
Insights to the Latino Culture 

If you’ve ever hosted a student from Latin America, you have most likely experienced a lively, vibrant, young 

person who is constantly surrounded by other young vibrant young people.   Here are some insights into the 

Latin American culture and how you can help your student in their adjustment to Canadian life. 

Latin American countries are known for having an uneven distribution of money, with vast gaps between the 

rich and the poor.   

• 59% of the population lives in extreme poverty. These are low income families, with low education, have 

several children and live in simple housing. 

• 40 % are considered middle class and middle-high class  

• 1% Very High class or extremely wealthy  

Most homestay students from Latin America are from the middle to wealthy socio-economic level.  

In the Latin American culture, the “family” is considered to be the most important social group, and generally 

takes precedence over work and other obligations.  The definition of family is also very different, and much 

broader than the Canadian definition of family, which typically includes only the immediate members living at 

home.   

For example, in LA culture, “family” means: 

a) Placing the needs of the family ahead of individual concerns. 

b) Strong bonds and frequent interaction with extended family  

c) They take care of each other, live near each other, & socialize together.  Take care of each other’s children.  

d) Communication is very important. 

e) Close attachment between parents and children.   

When hosting a student from Latin America, Canadian families will notice that the natural parents tend to be 

very involved with their child.  This cultural difference can make Canadians feel like their privacy is being 

compromised, and that the natural parents are being intrusive.  However, it should not be taken personally as 

this is simply a cultural difference in the way family is treated. 

Communication styles 

The stereotypical communication style of the Latin American is that they are: 

• Loud and expressive (Unaware) 

• Use animated hand gestures and body language  

• Non-confrontational "beat around the bush” (not direct) 

• Emotional 

• Sound "angry"  

• Strongly Opinionated 

• Personal space (bubble) is smaller 

• Physical contact is more accepted 



If you have watched the sitcom “Modern Family”, you know that Sofia Vergara’s character is a prime example of 

this! 

The Latin American communication style becomes more understandable when looking at the nature of their 

social interactions.  

Social Interaction 

Social interactions are often done in large groups, with a collective mentality.  Group members stick together, 

and often move as a unit.   

• They are quick at building relationships with the same age group (Immediate trust).  Building 

relationships is a priority as the “we” mentality and collectivist behaviors help them connect easily 

to people. 

• Using physical touch is important in communication of affection.  Men also hug each other as a sign 

of affection.  In fact, a very common closing for a business letter in Latino correspondence is “un 

abrazo” or “a hug.” 

• Appearances are very important. 

• Very lively night life. 

• Smell - Many Latinos use perfume to convey their personality. Deodorant is in spray form and is 

stronger.  

• Appearance - people are self-aware and they take good care of themselves with their body and hair. 

• When they get together with other Latinos, parties are loud, and they love to sing and dance 

• If the neighbour next door is having a party after 11:00pm, they do not call the police!  

• They have a very lively night life – parents drive them or they have a car 

- They live two lives, one at day and one at night.  

- The one at night starts at 8:00 or 9:00pm 

• It is very common to have a very active social life.  Both, adult and students alike have social 

commitments, and it is very accepted to go out at night. Curfew is normally around 1:30 or 2 am. for 

high school students.   This usually proves to be a difficult adjustment for students to adapt to while 

in Canada.  

The schedules and diets in Latin America differ greatly from Canada.  Here’s a comparison of a typical day in the 

life of a student in Mexico versus Canada. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Canada: 

• 6:00 am - Wake up 

• 7:00 - Breakfast 

• 9:00 - Work /School 

• 12:00 – Lunch 

• 1:00 to 5:00 - Work / School 

• 5:00 - Supper 

• 6:00 - Activities 

• 9:00 - Bedtime 

 

Latin America: 

• 6:00am. - Wake up 

• 6:30am - Breakfast 

• 7:30am - Work / School 

• 1:00 to 3:00 - Main Meal (Supper) 

• 4:00 - 8:00 - work, activities, free time  

• 8:00 - Home, snack, slow down. 

• 9:00 - Social events or Bed time 

• 10:00 - 2:00 AM – Curfew 

 



A day in the Mexican diet 

6:00 - 7:00 am – Breakfast: Light breakfast: Often more variety than in Canada.  Usually a smoothy, coffee, 

pastries, soft boiled egg, fruit, yogurt.  

9:00 - 12:00 pm - Almuerzo (Brunch):  “Almuerzo” is a heavier meal (Brunch) Its optional.  Consists of scrambled 

eggs, tacos, quesadillas, sandwich, coffee, fruit).  

1:00 - 3:00 pm - Main Meal (Dinner): Several courses: salad, soup, several side dishes (rice, beans, vegetable 

dishes), tortillas, a main course (meat) home made fresh fruit drinks, dessert and coffee 

It’s the time for ¨Sobremesa¨ - when conversation happens between the family members.  An important time. 

8:00 – Merienda: Light Snack (More similar to Canadian lunch, unless there is a social event then it may be a 

fuller meal) 

This difference in the timings of the main meals is a challenging adjustment for Latin American students when 

they live in Canada.  

Host will find that their student may be starving between 1 to 4 pm, (lunch will not be enough), so may buy food 

before arriving home for supper.   As a result, the student doesn’t eat much during the Canadian supper time, 

and sometime may even skip supper because they consider it free time, and schedule other activities.   

Tips to help your student adjust to the Canadian diet and timings 

• Be patient!   Express the importance of supper for your family, but also be understanding that they may 

not be hungry at the same time as you, especially during their first few months here. 

• Give students the option to take left overs for lunch, or give more snacks to help tide their hunger till 

suppertime.   This will help them adapt to the timing. 

• Expect that the student most likely will be hungry before going to bed, and may rummage around the 

kitchen for something to eat.  

• Ask your student to call home and get a favourite recipe from mom, then make it together as a bonding 

activity. 

• Host do not need to change their life style, but it helps when they provide some familiar items for their 

students to have once in a while. 

• Get one known food item for your student to have available often (condiments for example).   Make 

salsa verde and salsa roja for your Mexican students, and let them add it to anything they want). 

Chores 

Most students from Latin America have high expectations of cleanliness at home, yet they are not used to doing 

house chores.  This does not mean they are lazy or spoilt, but rather they don’t know how to do regular chores 

because it was expected from them.   Often, the child’s only responsibility is to study and meet their parents’ 

high expectations regarding school.  There are others (maids and grandparents) who fulfill the chores around 

the house.  Hosts have to gently explain, demonstrate and remind the students to do their chores.   

 



Other differences to take note of:  

• Bathtubs are not common in Latin America.  Students will be used to only showers, with curtains or 

sliding doors 

• They often use one big towel in the bathroom, and do not use face towels.  

• Due to water problems in some Latin American countries, students may turn water off when showering 

to save water 

• Some students may take more than one shower per day (Brazil) 

• Younger Kids may have never used public transportation, and there is an insecurity with public 

transportation so children are usually driven to their activities. 

Pets 

Pets are for the most part outside all year long, they have an assigned spot if they come inside, they are well 

trained to not get on surfaces.  If there are, visitors the pets are not running around. There is no hair in the 

house and students are not used to having pets or pet hair in living areas (beds, kitchen table or couches).   Pets 

generally do not sleep in same room as owners.    When host profiles are sent to student’s families, they do not 

always understand the extent to which pets interact indoors in daily life. (particularly in the winter time) 

Time management 

Latin America faces several infrastructural issues such as traffic, insecurity, bureaucracy, etc so making rigid time 

commitments becomes difficult.  The attitude towards time, and punctuality, is more relaxed.  

You may find that your student finds it hard to be on time, is always late for events, and the reason given is that 

they were catching up with a friend, etc.  This is usually due to the social aspect of their culture, where 

relationships and social activity is prioritized over all else, even if it means being late for an appointment.  Time 

commitments are seen more as a guideline that a rigid commitment.   For example, in Latin America, if the start 

time of a party is 7pm, the expectation is that you can arrive any time after that, even if is hours later as parties 

tend to end late anyway.  This is another challenge many students have trouble adapting to when they arrive to 

North America. 

Tips to help your Latin American student adjust to Canada 

1) Social Interactions: Coming from a very socially active culture, students may feel lonely or isolated once 

in Canada, and may feel it is difficult to make friends as it takes longer to gain trust here.  They will 

naturally gravitate towards other Spanish speakers.  Get them involved in local youth activities, youth 

groups, school activities etc so they meet other peers.  Keep them busy and involved with family 

activities and get togethers.  Ensure that they have an easy and quick commute to meet friends.   

 

2) Cleanliness at home:  Whilst Latin American students have high expectations of cleanliness at  

home, they are not used to doing house chores.   Explain the chores expected of them, and more 

importantly, SHOW them how to do it.   Keep the chores simple.  You may have to remind them often to 

do the chores, but remember that they are learning, and have to develop the habit.   

 

3) Transportation: Students may be used to being driven to school and activities, so they may need some 

training and reassurance to take public transit.  Younger students are not used to taking the bus.  



Accompany your student on the bus the first few times till they are comfortable with the system, and 

know where to get on and disembark.  

 

4) Food:  Ensure that you have some “home” flavours and condiments on hand, as students may perceive 

North American food as “plain” and/or not enough.   

 

5) Communication: Latinos are very subtle and do not like confrontation, and often indirect in their 

communication.  Keep asking them questions and reassure them that you genuinely want to know what 

they think.  Remind your student that it is important to communicate if they will be late. 

 

 


