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SESSION # 5 

BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS    

 

Orientation Mid-Year 

Session Overview 

This session gets students to think about how their cultural background, 

communication style, and use of social media has affected their 

exchange experience. This session is also a good time to review how 

overuse of social media can prevent them from building relationships 

here in the US. 

Participants 
☒  Students 

☐  Natural Parents 

☐  Host Parents 

☐  Host Siblings 

Format 
☐  Highly Active / Interactive 

☒  Some Activity / Interactivity 

☒  Discussion 

☐  Independent 

Duration 85 Minutes 

Group Size Any size 

Minimum Staffing 1 leader plus 1 or 2 assistants for larger groups 

Materials Needed 

Flip chart or white board 

Pens or pencils for interview activity 

Interview questions printed – one copy for each student 

Communication Rules – one rule/strip per student 

Preparation 

Create flipchart (or prep whiteboard) of poll questions 

Print Communication Rules and cut into strips 

Handouts- Interview questions- one per student 
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INTRODUCTION  (2 MINUTES) 
Introduce the session using the following bullet points as a guide. 

• Learning to speak a language fluently involves more than just remembering words. 

• How each culture uses their words, gestures and tone of voice conveys many different meanings. 

• Certain words and sayings have historical and cultural meanings that a new speaker may not 

understand. 

• Let’s take a look at how our own cultural background and stereotypes affect our relationships. 

ACTIVITY # 1 - COMMUNICATION SURVEY (15 MINUTES) 

1. Tell students you are going to ask them some questions about how they communicate. 

2. Ask them to close their eyes and listen to the questions.  Have students raise their hands to answer 

either yes or no. 

• Do you always say please and thank you? Y/N 

• Do you always make eye contact when speaking with someone? Y/N 

• Do you talk loudly when discussing issues to make a point? Y/N 

• Do you avoid conversation with someone who is angry? Y/N 

• Can you think of a time that you had a disagreement caused by a miscommunication? Y/N 

• Did your stereotypes about Americans affect how you talked to people in the beginning of your 

exchange? Y/N 

Facilitator Background Info: 

During an exchange experience, it is very likely that both students and host families have begun to 

change their communication style. Students have continuously or subconsciously been observing 

what is culturally acceptable and understood in American’s style of communication. It is valuable for 

students and host families to understand how they are adapting and where there might still be 

misunderstandings based on cultural filters. 

 

As a facilitator it is important for you to understand a bit of the complexity of cross cultural 

communication and the American communication style. “A person's culture influences how that 

person sends and receives messages. A cultural filter is how a message is sent and received between 

two parties. When a message leaves the sender's cultural filter, the meaning interpreted by the 

receiver's filter sometimes differs from the intended message. Misinterpretations can happen to a 

small or large degree but are rarely deliberate. […] The characteristics of any culture's 

communication style are typically shaped by what that culture regards as the purpose of 

communication. These characteristics then define the cultural "norms" for communication.”  

Quote cited from http://www.directutor.com/content/american-communication-style also listed 

below. 

 

Check out information about American communication styles: 

http://www.directutor.com/content/american-communication-style  

 http://www.worldbusinessculture.com/American-Business-Communication-Style.html  

http://southeastschnitzel.wordpress.com/2012/08/08/9-tips-on-how-to-better-

communicate-with-us-americans/ 
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• Are you careful with what you share on social media? Y/N 

• Do you feel comfortable hanging out and talking with American teens? Y/N 

DEBRIEF (10 MINUTES) 
1. Ask the students to open their eyes so you can debrief the poll activity. Go through each question and 

this time, ask students to stand when their response is YES. From those students who stand ask a 

follow up question, such as:  

• tell us  more about this;  

• how did this go for you;  

• what happened;  

• does this make you uncomfortable, why?  

• is this “communication rule” connected to culture, how so?  

2. Emphasize that often times cultural norms, or cultural rules impact how we behave and this is also true 

for communication. Maybe some of the examples above are rooted in American culture.  

3. Ask the students if there are other American communication rules that they have noticed? 

4. Use the questions below to spark a discussion with the students to think about how their use of social 
media and cultural background are impacting their exchange experience.   

• Has the way you talk to people changed since you’ve arrived? If yes, in what way? If no, do you 

think it should? 

• How has social media affected your relationships? (Both the positive and the negative) 

• Give an example of how your stereotypes or culture affect the way you talk to people or 

understand a situation. 

• Have you experienced a funny cultural or communication misunderstanding you want to share 

with the group? 

ACTIVITY # 2- COMMUNICATION CHALLENGE (35 MINUTES) 
 

1.   Set the tone by introducing the activity using the points below as a guide: 

• We’ve been talking about how each of us has our own cultural background and way of 

communicating. We are now going to play a game to see how well you can pick up on different 

communication rules when having a conversation. 

2. Give the instructions below to the students: 

• You will be given a list of interview questions to ask one another in order to have a short 

conversation about a topic. 

• You will also be given a communication rule that you each must follow when asking or answering 

questions.  You cannot break your communication rule, you must follow it. 

• Do not share your communication rule with anyone.  If you need help understanding your 

communication rule, please ask a volunteer for help.  

• While having the conversation, you must follow the communication rule you’ve been given. The 

goal is that your conversation partner will pick up on your rule and also follow your rule. You then 

need to determine if the person understood the rule. To show them that they did understand your 
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rule, you put a smiley face on their paper. If they did not understand your rule, put a sad face on 

their paper. 

 

An example of a communication rule is- Nodding one’s head during a conversation indicates to you that 

the person is listening. When asking your question, nod you head to show that you are engaging in the 

conversation.  If your conversation partner is not nodding their head while you are talking, give him or her 

a sad face. 

• You will have 1 minute to answer each other’s questions and have a conversation about the topic.  

• When the minute is up, you will place a smiley face on the other persons’ paper if the other person 

followed your communication rule or a sad face if the other person broke your communication rule. 

• Have a conversation with a different person for each topic and set of questions. 

• See if you can figure out the other person’s communication rule. 

3. Hand out the conversation questions sheet and one communication rule to each student. 

4. Give students a moment to read their rule and topics. 

5. When they are ready to start – say “Go!” 

6. Time each minute, and ring a bell, clap your hands or say “Stop”.  Then they need to give the other 
person either a smiley face or a sad face to determine if their partner followed the rule. Then they move 

onto the next person to have a conversation.  

Hint- If necessary, ask the students to form two parallel lines facing one another (line A and line B). People 

in line A will be assigned a topic number will then talk to the person standing across from them. After one 

minute, the people in line A go to the next number on their list and people in line B shift down a person and 

have a conversation about the next topic with the next person. This structure will help the facilitator keep 

control of the activity and keep the students focused on the task at hand.   

LINE A:_____SUSIE (TOPIC 1)______JON (TOPIC 2)_______SVEN (TOPIC 3)______ GRETA (TOPIC 4)_______OLGA (TOPIC 5) 

LINE B:_____KRISTIE                        BILL                              VICTOR                          JILLIAN   ROBERT 

DEBRIEF ACTIVITY (10 MINUTES) 

Debrief the activity by discussing the following points:  

• There are several different communication rules and as we share the rules, please raise your hand 

if this was your rule.  Everyone should look around at this time and make note of who held which 

rules.  This should help explain why you got a sad or happy face on your paper. 

Facilitator:  Start with Rule # 1, read the rule and ask those who were assigned Rule 1 to raise their hand. 

Then, ask the students what they thought about the interview process (interesting, boring, fun, learned 

something, lots of good ideas). 

Then have a conversation with the students about how it felt to do this activity (frustrating, happy, 

challenged, comfortable, annoyed to try to figure out what the other person’s rule was). 

• What did it feel like to give someone a sad face? What about when you received one?  

• Was it easy or hard to discover what someone else’s nonverbal rules were? 
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• How does this relate to your exchange experience and your ability to build relationships and make 

American friends? 

WRAP UP (3 MINUTES) 

Take a few minutes to wrap up the discussion using the following points as a guide: 

� Each of us carries our cultural background and sunglasses with us into our relationships and 
communication styles. 

� Since we can’t take off our sunglasses, the best we can do is be aware of our and others cultural 
baggage. 

� Be careful and be aware of the non-verbal messages you may be sending. 

� Social media can be a very useful communication tool but make sure you are using it wisely and 
spending more time in the real world than the virtual world. 

� Effective communication is a crucial part of building strong relationships while on exchange. 
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Nonverbal Rules for “Appropriate” Communication 

(print and cut into strips) 

 

1. When you speak, you always look people directly in the eyes.  Direct eye contact means you are 

listening to someone. If someone you are talking to does not look into your eyes, give him or her a 

sad face.  

 

2. You like to know that people are listening when you speak and you expect that people show they 

are listening by nodding their heads. You nod your head when others speak. When you are 

speaking, if listeners are not nodding their heads, give him or her a sad face.  

 

3. Smiling during a conversation indicates to you that the person is listening. If your conversation 

partner is not smiling while you are talking, give him or her a sad face. 

 

4. You find people standing closer than arm’s length to you as offensive. Stand at least an arm’s 
length away from the person you are interviewing and give him or her a sad face if they come too 

close to you.  

 

5. You use your hands and body when you speak, even touching the other person on the arm to make 

your point. You indicate agreement to the conversation with thumbs up signals and other gestures, 

and feel everyone should do the same. If they stand too still and don’t use their hands to 

communicate with you, give him or her a sad face.  

 

6. You like when people get their ideas out quickly in conversations and you are easily distracted by 
sounds such as “um,” “ah,” and “er.” If people do not speak quickly enough or if the person you are 

talking to uses sounds like “um,” “ah,” and “er”, give him or her a sad face.  

 

7. You like to get to the point in communicating.  It is okay to share a little information if it is helpful 

information and directly relates to the conversation.  Direct communication is very important.  If 

your conversation partner gets off topic, give him or her a sad face. 

 

8. When speaking, you like to engage with the other person.  You listen but sometimes add to the 

person’s story by interrupting them and sharing your experience.  Conversation is meant to share 

information back and forth.  If the person gets annoyed when you interrupt and share your story, 

give him or her a sad face. 

 

9. Before starting a conversation with someone, you always greet them saying “Hi, How are you?”  And 
you always answer this question by saying, “I am good” or “I am okay.” If someone does not say 

“Hi” or answers your question of “how they are doing", give him or her a sad face. 

 

10. When someone approaches you to begin a conversation, stare at your phone, begin texting and 

don’t look up.  
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 Interview Questions  

Directions: Talk with several people about the different topics below. Use the questions to have a 
conversation about the topic. Be sure to follow your rule and try to figure out and then follow the other 

person’s rule. At the conclusion of the conversation time, ask your conversation partner if you did or 

did not follow their rule. They will communicate this by either drawing a smiley face to indicate yes, or 

a sad face to indicate no, you did not follow the rule.  

 

1. After school activities: Are you in any after school activities? Did they help you make friends? Tell 

me about what you do after school 

Did I follow your rule? :          

2. At school: Do you feel like you fit in at school? Have you made friends at school?  What do you like 

best at school? 

Did I follow your rule? :          

3. American friends: What have you done so far with American friends? What do you do with your 

friends on the weekends?  

Did I follow your rule? :          

4. Transportation: How do you get around your community? How do you get rides or get to activities? 
Do you like traveling this way, why or why not? 

Did I follow your rule? :          

5. Life in the US: What is something you tried in the US that you didn’t expect to like? What is your 

favorite thing about the US?  What is your least favorite thing about the US? 

Did I follow your rule? :          

6. Social Media: How do you use social media?  How often are you on social media with friends or 
family back home? What are some of the negatives of using social media? 

Did I follow your rule? :          

7. Host Family: What nice things do you do for your host family? What are some nice things that your 

host family does for you?  What is your favorite thing about your host family? 

Did I follow your rule? :          

8. Thanking people: How do you thank people (friends, teachers, Area Rep) who have helped you? 

What is the nicest thing that anyone in the US has done for you, how did you thank them? 

Did I follow your rule? :          

 


