
“Host families must be 

prepared to make sure that the 

student has a general sense of 

welcome and inclusion“

“Having exchange students 

opened up a lot of opportunities 

for us“

 

     

 
 

 

Elizabeth Reinagel and her family participated in the High School Program in 2007, 08 and 

09 and she contributed the following statement: 

 

Russ and I had friends who had hosted exchange students, so I guess it was always in the 

back of our heads. But we never sought out the opportunity to host a student. So when our 

son, Charlie, went to St. Joe's, we received the monthly newsletter and in it was a call for 

host families for German exchange students the same age as our children. We immediately 

decided this was something our family wanted to do. We involved the kids and decided we 

would host a girl who would go to school with our 

daughter, Mary Kate. The important thing is that the 

German students would attend the same schools that 

our children went to. This was very important because 

then it was a family experience and our students 

would be part of our family routine. 

Our family had no reservations or difficulties with the 

students that stayed with us. We do know, however, 

that some children did not feel comfortable in the homes they were staying at. I would note 

that there was questionnaire or investigation of the families by the part of the people at St. 

Joe's on how the families would be willing and equipped, especially emotionally, to take in an 

exchange student. The family who takes a student must be prepared to make sure that the 

student has a good place to sleep, a place for privacy, food that the student will enjoy, 

access to calling home at any time, and a general sense of welcome and inclusion so that 

the student feels that they can ask for anything they need and feel welcome and happy. I 

think that most of the families were like that. 

We wanted our students to get as much travel as possible too, to take them to as many cities 

as we could. Although this may not be possible for everyone, we would take two or three of 

the students with us, so it was important that the students were able to connect with each 

other and be with each other so they felt a little at home. We loved when the students would 

speak German and we did not know what they were saying. We would laugh! 

Having exchange students opened up a lot of opportunities for us. We could ask questions 

about how their lives were and found that they were pretty similar to ours. My daughter and I 

got the opportunity to travel to Dortmund and meet the families of our students, and one 

family came to Buffalo and stayed with us. We became friends forever. We also learned that 

the students from Germany were very mature and 

much more responsible than our American children. 

We tend to baby our kids and watch over them too 

much, and we were amazed at the confidence and 

independence of the students, especially given the 
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“There is an incredible joy and 

excitement...“

“They became and are still a 

part of our family“

fact that they were traveling abroad for 4 months to 

an unknown place. 

The students were always respectful. Our students 

fit well into our household and they were a lot of fun. 

They made friends with the kids they went to school with and one girl even played on the 

school sports teams. 

There is an incredible joy and excitement when the group of students comes to Buffalo for 

the first time. The whole program included events for the students as a whole which was very 

good for the kids. Having those chances for them to get together and have things to look 

forward to outside of just the family makes a lot of sense. As a host family you need to make 

sure that your student has exciting things to do other than just that. After all, that is why they 

came! To see and do as much as they can, like visiting Toronto or New York City. Going to 

the beach or to the mall. The family must be ready to 

be a good host to the student.  

One of the most memorable things about our 

students was their smiles and laughter. They were 

just joyful kids, became and are still a part of our 

family. 

Hosting an exchange student is a personal decision for any family to make, but once you 

welcome a child into your home, you never look back. It's the best decision ever. 


