SISTER CITIES HIGH SCHOOL STUDENT EXCHANGE

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS (FAQs)

1. What is a "high school exchange?"  
The Sister Cities Summer High School Exchange is for Howard County high school students with three years of French or Spanish language study.  It is an “exchange” because students from Howard County go to live with a family in one of Columbia’s Sister Cities, Tres Cantos, Spain or Cergy-Pontoise, France for two weeks. These students from Howard County are matched up with a French or Spanish student. Then, the very same student who the American student lives with in France or Spain, comes and lives here in the American student’s home in Columbia/Howard County for another two weeks.  During this time, there is an exchange of language and culture, as students meet each others’ friends, participate in local cultural and recreational activities, and visit each others’ important cities and historic sites: Paris, Palace of Versailles, D-Day beaches, Madrid, Segovia, Toledo, Washington D.C., New York City, Ocean City, Baltimore, etc.  
2. How long is the flight to France or Spain?
The flight time to France and Spain is around 7 - 8 hours depending on the jet stream.  You will be flying from Dulles International Airport in Washington, D.C. to Paris, France or Madrid, Spain. The flights leave at night and arrive the next morning, so time goes by fast. On the plane you can eat a meal, chat with the group members, read books or magazines, get some sleep, watch movies (the planes have small screens in the seat in front of you) or listen to music. Before you know it, you’ll be landing in a foreign country! You will be met at the airport by the program in Spain or France and will travel either by bus or with the parents of the students you will be staying with who sometimes carpool to the airport.

3. How many hours difference is it between Columbia & Spain/France? 
There is a 6 hour time difference between Columbia and Spain/France. Spain/France is in the Central European Time Zone and is 6 hours AHEAD of us on the East Coast of the USA. If it is 7 am in the morning when you arrive in Spain or France, it would still be 1 am at night here. Likewise, if it is 12 noon here, it is 6 pm (18:00 hrs) at night in Spain. 

4. How do you get matched up with a French or Spanish teen? 
Fill out the Student Application and Hosting Agreement (which are both part of the Application Packet – some of it is filled out by your parents.)  Pay close attention to the questions that they ask about your hobbies, interests, sports, etc. as these are used to match you with a French student in Cergy-Pontoise or a Spanish student in Tres Cantos. Once the CA Program Manager has all the applications, they are scanned and sent to the Columbia Association’s counterparts in France or Spain:  the CAJA in Cergy-Pontoise or the Casa de la Juventud in Tres Cantos.  They do the first “matching” with their students who want to travel to the US, and then they send their pairings to the CA Program Manager, who looks them over and, in some cases, reorganizes the pairs.  At the student orientation in May, you are given the name of the student you will be matched with, so you can start to make contact with them through email and Facebook (although Spain has its own social media site called “Tuenti.”) 
5a. What is the food like in France?  
French food, as you can imagine, is an experience to be savored. Breakfast is normally a small affair comprised of a pastry and coffee to kick start the day (see if you can find a pain suisse— it's like a chocolate croissant but better). Lunch is served from midday onwards. It usually consists of three courses: a starter, a main course, and either cheese or dessert. It is generally seen as improper to have anything other than a proper meal at lunchtime although an increasing number of people will settle for a salad or filled pancake (galette) instead of a three-course meal. For dessert, try the yogurt, because sometimes it's different than you’d expect. Dinners take place at around eight o'clock and follow essentially the same plan as lunch but on a grander scale. In France, attitudes towards alcohol are comparatively relaxed; your host parents will probably drink wine with their lunches and dinners, and you may be offered some as well. Another main component of any meal is the baguette. Proper bread decorum requires tearing off a good hunk and placing it on the table beside your plate. In addition, you shouldn’t start the bread until the first course is served. Last, keep in mind that your host parents will likely take great pride in seeing you enjoy their food; you should try everything politely even if it may seem bizarre.
5b. What is the food like in Spain?  

In Spain, breakfast is usually a light meal of coffee or hot chocolate, bread and jam and possibly churros. Sometimes people have a mid-morning break with Spanish ham (jamón) on a roll. Lunch is the most substantial meal and typically is eaten at about 2 pm. It is generally a three-course meal including soup, salad or vegetables for the first course, meat or fish for the main dish, and fresh fruit or yogurt for dessert. Some Spaniards enjoy a merienda or small snack between five and six which usually consists of a bocadillo or sweet bread with coffee or hot milk. Then, dinner is served around 9 or 10 pm. It is usually a smaller meal such as soup or a tortilla española (an omelet with potatoes and onions). Bread is eaten with every meal.
6. Do the host mothers and fathers speak any English?  

Usually one of your host parents will speak a little English, but this will really vary from family to family.  Sometimes it might be the dad who speaks more English, whereas in other cases it will be the mom. Some parents will be very good at English and will want to try and speak with you. Othertimes you may have to use a translator,  charades and gestures to tell your host mom what you want. Your host student can also help their parents understand what you want to say. Here in the USA, you will help your parents understand what the Spanish or French teen is trying to say!  It is actually better if your host parents don’t speak very good English, as it will give you more reason to practice your French/Spanish.

7. How well do I need to speak Spanish or French to go on the trip? 

You must be a high school student and have completed level III of French or Spanish by the end of the school year, or have equivalent fluency in the language (e.g. if you learned it from your parents.)  The programs in France and Spain have been hosting American students for many years and they understand that you will not speak fluent Spanish or French!  The idea is to do your best to speak Spanish or French while in Europe, and then here, the French and Spanish students should be doing their best to speak English – and, of course, there is a lot of “Franglish” and “Spanglish” that goes on!

8. Are there any chaperones or adult leaders with the high school group? 
 Yes! There are chaperones/adult leaders with the group, usually a 1 chaperone to 10 teens ratio. They are adults (over 21) who speak the target language and travel with the group to either France or Spain. The chaperones are a great resource during the trip. They can help plan activities for free days, resolve issues with homesickness or misunderstandings with the host family, or just be an adult with whom you can talk. By the end of the trip, you will feel as if your chaperones are like an older brother/sister or parent as they are involved with the groups both in Europe and here in the USA. 

9a. What do you do when you are in France?
While in France, you will visit many spectacular sites with your new friends and host family. Climbing the Eiffel tower, walking the streets of Paris, and swimming in the North Sea in Normandy are just a few activities. A group favorite is visiting Mount Saint Michel, a large castle on an island in Normandy. Also, you get to take a relaxing boat ride on the Seine, the river that runs straight through Paris. While on this tour, you’ll get to experience France from a different perspective. You will see the Louvre, L’Arc de Triumph, and of course the Eiffel tower. While on the boat, you get to smell the fresh scent of the bread baking from the bakeries nearby and hear the town erupt in laughter or the occasional “Oui, Oui!”. On free days, your family will take you to visit different areas of France enabling you to see the country through a native’s eyes.
9b. What do you do when you are in Spain?

When in Spain, you will visit many exciting locations.  Two of which are historic cities: Toledo and Segovia. Toledo is a beautiful and charming old city built on a high ledge of rock and bordered by a gorge in the Tagus River. It is best known for its sword-making industry. Segovia is also an old city and is home to many treasures. Three of which are an ancient Roman aqueduct, the fortress or the Alcázar, and its cathedral. Also, you’ll see the wonders of Madrid by bus in addition to spending a day in the countryside where you can relax in natural pools or stay active with zip lines and adventure games. In addition to sight-seeing, you’ll spend time with your new friends and family at local gathering places, like pools and parks. Often the least structured activities can be the most enjoyable.
10. What if you don't get along with your French or Spanish student? 
Don’t worry if you and the teen you are matched with don’t hit it off right away. While some matches are “made in heaven” in most cases you become like a sister or brother to your host teen. Some pairs end up as really good friends. You might not be best friends with the teen you live with, but there are plenty of other students both from Spain/France and the United States that you are sure to make friends with. You’ll be living with your host teen but you will interact with other people in the group daily – sometimes on planned trips and sometimes just hanging out at the pool. You will see other Americans and other Spanish/French kids every day. Always be kind and friendly to your host student, but if you aren’t bffs, it’s not the end of the world. If you have issues with your host student while in Spain or France, the first step is to talk to one of your chaperones. They can talk to the Spanish or French chaperones and try to figure out what is going on and how to make things better. If both parties really don’t get along, we can always look into switching families, but this is really a last resort and happens very rarely.
11. Does your French or Spanish really get better because of this trip?  
Yes, it really does!  First of all, you will be living with your host family who (most likely) will not know much English for over two weeks. Second, you will be around French or Spanish teens, who will be speaking with their friends at a natural speed and using slang. You will see and hear Spanish or French all around you. The first few days you may have difficulty understanding, but gradually after a few days you will understand more and you may even start dreaming in French.  In any case, your French or Spanish has to improve. Even if you can't roll your Rs or do the "French R," your understanding of their language will improve, since you'll be surrounded by French or Spanish speakers. However, don't let this intimidate you, because even if you can't participate in certain conversations, you can still listen and see what you can understand. Learning a few of their slang words isn't so bad, either! 
12. Do the Spanish or French students speak good English? 

The French and Spanish students start learning English in school earlier than we start learning Spanish and French. English is a very wide-spread language, used throughout Europe by people who meet and don’t speak each other’s languages. They also listen to a lot of American and English music and learn the lyrics. They watch all the Hollywood movies, often with subtitles instead of dubbing into Spanish or French, so they are hearing a lot of English.  In general, they speak English better than you will speak French or Spanish, but this is not always the case. Some American students will speak Spanish or French better than their European counterparts. 

13. What if I get homesick?
Everyone who travels overseas and is away from home can possibly experience episodes of homesickness. You will be immersed in a different culture and sometimes that will make you feel like “a fish out of water.” But you are only away for two weeks, so most people don’t have serious homesickness during the High School Exchange. If you keep busy making new friends, going out, seeing the sights and observing the culture around you, you will do fine. The program recommends that you don’t stay at home and lock yourself in your room with Facebook!  If every once in a while you feel a sharp longing to be back home, this doesn’t mean you’re unhappy in your new surroundings. If you feel homesick, concentrate on the things you like about being abroad and the fun you can have. Talk to your chaperones about your feelings and observations. Don’t isolate yourself from the host family. Find some activities you enjoy and keep busy. Remember: you’re only there for two weeks; you’ll be home soon!
14. When do we leave for France or Spain?

You will fly to France or Spain at the end of June. You will meet the group at The Barn in Oakland Mills and travel by bus as a group to Dulles Airport. You will fly overnight to Paris or Madrid, arriving in the early morning in France or Spain. You will be there for approximately two weeks until mid-July. Then, you will fly home as a group with the other Howard County teens. You’ll have a few days to unpack, do your laundry, download your photos, and catch up with your family and friends. Then the French and Spanish students will arrive here with their chaperones. We will greet them and have a welcome reception for each group, and then the same teen you lived with will live in your home for the rest of July. The exact dates depend on a number of factors, including the prices of the plane tickets, and the schedules of Columbia’s counterparts in Spain (Casa de la Juventud) and France (the CAJA.)  Exact departure date and times are confirmed later in the year. 
For more information, call Laura Smit, 410-715-3162 or international@columbiaassociation.com.
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