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Introduction
As the AIFS Foundation nears its 50th anniversary in 2017, it decided 
to commission a program outcomes study of the AIFS Foundation’s 
flagship program, Academic Year in America (AYA), to gather alumni 
reflections on how the program has influenced their lives. This report 
describes and analyzes how alumni regard the impact of their AYA 
program on their personal development and the lasting connections 
that continue to enrich their lives today. It seeks to verify the common 
understanding that youth exchange programs that include living with 
a volunteer host family and attending a U.S. high school for a semester 
or a year have a profound and lasting impact on their participants. 

International student exchange programs emerged more than 
70 years ago as a way to spread good will and peaceful relations, 
particularly following World War II. Programs enabled secondary 
school students from different nations to share their cultural heritage, 
language, and perspectives with one another. Some of the earliest 
established high school exchanges were bilateral programs between 
the U.S. and Germany, the U.S. and Japan, and France and Germany. 
Today, student exchange is a worldwide, multilateral phenomenon. 
Each year thousands of high school students participate in exchange 
programs, living and learning in countries all over the world, returning 
home with important new insights into themselves, their host 



International education contributes 
to stronger diplomatic and economic 
relations.

Student exchange organizations are admired for the role they play in 
public diplomacy, also called “soft diplomacy,” and for their technical 
expertise in delivering international education to secondary students. 
Via public-private partnerships, their experience and know-how 





Executive Summary
In July 2013 a survey was sent electronically to 5,550 Academic Year 
in America (AYA) core program alumni and State Department funded 
grant program alumni in 20 different countries that included alumni 
from program years 2003-2012. The survey was designed to assess 
the impact of the AYA high school exchange program on students, 
families, and communities in the United States and at home and 
to evaluate how well the AYA program enriched personal growth 
and learning. In addition, it gathered data on the achievement of 
cross-cultural goals for students such as: learning about U.S. society 
and culture; sharing their own culture, traditions and views with 
Americans; developing a more nuanced understanding of the U.S. 
and of their own societies; strengthening leadership skills and 
community engagement; increasing their tolerance of and respect for 
differences; and establishing lasting bonds of friendship and mutual 
understanding. Based on the 839 completed surveys, which represent 
a 15 percent response rate, the program has had a significant impact 
on students in these areas.  These results are comparable to those 
found in studies commissioned by the U.S. Department of State, 
Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs of the FLEX and YES 
programs available here:  http://eca.state.gov/impact/evaluation-eca/
evaluation-initiative/completed-evaluations

This report describes and analyzes what alumni report regarding the 
impact of their AYA experience on their personal development, their 
growing understanding of the complexities of U.S. society, politics 
and culture, as well as that of their home countries, their choice of 
academic study and profession, and the lasting connections that 
continue to enrich not only their lives but also that of their families, 
friends and communities.

This report shares information about the AYA core program students, 
those students who come from the private sector to participate in 
the program. These observations have been compared to responses 
from 114 State Department funded grant program participants to 
show that the benefits of the program are similar for core program 
participants and grant program participants.
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Survey Highlights 
The major findings from the study clearly demonstrate the highly positive 
impact of the AYA program on the vast majority of its participants. 

The long-term effects of a high school homestay experience was validated 
in a study of  German and American students 2 who participated in the 
Youth For Understanding (YFU) program in the 1950s, 60s, 70s, and 80s. 
The findings clearly support the premise that youth exchange experiences 
contribute to positive and long-lasting attitudinal, behavioral, and cognitive 
changes in the majority of individual participants. Key findings include: 

• An exchange experience enhances one's international perspective.

• The effects of the experience include greater tolerance for diversity and 
appreciation for other cultures, supporting prospects for international 
peace and cooperation.

• Former exchange students apply what they learn and influence others.

2. Bachner, D. & Zeutschel, U. (2009) Students of Four Decades: Participants’ reflections 
on the meaning and impact of an international homestay experience. Münster: 

Waxmann.

Overall, AYA core students significantly:

• Deepened their understanding of American people, values, and 
culture

• Shared new insights with their families, friends, and home 
communities

• Increased their appreciation for U.S. society and people

• Increased Americans’ understanding about other countries

• Enhanced their potential to assume leadership roles and 
increased their engagement in extra-curricular activities at home

• Increased their English language fluency, among other new skills 

• Achieved greater comfort with diverse cultures and people 

• Increased their friendships with people from other cultures

• Enjoy greater and more lasting intercultural networks
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Academic Year in America 
Program Overview
To put this study into context, this section describes the Academic Year in America (AYA) 
program, goals, and applicant requirements. 

Since 1981, each year on average 800 students from more than 40 countries have experienced 
America as AYA students. Like the federally funded YES and FLEX programs (see Appendix), 
AYA brings international high school students to the U.S. to live with American host families 
for a semester or academic year while attending high school. While improving their English, 
these young people share a cross-cultural exchange with their host families, schools and 
communities. 

Students take a variety of courses in language, history, geography, mathematics, literature, and 
science.  Extracurricular activities are also considered core to the learning process, and students 
are encouraged to participate in these. AYA monitors school performance and quarterly grades, 
and students are subject to the same academic and social rules as any other student in school. 
To remain in good standing with the program, a student must enroll in an appropriate English 
language or literature course and an American Studies course, and maintain a C+ or better 
average in all classes.

To qualify for the AYA program, students must be 15-18 years of age, have studied English for at 
least three years, have solid academic records, demonstrate maturity and adaptability to a new 
cultural environment, as well as the motivation to succeed in a U.S. high school environment. 
AYA students arrive in August for the 10-month academic year or for the 5-month fall semester 
program; or in January for the 5-month spring semester program. Grant funded students 
are required to have similar qualifications and, in addition, often come from underprivileged 
communities in their countries.

The goals of the AYA program are to:

AYA students come from more 
than 35 countries, including:

•
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Bringing the U.S. Home

The knowledge and insights a student gains upon completing their 
study abroad program are vast and worth sharing with their friends, 
family and home community. And share they do – 98 percent of core 
students said they have shared their new understanding of the U.S. 
and its people with friends, family, and community back home. The 
majority of both core and grant students said they had more than 10 
discussions with family and friends, hundreds of respondents reported 
giving at least one presentation at school, and many others gave 
presentations at community events and/or gave at least one media 
interview.











Influence on Career, Studies and Activities

An international exchange program can have a lasting influence on a student’s career, path of study, and activities.  Following their AYA program, 
many alumni are choosing ambitious fields of study and careers, with the most popular being business/finance, engineering, education, 
medicine, hard sciences, and government/politics, Indeed, practically all survey respondents are either students or have finished their studies and 
are employed. About half are currently in college. 

 The exchange program somewhat or greatly influenced core students’



Leadership

Abilities strengthened during experience as an  
exchange student

Significantly, 79 percent of core alumni surveyed state that the experience as an exchange student increased their interest in taking a 
leadership role in school or community activities, with 26 percent currently in leadership roles and 49 percent active in planning activities, 
events and projects. A majority of both grant and core program participants reported their experience influenced their leadership abilities 
and extracurricular activities.

Working well with others is a key to effective leadership. Core students also gained these skills during their abroad experience. About 76 
percent said they improved their ability to lead a team by taking charge (explaining tasks and motivating others). Even more reported 
increased tolerance and flexibility, as well as the ability to listen to others and express their own ideas. 

Across the board, a majority of both grant and core program participants reported increases in every skill about which they were surveyed, 
including leadership skills. 
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Staying in Touch

AYA core students have stayed in contact with...

Many students were impacted so significantly by their 
exchange program that they went beyond simply keeping in 
touch and have already returned to the United States to study, 
work or – mostly – for pleasure. A remarkable 60 percent of 
core alumni report that they have returned to the United States 
since their program experience to visit their host families or 

friends (47 percent), study (10 percent) or work (three percent). 
The continued frequency of communication with friends and 
host families in the United States may indicate that visits will 
continue in the future because many alumni who responded to 
the survey were still in secondary school or university students. 
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  The most mean8yeIful experience of my life”...



Conclusion
The findings of this impact study indicate that the AYA core participants emerged from the 
program with an improved and more nuanced understanding of American society and 
culture, with greater tolerance for other peoples and cultures, and with improved leadership 
and communication skills.  Specifically, the study demonstrates the success of the program in: 

1. Increasing students’ appreciation of the complexities of American society,  
as well as their own

2. Strengthening students’ confidence, tolerance and awareness, as well as  
communication and leadership skills

3. Promoting greater involvement in community and organizational activities
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