 

· review their cultural adjustment progress from prior to departure to date 

· reflect on and record their current state of mind, how they are spending their time, the status of their relationships with others – family, friends, romantic interests 

· identify strategies for dealing with the challenges of re-entry 

· share elements of their experience abroad with others 

Culture Learning 

· identify two or more cultural differences they have observed between themselves and their host family in the areas of: including language use, perception, non-verbal communication, communication style, patterns of thinking, and values 

· identify a new insight about one or more “hidden” characteristics of their own culture that they have only come to recognize after their experience in another culture 

· reflect on the AFS experience in the worldwide context and consider the roles played by the home and host countries in the world historically and today. 

Personal Goals and Expectations 

· identify strategies for dealing with challenges of re-entry 

· reflect and record ways to avoid “shoeboxing” the AFS experience and how new interests, competencies and skills may impact future goals 

· reflect and record how they have changed, their perception of the world has changes, and their role in the world has changed 

