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ADVANCE \D 14.40INTRODUCTION
These guidelines for assessing host families are intended to complement AFS's existing guidelines regarding the screening of host families. While the existing guidelines mention the necessary practical and technical requirements for the suitability of a host family, these new guidelines focus on the psychological aspects of host family assessment, with special reference to the discovery and evaluation of these aspects at the time a family is being considered for hosting.  The information in these new guidelines is based on the findings of several recent studies carried out by The AFS Center for the Study of Intercultural Learning. 

Although The Center for the Study of Intercultural Learning hopes that these new guidelines will be useful for host family assessment all over the world, it is well aware that this document has been developed by people with a Western background.  Therefore, the Center's staff welcomes feedback and suggestions from experienced family interviewers and placement specialists in other cultures regarding additional matters to assess or alternative methods to use.  In short, any knowledge that you have gathered in the course of assessing families, placing participants, or hosting students could be valuable to us.  Please share your experience and ideas with The Center for the Study of Intercultural Learning.

ADVANCE \D 14.40THE  GOAL  OF  ASSESSING  FAMILIES
Host family assessment comprises two procedures: (1) screening, and (2) description for placement purposes.  The goal of the screening process is to verify that the families under consideration show promise of being able to live and learn effectively as each provides a home and emotional support for an AFS participant (student or adult) from another culture.  In practice, a screening committee works toward this goal by identifying any of the families under consideration who, for one reason or another, appear to be "at risk" of experiencing serious difficulties during the course of hosting a person from a different culture.  These families (if any) must then be dropped from the pool of families being considered.  Due to the fact that each host family plays a major role in helping its AFS participant adjust to the host culture, it is important that screening committees be willing to drop families from consideration when risks become apparent.  If adjustment to the host family creates too much tension for the participant, he or she will be overwhelmed and may be unable to grow from the experience.  The family, too, is likely to benefit little from the hosting experience.  On the other hand, it is not our objective to have host families who can provide a trouble‑free homestay for AFS participants.  Rather, our objective is to arrange matters so that the tensions that do occur remain manageable in size, creating challenges for the participant and the family that encourage learning while not becoming overwhelming.

The goal of description for placement purposes is to provide accurate and complete written information that can be used by those making the placements to select an AFS student or adult who is compatible with each specific family.  As discussed in the Center's 1985 publication Placing the Participant with the Host Family, several factors need to be taken into account during the placement process.  Those who make placements usually are not personally acquainted with the participants or the families involved; they must rely instead on written descriptions.  With respect to each prospective host family, it is this written information that forms the only basis for judging the family's limitations and strengths, and half the basis for determining the probable compatibility of participant and host family.  Good placements are heavily dependent upon good written descriptions.

It is important to keep in mind that, realistically, all we can expect to accomplish by improving family assessment is to increase the probability that the participant and the host family will adjust to one another and will have a productive learning experience.  As in the case of participants (and as discussed in the Center's 1984 publication Assessing the Candidate), there are certain generic characteristics of families that appear to increase or decrease the likelihood of a satisfactory hosting experience.  One of the principal purposes of this manual is to state the characteristics that seem to be desirable.

Often, the number of families willing to host is much smaller than the number of potential participants, making it difficult to reject a family that is "at risk," especially when that family was specifically recruited to host.  Therefore, volunteers who are recruiting hosts should assess them to whatever extent may be possible before formally approaching any of them with the suggestion that they consider hosting.

ADVANCE \D 14.40THE  IMPORTANCE  OF  PROVIDING  ACCURATE  INFORMATION
The entire process of recruiting specific families to host should be one in which extensive and accurate information is provided to all prospective host families so that, from the beginning, they will form realistic expectations about the hosting experience.  In fact, this process should be viewed as an integral part of each family's orientation, the objective being, among other things, to implicitly or explicitly encourage each family to select or de‑select itself.  A family that comes to recognize itself as unsuitable for one reason or another can quietly withdraw from further consideration.  Encouraging families to assess themselves in the light of realistic information about hosting has at least two desirable outcomes:  (1) Well‑respected families that are poorly suited to host may withdraw on their own, saving local volunteers the embarrassment of de‑selecting them.  (2) Families that are appropriate hosts will have an appropriate beginning to their orientations, entering therefore into all that follows without high, vague, or unrealistic expectations, which have been shown to lead to disappointment and high stress, and sometimes to unmanageable problems.

It is vital that extensive and accurate information about hosting be presented to prospective families very early in the recruitment process, at a time when the family remains undecided.  When a family is privately or, more importantly, publicly committed to host, withdrawal becomes awkward and potentially embarrassing for all family members.  When the point of commitment has been passed, de‑screening by any means becomes difficult to bring about gracefully.

ADVANCE \D 14.40OBTAINING  INFORMATION  FOR  HOST  FAMILY  ASSESSMENT
Sometimes host families are judged on the basis of a single interview.  Although the questions asked during an interview may be thoughtfully drawn up and the answers carefully listened to, information obtained in this way alone is insufficient for a thorough assessment of whether the family is unsuitable in any way.  One of the problems with a single interview is that some families sense what the preferred answers should be, and virtually all families will be on "best behavior" during the relatively brief time during which the interviewers are present.  

It is very useful to have both multiple sources of information about each prospective host family, and multiple methods of gathering information about all the families under consideration.  Multiplying sources and methods insures that the information used in the assessment process is accurate and reliable, and that any bias in the judgement of one source of information is corrected, or at least balanced, by the views of other sources of information.

Of course, there are practical limitations on the extent to which local volunteers can use multiple sources and methods.  But AFS strongly recommends that sources of information, and methods of gathering information, be increased to whatever extent may be possible.  The following suggestions may be helpful.

Multiplying sources of information:  Prospective host families are known not only to Chapter members but also to other individuals in the local community, including some whose judgement may be respected highly.  It is worth the effort to approach several of these individuals — for example, to approach a religious leader, a school teacher and/or principal, and a civic group member — describing realistically the nature of a hosting experience and asking in general terms whether each of them would expect the family in question to be suitable for the kinds of challenges involved.  (If the prospective hosts are known well by a current or previous host family, the latter might be an especially good judge of the former's suitability.)  This kind of information should be gathered, of course, before the family has committed itself to host.

If a prospective host family is well known to very few people in the community, either because it is very new in the community or because it isolates itself, its suitability to host should be carefully investigated.  AFS offers participants a family and community experience, and a family that has exceptionally few local contacts may be unable to provide a rich experience in the local community for its hosted participant.

Multiplying methods of information gathering:  Interviewing is very likely to be the principal method of information gathering as host families are assessed.  One may interview the prospective hosts themselves as well as respected individuals who are well acquainted with each family, but the method in each case is the same.

Observation of each prospective host family is a method that occurs naturally during the interviews with them and at gatherings to which all prospective hosts may be invited.  Observation is easily overlooked as a method of assessment, perhaps because many would not consider it suitable to bring families together in social situations specifically in order to observe them.  But observation of a non‑contrived variety actually should be considered a vital part of the host family assessment process, especially in cases where there is doubt about the suitability of any particular family.  In the following guidelines, suggestions are made regarding patterns of behavior to be looked for whenever the opportunity arises to observe prospective host families.

Some host family interviewers may like to use a questionnaire as a way of getting conversation going as well as a way of gathering information.  (It is emphatically not recommended that a questionnaire take the place of a thorough, informal, open‑ended interview.)  Attached to the end of this document is a master copy, suitable for duplication, of a "Family Characteristics Questionnaire" that could be used during an interview with a prospective host family.  Interviewers are urged to pay attention to the interaction of the family members as they attempt to reach agreement on the family's answers to the questionnaire items.

The heart of this document is the next section, which describes the personal qualities that are desirable in a family that hosts an exchange student, and suggests how to go about assessing each quality.

ADVANCE \D 14.40QUALITIES  TO  ASSESS  IN  HOST  FAMILIES
An essential task in the assessment process is to screen potential host families so that families who are "at risk" — that is, who are unprepared to host at the present time or who are generally unsuitable in some way — do not become host families.  Eight qualities of families that have been shown to be conducive to a satisfactory hosting experience are outlined below.  (The order in which the eight qualities are presented below is not necessarily significant.)  No family will possess all eight qualities to a high degree.  But every family recommended to AFS by the screening committee should be characterized by all eight qualities to at least a moderate degree.  In other words, any family that is found to be seriously lacking in any of the following qualities should be very carefully evaluated; if special strengths in several other qualities are not present to compensate for the deficiency, the family should be rejected.

Characteristic 1:
Communication within a Host Family Should Be Open and Frequent
A family in which members frequently communicate verbally with each other in an open (candid, unreserved) manner is more likely to have a hosting experience that both the AFS participant and the family members find satisfying.  This conclusion is one of the key findings of AFS's research.  Intercultural homestays almost invariably involve misunderstandings and disagreements that generate negative feelings regardless of whether the issue is important or trivial.  Full, frank, and timely communication by all parties involved is often the most effective way of preventing such differences from causing serious emotional upheavals.  AFS counselors may be able to deal with serious cases by helping the parties communicate more effectively with each other, but it is highly preferable for serious crises to be avoided.  Our research suggests that the families more likely to avoid serious crises are those that have a habit of talking explicitly about problems and misunderstandings, rather than keeping quiet in the hope that the difficulty will go away.  Furthermore, it has been well established through innumerable studies that effective learning is greatly facilitated by feedback, which depends on clear, direct, and timely communication.

What to ask about and look for
• Observe family members in interaction with each other during the family interview.  How do they communicate with one another?  Does each member have a turn to speak?  Are the ideas of any member habitually belittled?  Be alert for indications that family members have difficulty communicating with each other about misunderstandings, differences of opinion, or problems of various kinds.  How do the various members react when such topics happen to arise?  Are they argumentative or defensive?  Are they silent or embarrassed?  Do they habitually defer to the opinion of one member?  Or do they seem willing and able to express their points of view and to listen to and respect others' views?

• Ask family members about how they would describe the patterns of communication within their household.  When and where does most of the communication among family members take place?  When it occurs, how extensive and thorough is it?  What adjectives or descriptive phrases would they use to describe typical patterns of family communication?  To what extent are emotions such as affection, annoyance, sadness, and joy expressed among family members?

• Ask family members how they would attempt to integrate a hosted AFS participant into their pattern of family communication.  How would they probably react if the AFSer expected more extensive and intense communication than is typical in the family?  How would they react if he or she expected less communication than is typical for them?  How would they react if the AFSer openly and frequently expressed opinions or emotions that caused family members to feel uncomfortable?

• Ask others who know the family extremely well (if any) about the patterns and characteristics of the family's internal communication.

Characteristic 2:
A Host Family Should Be Able to Resolve Conflicts
Family life normally involves a certain amount of conflict; one key to satisfactory family life is the ability of family members to resolve, in a timely and culturally appropriate manner, the conflicts that do arise.  Applicant families in which conflict and tension remain high over extended periods of time are not likely to be able to provide a satisfactory homestay for an AFS participant.  Chronic conflict often is hidden from others in the community, making the information-gathering task of screening committee members both difficult and important.  Screening committees should be careful to determine the ability of each prospective host to resolve their internal disagreements and conflicts of interest.  Applicant families themselves may choose not to host if they are made to realize that an AFSer is likely to add to any chronic tension that may already exist.

What to ask about and look for
• Observe family members in interaction with each other during the family interview.  Are members of the family aware of each other's views and needs?  Do they seem willing and able to accommodate differing views and needs?  When an open disagreement occurs, how is it handled?  Is the ensuing discussion or argument carried out in a way that leads to either a resolution of differences or an understanding of why a particular view must prevail?  Or are certain members' differing needs or points of view ignored or overridden in a way that encourages resentment?  Or are conflicts (or potential conflicts) dealt with in still another way?  How?  Is the family's way of handling conflict appropriate within its own cultural context?

• Ask family members about their ways of dealing with conflicts among themselves.  Is there an established procedure for dealing with conflicts, or perhaps a tacit agreement regarding the way(s) in which conflicts should be handled?  Do family members ever avoid speaking with each other in order to avoid an open conflict?  In attempting to resolve conflicts, do family members confront each other directly, or do they use other family members, relatives, or outsiders to mediate disputes?

• Ask family members how they would attempt to integrate a hosted AFS participant into their pattern of conflict resolution.  Are they aware that ways of dealing with conflict differ greatly from culture to culture?  How might they try to deal with a hosted participant who came from a culture with sharply differing ideas about dealing with conflicts?

• Ask others who know the family extremely well (if any) how and to what extent family members are able to resolve their conflicts.

Characteristic 3:
Host Parents Should Be Non-Authoritarian and Flexible
Our research suggests strongly that a family with a highly authoritarian parent (or parents) is very frequently a poor prospect as a host for an AFS participant.  Authoritarianism indicates a lack of flexibility and a need to control the behavior, and perhaps even the ideas, of others.  While an authoritarian family is often a well‑run family, it is not a satisfactory family for the great majority of AFS participants, who need to be able to make their own decisions about many matters in order to adjust to the new culture and to benefit as much as possible from the challenges and opportunities they encounter in the host community.  A family in which one or both parents exercise (relative to most other parents in their culture) an extraordinary amount of control over their adolescent offspring tends to create a very uncomfortable environment for an AFS participant.  The participant is likely to rebel openly against such a host parent, or may internalize the rebellion and withdraw from the family.  Authoritarian hosts, therefore, either should be de‑selected or described very clearly as authoritarian so that they can receive an AFS participant who is used to deferring to authoritarian parents or is exceptionally flexible.

What to ask about and look for
• Observe the relationship between the parents and their children.  Is there good reason to believe that one or both parents attempt to exert a degree of control over children — especially older children — that is clearly excessive in comparison with typical parents in your culture and community?  Does either parent seem unusually agitated when a child seems beyond his or her control in one way or another?

• Ask family members about the rules that prevail in the family and about the extent to which, and the ways in which, these rules are enforced.  How extensive are the rules of the house?  How rigidly are they enforced?  Does the family seem to show great concern for punctuality?  To what extent are rules developed through consultation between parents and children?  To what extent are rules different for different categories of children (such as males and females)?

• Ask family members how they would attempt to integrate a hosted AFS participant into their pattern of rules and rule enforcement.  Are they aware that the nature of house rules and the methods of enforcing those rules vary greatly from culture to culture?  How might they try to deal with a hosted participant who came from a culture with sharply differing expectations regarding these matters?

• Ask others who know the family extremely well (if any) to what extent the parents are inflexible or authoritarian.

Characteristic 4:
A Host Family Should Be Able to Spend Time Together with the Hosted Participant
AFS participants are not boarders in the homes of their hosts.  Although they sometimes are treated as guests during the first week or so of the homestay, they should quickly be integrated into all aspects of the life of the family and treated as family members throughout their sojourn.  In some families, however, members spend little time with each other; each family member (other than young children) is expected to take care of him‑ or herself.  While some AFS participants may be able to adjust to such a situation (because they are used to a great deal of independence and have limited needs for personal support), most AFSers need the active support of the host family and find it difficult to feel comfortable when time with the family as a group is severely limited.  Host families should be able to meet the needs of their AFSer for attention and support.  Meeting those needs will require time and commitment from family members as individuals and as a group.  Very busy people may indeed be able to provide attention and support for an AFSer, but their ability to do so cannot be taken for granted.

What to ask about and look for
• Notice the degree of difficulty you experience in arranging an interview time when all family members can be present.  If exceptional difficulty is encountered in arranging an interview, be alert for the possibility that family members spend much time in individual activities.

• Ask family members to tell you about their daily lives, their work, their recreational, religious, voluntary, and other activities.  Try to determine to what extent family members are involved in activities outside of the home, and to what extent they carry out these activities together, in smaller groups, and/or individually.  Do small group activities habitually separate the parents from the children?  How often during the week, and under what circumstances (during mealtimes? recreational times? religious observances?), are family members all together?

• Ask family members how they would attempt to integrate their hosted participant into their lives together as a family.  Would they be able to include the AFSer in their activities as a family unit or as small groups?  Or would the AFSer very frequently need to be with a single family member or even alone in the house?  What opportunities definitely exist for the AFSer to become actively involved with friends or neighbors?  How can the family insure that a caring and supportive human environment would be available whenever needed by their AFSer?

• Ask others who know the family well (if any) to what extent the family members are involved outside the home, and to what extent they carry out activities together, in small groups, and/or individually.

Characteristic 5:
Host Families Should Be Tolerant and Empathetic

The AFS participant will come from a cultural background different from that of the host family; naturally, he or she will have different values, points of view, and ways of doing things.  Host family members must be made to understand that, as a consequence of the cultural and personality differences between themselves and the participant, they may encounter ideas and behaviors that will be unusual.  It is important that family members be able to deal with the unusual aspects of their hosted participant with equanimity and a commitment to attempt to understand and empathize with his or her point of view.  The family ultimately may need to tolerate some ideas or behaviors that they would find objectionable in people from their own culture.

What to ask about and look for
• Observe family members as you discuss with them the probability that they will encounter in their hosted participant ideas and behaviors that will be unusual and that may even require tolerance.  Pay special attention to the younger members of the family, who might reflect family attitudes about which the parents may be more guarded.  Also observe the way in which family members deal with each other if an unusual opinion or idea is expressed.  Is there any indication that family members are highly ethno-centric or intolerant in their views of truth or appropriate standards of behavior?  Or are there indications that they are willing to try to empathize with those who express unusual points of view?

• Ask family members about the nature of their relationships, if any, with people from different cultural or ethnic backgrounds, unusual lifestyles, and uncommon points of view or religious beliefs.  To what extent do family members avoid contact with such people?  To what extent do they condemn or belittle the ideas and behaviors of such people?  Note that it is not necessary for a family to seek out such people or to positively admire their values in order to be acceptable as hosts.  The objective here is only to discover families that give evidence of being hostile to others who are different from themselves in some way.

• Ask family members how they would react to a hosted participant whose ideas, values, and/or behaviors were substantially different from their own.  Do they think that they would be capable of attempting to empathize with him or her?  Do they foresee the possibility that they might be able to adjust their own ways of life to some extent in order to better accommodate their AFSer?  How would they assess the limits of their ability to make adjustments for, and to understand, a person with a different system of values living with them as a family member?

• Ask others who know the family extremely well (if any) about the attitudes and reactions of family members to others who are unlike themselves in terms of culture, ethnic background, or religious belief.

Characteristic 6:
Host Families Should Engage in Participatory Sports or Recreational Activities

Research findings suggest that families who are genuinely active in sports and recreational activities are more likely to have satisfactory hosting experiences than those who are not.  We are not certain why this is true, but we can speculate that it may be related to these facts:  (1) These activities involve people in the common pursuit of a mutually agreed upon goal, which research has shown to be an especially effective way of helping people from different backgrounds to develop positive feelings about each other.  (2) These activities are generally done in very informal group settings rather than individually, and are usually happy occasions, so that while they are underway the participant and his or her hosts may be better able to communicate and share feelings with each other.  (3) Physical activity promotes relaxation; perhaps families who are involved in sporting or recreational activities are more relaxed and better able to enjoy themselves as well as their hosted participant.

What to ask about and look for
• Observe the household for evidence that the family is genuinely active in participatory sports or recreational activities, or for other activities that would be likely to involve family members informally and enjoyably in the common pursuit of a mutually agreed upon goal.

• Ask family members what they do during their leisure time.  Are their leisure activities shared all together, in smaller groups, or as individuals?  Do their leisure activities include participatory sports or recreational pursuits?  Pay special attention to families who have few or no recreational or sports activities.  Perhaps you are overlooking another type of activity they do together that provides relaxation and enjoyment.  Do they sing songs together?  Take walks?  Do gardening or baking for enjoyment?  Do they read or tell stories to each other?  Try to discover whether whatever this family does together is something that provides relaxation and enjoyment and can be shared with an AFS participant, even one who at first may not have very good comprehension of the family's native language.

• Ask family members about the competitive aspects of their sports and recreational activities.  Is the competition between certain members serious, or is it lighthearted?  If the competition is serious, to what extent does this detract from the pleasure and relaxation that otherwise would be associated with these activities?  

• Ask family members how they would attempt to integrate their hosted participant into their recreational and sports activities, or into other family activities that provide relaxation and enjoyment.  To what extent could a hosted participant, even one with little command of the family's native language, participate in these activities?  To what extent would the competitive aspects of these activities, if any, mean that the participant would need to view him‑ or herself as a serious, habitual opponent of one or more family members rather than as a mutual participant in an enjoyable, relaxing, informal pastime?

• Ask others who know the family well about the recreational, sports, or other activities in which family members participate together for pleasure and relaxation.  Also seek information about the degree to which these activities bring family members into serious, on‑going competition with one another.

Characteristic 7:
Host Siblings, if Any, Should Be Motivated to Host and Should Have Realistic Expectations about Hosting
Research has shown that host siblings play an extremely important role in the success or failure of a placement.  Influential host siblings include not only those who are adolescents, but also those who are young adults (and are living at home or are frequently at home) as well as those in the upper grades of primary school.  Even very young host siblings can affect the course of a homestay, especially if they become overtly jealous of the attention given to the AFSer by the host parents. Therefore, screening committees should pay as much attention to potential host siblings as to their parents, determining the extent to which the six foregoing characteristics apply to all members of the family (other than infants and young children).

An extended discussion of the relationships between AFS participants and host siblings is found in the Center's publication Placing the Participant with the Host Family.  The principal caution offered there concerns possible effects of bringing into home and school an "exotic" or highly able AFS participant who may either detract attention from a host sibling in the final year of secondary school or make it difficult for the host sibling to study for critical examinations.

In more general terms, screening committees should be concerned about avoiding a situation in which the AFSer and one or more host siblings come into a competitive relationship with one another, whether over sports, grades, popularity with peers, or whatever.  Determining (1) the nature of the siblings' expectations about their relationships with an AFSer, (2) the depth of their motivation to host an AFSer, and (3) the talents and activities in which they take exceptional pride all are key steps that you can take in attempting to foresee whether potential host siblings put the family in the "at risk" category.

What to ask about and look for
• Observe the children during the family interview.  Try to gauge their overall attitude toward the idea of hosting an AFS participant.  Also try to determine to what extent, if any, they are "spoiled" and used to having their own way around the home.  Pay special attention to children who have a strongly negative attitude about hosting, or who are unlikely to attempt to adjust their routine to accommodate the AFSer.

• Ask the children about their motivations for hosting.  (Talk to the children for a while in the absence of their parents.)  Why have they suggested that the family host, or why have they agreed with other family members that the family should host?  If any were opposed to hosting at first, why have they changed their minds?  To what extent do they still have objections or reservations?  To what extent do they foresee that hosting will lead to problems for them?  Note that it is not necessary for all potential host siblings to be eagerly positive about hosting.  Your objective is to determine whether any potential host sibling is strongly opposed to hosting, or whether any is interested in hosting for an inappropriate reason (such as because hosting is seen as enhancing his or her social status among peers).

• Ask the children about their expectations regarding hosting.  What kind of relationship do they foresee having with the AFS participant?  What does each one expect in terms of the three‑way relationship among self, parents, and the AFSer?  . . . among self, other sibling(s), and the AFSer?  . . . among self, best friend(s), and the AFSer?  Note that it is not necessary for all children to have highly positive expectations regarding relationships in which the AFSer is involved.  Your objective is to be alert for unrealistic expectations.

• Pay special attention to the sibling closest in age to the AFS participant:  How much time and attention does he or she expect to devote to the AFSer?  Is he or she likely to feel burdened by an AFSer who expects to have a highly dependent relationship with a host sibling, whether throughout the homestay or only during the first few weeks?  Is he or she likely to feel highly embarrassed by an AFSer who is severely ignorant of local knowledge and customs?  Can he or she comfortably include the AFSer in some of his or her social activities, at least during the early weeks of the homestay?  Is he or she determined to become best friends with the AFSer?  Note that it is not necessary for the sibling closest in age to the AFSer to imagine that he or she will do absolutely anything necessary for the AFSer or become the best friend of the AFSer.  Your objective is to be alert for notions about the forthcoming relationship that either (1) involve such an overwhelming sense of commitment as to be unrealistic, or (2) are so limited in scope as to portend serious lack of concern for the AFSer's welfare.

• Ask the children about the way in which they spend their time, about their activities, hobbies, special skills and talents.  Are any of the children especially proficient at a sport, or do any excel at a skilled activity such as drawing or violin playing?  Are any in top leadership positions among their peers, either in school or in a youth organization?  Do any rank high academically, or will any need to spend enormous amounts of time studying while the AFSer is living with the family?  Ask each one who clearly excels in some way whether the AFSer's presence could have some effect on his or her ability to continue to excel.  Would the presence of an AFSer who is highly popular among his or her peers, and/or who excels at the same activities, cause difficulties of any kind for that host sibling?

• Ask others who know the potential host siblings well to what extent they view these young people as flexible, socially secure among their peers, and able to deal with the presence of someone who may be highly popular and/or highly proficient at similar activities.

Characteristic 8:
Host Families Should Be in Good or Stable Health
Poor health is stressful for a family, and may interfere with its ability to care for an AFS participant.  Host families with members who are seriously ill should not consider hosting.  However, many individuals have chronic health conditions (including cancer, heart disease, and other serious ailments) that are well under control and do not seriously interfere with their lives or their ability to interact in a positive way with others; an individual and his or her family may have learned to cope with chronic illness and still have the necessary energy for hosting.  It is perfectly appropriate for such a family to become a host family.  Note especially that a physical handicap is not a sign of poor health and does not necessarily undermine one's hosting ability.  There is only one critical issue here: the ability of family members to establish a positive, caring, and mutually responsive relationship with the AFS participant.

What to ask about and look for
• Observe the household during the interview for signs that someone in the family has some sort of physical ailment or handicap that could possibly limit the family's ability to establish a positive, caring, and mutually responsive relationship with an AFS participant.  During the interview, be sure that the nature of this physical condition and its potential effects are discussed tactfully but frankly.

• Ask family members in general terms about the state of their health, and about the possibility that any family member's health could deteriorate during the hosting experience.  Does any family member have a chronic or recurring condition that could have a negative impact on the family's ability to host or on the satisfaction it could derive from hosting?  Does any family member have an illness of any kind that would have dietary, social, or other implications for the AFS participant?

• Ask others who know this family well whether they are aware of any chronic health problems or physical handicaps that could undermine the family's ability to establish a positive, caring, and mutually responsive relationship with an AFS participant.

ADVANCE \D 14.40DESCRIBING  THE  FAMILY  FOR  PLACEMENT  PURPOSES
Some characteristics of families are not related to screening for the purpose of determining whether any are "at risk" as hosts, but need to be assessed and carefully described in order to insure that those who are making the placements can do so on the basis of information that is accurate and complete.  In the case of these descriptive characteristics, a family near one end of the spectrum is just as suitable as one near the other end or in the middle.  Despite such broad suitability criteria, the nature of the family and its environment must be known by those who are making placements so that they can carry out their task on a knowledgeable basis.  Remember:  Most placements are made by people whose only source of knowledge is information that you have prepared for them.  Therefore, when you write your description of a family for placement purposes, be specific and concrete.  Provide one or two examples of what you saw, heard, or otherwise observed that led you to describe this family in a particular way.  Be sure that what the "placer" pictures in his or her mind's eye after reading your description will be congruent with what you actually observed.  Accurate, specific descriptions with concrete examples will help to insure that your written communication will be misconstrued as little as possible.

The following nine topic headings are followed by questions that local committee members should endeavor to answer completely and accurately.

Community Environment
How large is the community?  To what extent is it a center of cultural, social, or intellectual activities?  Does the community have any truly unique features?  In general, what sorts of people populate this community?  What is the location of the family home in relation to the central area of the community?  Is the neighborhood in which the family lives known for any particular characteristic?  How involved are family members with social, religious, or public affairs within the community?

School Environment
How large is the school?  To what extent is it known as academically difficult or easy, and/or as the home of an outstanding sports program or musical group or other extracurricular activity?  Does it have any truly unique features?  In general, what sorts of people populate the school, in terms of both students and faculty?  Are school personnel experienced in dealing with foreign exchange students?  How far is the school from the home of the host family, and how would transportation be dealt with?  How involved are the parents and children in school affairs?

Home Environment
What people live in the home (family members, relatives, friends, boarders)?  What kind of temperament and personality characterizes each person who lives in the home and plays a major role in family affairs?  What people frequently visit the home?  Do extended family members or a divorced parent live nearby; if so, do they play an important role in family life?  Compared with others in the community, what is the economic, cultural, and intellectual level of the family?  Does the life of the family have any truly unique aspects?  To what extent do family members participate in activities together, in small groups, or as individuals?  What activities are most popular with family members?  Do family members drink alcoholic beverages, smoke, observe dietary restrictions, or have any type of unusual lifestyle?  What pets or other animals, if any, play a role in family life, and are they inside or outside the home?

Family Values, Beliefs, and Habits
How are decisions made in this family?  How are conflicts resolved or otherwise dealt with?  In general, how could the relationship between the parent(s) and their adolescent or young adult children be characterized?  What seems to be the balance between work (employment, career) and play (leisure, recreation) for the parent(s) and for any older children who are employed?  How relaxed or stringent are the rules of the house, and how are they enforced?  To what extent are household chores shared by all family members?  To what extent are adolescents free to come and go as they please, and to spend time with members of the opposite sex?  Note that the "Family Characteristics Questionnaire," which follows this document, could be used as a vehicle for initiating a conversation about these and other matters.

Family Spiritual Life
To what extent would this family be described as "religious"?  Do any family members talk frequently about their religious beliefs or about ideas or activities related to religion?  To what extent do family members actually participate in religious observances?  Do any family members insist that others who might be visiting in the home join them in religious observances?  Is family life overtly governed by religious regulations in any way (such as dietary restrictions, rules regarding dress and self‑decoration, prohibitions against certain types of music or activities, restrictions on cross‑sex friendships, and so forth)?  Note that people who are strongly opposed to religion, such as militant atheists, also need to be carefully described for placement purposes.

Family Educational Level
What is the educational level of the father?  . . . of the mother?  . . . of older siblings?  If older siblings are studying at the university level, what is the nature of their program and the presumed degree of excellence of their school?  Does the family, or do any members of the family, seem moderately or highly intellectual?  Are books and other intellectual "tools" much in evidence in the home?  Is there evidence that the parent(s) are seriously concerned about their children's studying, school marks, and academic excellence in general?  Or is there evidence that the parent(s) are comparatively unconcerned about academic excellence, or that they are contemptuous of scholarly people?

Family Involvement with the Arts
To what extent is the family or one or more of its members heavily involved with any of the arts (music, dance, or fine arts of any kind)?  Does the family express a preference for an AFS participant who also is eagerly involved with similar artistic pursuits?

Family Contact with Culturally Different People
To what extent, if any, have members of this family been exposed to people markedly different from themselves (for example, through previous hosting, extensive traveling or living abroad, involvement with minority populations, and so forth)?  Does the family express a definite interest in hosting an AFSer from a particular country or world region?  Does the family express a definite disinclination to host an AFS participant of any particular description?

Physical Space
In what sort of dwelling does the family live?  To what extent, if any, does the family share living space with people who are not family members?  How much indoor and outdoor space is exclusively occupied by the family?  (Note that a general assessment of the amount of space is needed, not an exact measurement.)  Are there any noteworthy characteristics of this space, such as a high level of clutter and disorganization, or a high level of cleanliness and neatness?  What is the amount and the character of the space, if any, that will be made available exclusively to the AFS participant?  Where will the AFSer sleep?  Where will the AFSer study?  If the AFSer will have no private space in which to sleep and/or study, what arrangements will be made for these needs?  (Note that each AFS participant is expected to have his or her own bed, futon, or other appropriate item for sleeping.)  Are there any potential physical barriers in gaining access to the home, such as a steep hill or lengthy stairs to climb.  Are there any characteristics of the environment surrounding the family's dwelling that could affect the AFSer (for example, much industrial smoke that could affect someone with asthma)?


The AFS Center for the Study of Intercultural Learning expresses its thanks to Michael Holz, its 1986 intern from Germany, for his contributions to the development of the guidelines found in Assessing the Host Family.







