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LIFE Overview  
Leaders in International Friendship Exchange (LIFE) is a program that matches JMU international 

students with local friendship families who are interested in connecting with international students. 

The purpose of the LIFE program is to facilitate friendship and cultural understanding for both 

friendship families and international students.  

Mission: LIFE program aims to enhance the experience of living abroad for international students 

while increasing the cultural understanding of Harrisonburg families.    

Who participates in LIFE? 

LIFE is a completely volunteer program that is open to JMU international students and to members 

of the Harrisonburg area community.  International students choose to participate in LIFE in order 

to learn more about American culture and customs through interaction with an American family, 

improve conversational English skills, and to develop friendships with individuals in the local 

community.  There are hundreds of international students at JMU representing a diverse range of 

cultures and interests. Friendship families participate in the program in order to learn about a new 

culture, provide a comfortable environment to international students far away from home, make 

new friends and connections, and promote a sense of global understanding. 

There are two options for participation in the LIFE program: 

1. Matched: International students and Friendship Families are matched by the program 

coordinator based on similar preferences and interests. Participants then meet each other for 

the first time at an event sponsored by the JMU Office of International Programs (OIP).   

2. Non-matched: Non-matched International students and Friendship Families attend social 

events sponsored by the Office of International Programs (OIP) where relationships 

between international students and members of the local community can grow organically. 

Whichever way you choose to participate, LIFE will be a rewarding experience, and the suggestions 

for interaction, conversation starters, and activities will hopefully be useful to you.  

  



3 

 

 

James Madison University - International Student & Scholar Services 

1031 Harrison St. - JMAC 6, Suite 23, MSC 5731, Harrisonburg, VA 22807 – U.S.A. 

Hunter Swanson, LIFE Coordinator 

Telephone: (540) 568-2993 Email: swansohr@jmu.edu 

 

Guidelines and Expectations for 

Matched Students and Families 
Guidelines and Expectations for International Students and Scholars  

1. The LIFE program is a social relationship meant to facilitate friendship and cultural 

understanding.  Hosts are NOT expected to provide housing for international students, or 

assistance with financial, academic, or medical problems. The office of International 

Programs can assist you with these issues.   

2. Student(s) are matched to a local family for a period of 3 months to one year depending on 

the start date.  If the relationship is beneficial, we encourage you to continue it for as long as 

you are studying at JMU. 

3. Participants are expected to attend the LIFE Kick-Off at the beginning of each semester 

where they will meet their friendship family. 

4. Friendship families should invite you to participate in social events and activities that will 

introduce you to new aspects of American culture.  As a student, you are encouraged to also 

invite your friendship family to activities that are important to you as well, such as a 

presentation you will give, a birthday celebration or a sporting event. 

5. Be patient and open minded as you observe differences in each other's cultures. 

6. Religious institutions are an important aspect of American culture. If you wish, you should 

have the opportunity to learn about them. However, if you are invited to a religious activity, 

ask your friendship family about the nature of the event and then decide if you want to 

participate or not. Remember that you have the right to choose. 

7. You must be willing to pay for yourself for activities that you participate in with the 

friendship family (movies, shopping, etc.). If the activity is too expensive, politely alert your 

friendship family. 

8. If, for any reason, your friendship family is not compatible with you, it is reasonable to 

request a change.  Do not neglect the situation. To discuss, contact Hunter Swanson, the 

LIFE program coordinator with your concern. 

 

mailto:http://www.jmu.edu/international/
mailto:http://www.jmu.edu/international/
mailto:swansohr@jmu.edu
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Guidelines and Expectations for Friendship Families 

1. The LIFE program is a social relationship meant to facilitate friendship and cultural 

exchange.  Hosts are NOT expected to provide housing for international students, or 

assistance with financial, academic, medical or psychological difficulties.  Students should be 

encouraged to contact the office of International Programs (oIP) or the appropriate services 

at JMU to address these concerns.  

2. Students and families are matched for a period of up to one year depending on the start 

date.  If the relationship is beneficial, we encourage you to continue it for as long as the 

student is studying at JMU. 

3. Participants are expected to attend the LIFE reception at the beginning of each semester 

where they will meet their student(s).    

4. Friendship families are urged to connect at least once per month. Whenever possible, we 

suggest that you invite your student to join you for birthday parties, athletic events, concerts, 

lectures, special activities, etc.  Let them experience your typical activities living rather than 

treating them as guests. This offers them a more genuine view into American culture and will 

also be easier for you. Also, if your student invites you to one of their events, please try to 

participate. 

5. Be patient and open minded as you observe differences in each other's cultures. 

6. Religious institutions are an important aspect of American culture. International students 

should be able to learn about them if they wish.  However, if you invite them to a religious 

event or holiday, clearly state the nature of the event and allow the student the right to 

choose if they want to participate or not.  Proselytizing is not permitted. 

7. In most cases, allow students to pay their own way to activities, they will be told to expect to 

do this during their orientation. However, be sensitive to the student’s ability to pay when 

inviting them to participate in an activity. 

8. If, for any reason, your student is not compatible with you and your family, it is reasonable 

to request a change.  Do not neglect the situation. To discuss, contact Hunter Swanson, the 

LIFE program coordinator with your concerns. 

mailto:swansohr@jmu.edu
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Guidelines and Expectations for 

Non-Matched Students and 

Families 
Guidelines and Expectations for International Students and Scholars  

1. Attend and engage in as many LIFE program events where you can connect in an informal 

way with local friendship families. 

2. Be patient and understanding as you observe differences in culture. 

3. The LIFE program is a social relationship meant to facilitate friendship and cultural 

understanding.  Friendship families are NOT expected to provide housing for international 

students, or assistance with financial, academic, or medical problems. The Office of 

International Programs can assist you with these issues.   

Guidelines and Expectations for Friendship Families 

1. Attend and engage in as many LIFE program events where you can connect in an informal 

way with local friendship families. 

2. Be patient and understanding as you observe differences in culture. 

3. The LIFE program is a social relationship meant to facilitate friendship and cultural 

understanding.  Friendship families are NOT expected to provide housing for international 

students, or assistance with financial, academic, or medical problems. The Office of 

International Programs can assist you with these issues.   
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Interaction 
You may be a bit nervous or apprehensive about communicating with someone from a different 

culture.  You may wonder what you should talk about, what activities to participate in together and 

how to start a conversation.  This section of the handbook will help to answer these questions, 

beginning with some established lessons for promoting cross-cultural understanding.  

Seven Lessons Toward Cross-Cultural Understanding  

1. Don't assume everyone is the same. 

2. Familiar behaviors may have different meanings. The same behavior - saying yes, for 

example; can exist in different cultures and not mean the same thing.  Just because you've 

recognized a given behavior, don't assume you've understood it. 

3. What you think of as normal behavior may only be cultural.  A lot of behavior is universal, 

but certainly not all.  Before you project your norms on the human race consider that you 

might be wrong. 

4. Don't assume that what you meant is what was understood. You can be sure of what you 

meant when you say something, but you can't be sure how this is understood by someone 

else.  Check for signs that the other person did indeed understand you. 

5. Don't assume that what you understood is what was meant.  You are obliged to hear what 

others say through the medium of your own culture and experience.  You know what those 

words mean to you, but what do they mean to the person speaking them? Always double 

check! 

6. You don't have to like "different" behavior, but understanding where it comes from may 

help you respond with more sensitivity. 

7. Most people do behave rationally; you just have to discover the rationale! 

Storti, Craig. Cross-Cultural Dialogues:  74 Brief Encounters with Cultural Difference, Intercultural Press, 

1994. 
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Communication Differences across Cultures 

The act of communication varies across cultures. You may sometimes feel that that cultural 

differences are creating communication challenges. While not providing a solution to 

communication challenges, the levels of communication differences listed below provide insight into 

some common differences in communication styles.  

Levels of Communication Differences 

1. When to talk: Knowing when to talk is different across cultures. In some cultures, people may feel 

that it is inappropriate to talk before they know someone, in other cultures people may feel that they 

must talk in order to get to know the other person. 

2. What to say: In some cultures, asking questions may seem too forceful and intrusive. They may 

instead feel more comfortable sharing stories. 

3. Pacing and Pausing: Factors that differ across cultures include the speed in which one speaks and 

how long the person waits before another speaker finishes before you decide that they have nothing 

else to say. This difference can lead to some miscommunications across cultures. 

4. Eye-gaze: In some cultures, maintaining eye contact is very important during a conversation for the 

person speaking to know that the listener is listening. Eye-contact may be made at different times 

during the conversation, such as eye contact is made while speaking, or eye contact is made while 

listening, or a mixture of the two.  

5. Intonation: Across cultures, different intonations can mean entirely different things. In English, there 

is a question intonation, and this intonation may mean something completely different in a different 

language/cultures. 

6. Idioms: There are different sayings and phrases that although they do not make sense taken at their 

true word value, can mean something entirely different in a certain culture.    

7. Indirectness: When actual verbal communication is occurring, there is only a small amount of 

meaning that is actually communicated, the rest of communicated through hints, assumptions and 

hidden contexts. This may be an issue cross-culturally. 

Tannen, D. (1983). Cross-Cultural Communication. [Guides-Non-Classroom Use (055) -- Speeches/Conference Papers 

(150)]. California Association of Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages. 
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Conversation Topics 

LIFE participants will be able to learn a great deal about each other from conversations.  However, 

you may wonder where to begin! The following are conversational topics and exercises that can help 

to “break the ice.” 

Learn More about Your New Friend’s Life and Culture: 

1. Relationships 

a. How do you define “friend”? 

b. What are your expectations for friendships? 

c. How do you greet an acquaintance? 

d. What do you like to do with your friends? 

 

2. Family 

a. What are the responsibilities of your family members? 

b. Who are the members of your family? 

c. Do you live with more than just your extended family? 

d. How important is your family to you? 

e. What kinds of things does your family do together? 

 

3. Food 

a. What kinds of foods do you like to eat? 

b. How important is food in your culture? 

c. Does food bring together your family and friends?  

 

4. Interests and Hobbies 

a. What do you like to do to relax? 

b. What do you do in your spare time? 

c. What are the most popular sports in your country? What is your favorite sport? 

d. What kind of music do you listen to?  

e. What is your favorite movie or TV show?  

 

5. Education 

a. What is the education system like in your country?  How is education viewed in your 

country? 

b. What education do you have currently? 

c. What is/was your favorite subject (i.e. math, business, history, etc.)? 
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Activity Suggestions 
We encourage you to talk with your friend about what activities they enjoy and try to find something 

that both of you like to do.  There are numerous opportunities for interaction; here are just a few 

suggestions. 

Harrisonburg Area Activities  

 Go to a JMU sporting event 

 Watch a performance at the Forbes Center 

 Visit the Green Valley Book Fair 

 Teach each other your favorite recipes 

 Hike in Shenandoah National Park 

 Watch a movie 

 Go shopping 

 Visit the Harrisonburg Farmer’s Market 

 Eat a home cooked meal together or visit a local restaurant    

 Tour a Civil War battlefield 

 Visit the Frontier Culture Museum in Staunton  

 Visit Back Home on the Farm 

 Teach each other your favorite traditions from your culture 

 Catch a free show at the JMU Planetarium 

 Take an art class together at You Made It Pottery 

 Take a stroll at JMU’s Edith J. Carrier Arboretum 

 Visit the White Oak Lavender Farm  

 Tour Mt. Crawford Creamery 

 Play Indoor Mini Golf at Putter-A-Round Mini Golf 
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http://www.jmusports.com/
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