
 
Exchange to the Furthest Place from Home 
 
My decision to go on a student exchange to Finland took place long before I went 
to University.  I was about 16 – in my second to last year of high school – when I 
started learning Finnish from books.  It was pretty much decided I would get to 
Finland one way or another.  Luckily for me, I got into Otago and then into the 
exchange programme for my second year.  To be honest, I chose Otago only 
because it was the only University in New Zealand that went to Helsinki. 
 
Before I knew it I was off to Helsinki with 22kg of baggage and a coupon for a 
cheap lounge in Hong Kong airport.  There’s my first recommendation.  It’s no fun 
sitting around in airports for 6 hours, waiting for a plane; nor is it fun rushing to 
your next plane – so organising a stay in an airport lounge is a nice compromise.  It 
was only about $30 for me to stay there for 4 hours.  I have no idea what the 
lounge was called anymore, but it wasn’t a fancy one.  Basically you get a shower, 
an internet connection, and as much food as you could hope for.  Just remember 
to take an adapter with you if you’re taking a laptop. 
 
Already off track am I?  Well I got to Helsinki at 2 in the morning, so the only 
option was a 30 Euro taxi to my hotel (I stayed in a hotel for my first night as, 
quite obviously, the office to collect my apartment keys wasn’t open at that time).  
By the way, 30 Euros is about 60 NZD, and compared with the ~3 Euro bus, you’d 
wish you’d got an afternoon arrival flight.  Of course arriving at 2 in the morning 
was cheaper.  I met one of my online friends the next day, who showed me 
around Helsinki a little bit.  She also helped me find the place to collect my keys, 
and then helped me find my apartment.  God only knows what I would’ve done 
without her.  There’s another thing.  I arrived in Helsinki outside of the arrival 
dates, and so I couldn’t arrange for someone appointed by HOAS to come pick me 
up – just a note for those of you freaking out at this point. 
 
A note on HOAS:  In Helsinki, HOAS is the housing organisation for students.  
Mainly exchange students, but it houses Finns also.  You don’t stay in halls like 
you’re used to in Otago, and you don’t stay in dormitories like you’ve seen on 
American television.  You stay in actual apartment buildings.  The one I was in had 
about 80 apartments.  My apartment had 4 other people in it, from various places 
around the world.  Some of my classmates (who were also exchange students) 
lived in apartments a little like studio rooms, where it’s one big room with a 
bathroom.  There are a lot of housing options, but sadly you don’t get to chose 
which one you stay in. 
 
The next thing I noticed was the cost of things.  I was advised to not even think of 
the prices in terms of NZD, and seeing as Helsinki is one of the most expensive 
places in the world, I soon agreed.  It really would drive you nuts if you constantly 
converted everything you bought into NZD.  It’s important for things such as 
electronics, which seem really cheap but then you convert and you find out it’s 



actually about the same price.  But for food, you’d end up starving yourself if you 
were to keep to the budget you had in Otago. 
 
Well let’s look at the good things.  The point of me to come to Finland was to live 
as a Finn, not a student, or a tourist.  An exchange student was my only way in – 
and my cheapest.  The other point was to learn Finnish in a more natural state 
rather than in classrooms in NZ or through books and the internet.  To learn in the 
actual country beats all other possible experiences of learning a language. 
It’s the quickest and easiest way to learn.  Also to be taught by a native and not a 
book is a lot easier.  I won’t say I’m fluent, because I’m most certainly not.  I may 
have a better knowledge if I’d applied myself, but it’s damn difficult to get a Finn 
to speak to you in Finnish and not English – inside of Helsinki anyway. 
 
Why does this have a negative spin on it?  I really did enjoy myself!  The University 
part was a bit confusing.  You did more work (which will depend on your degree 
of course), but it was easier to get better grades.  Also at the beginning, there 
was so much to do and all my courses changed (except one, which was relevant 
to my course).  It’s a pretty difficult thing to deal with if you aren’t prepared for it.  
The idea of an exchange isn’t really to get credits for your home degree though.  
It’s more to live in another culture and open your eyes to the world!  
 
Which is exactly what happened, and it was great.  As always for me, things didn’t 
really start to pick up till near the end of my stay here.  Uni was just about over for 
the year (which, by the way, is at the end of April) and exams were on their way.  
Out of chance I went to a party to meet some more online friends, and ended up 
meeting the love of my life ;)  So now I’m living in a small town between Tampere 
and Helsinki, called Valkeakoski.  It’s about half the size of my home town in New 
Zealand (which is New Plymouth) and is the home to several factories, lakes, and 
monolingual Finns.  Yes, a place for me to truly practise my Finnish.  Not that I do, 
but theoretically I could. 
 
During my stay here, I made several trips.  Normally exchange students (and all 
other students from Helsinki) take the ferry to Tallinn and Stockholm, and the 
train to St. Petersburg.  Being different, I went to Berlin, Clevedon (near Bristol in 
England) and Dublin.  I also took a boat to one of Helsinki’s islands, called 
Suomenlinna.  The students also go to Lapland at the top of Finland, but that 
didn’t interest me, not this time around anyway ;) 
 
So now I can say I’ve been to Europe and to the UK.  And it’s obviously a lot 
cheaper to fly to these places from up here. 
 
Things you should remember to bring to Finland: 
Laptop (if you own one.  If not, you should get one:  it makes communication a lot 
easier, plus Finland is a country of technology.  Pretty much everything here is 
done online or by cell phone). 
Cell phone (Landlines are very rare in Finland.  If your cell has a SIM card then 
bring it.  If not, and you don’t want to pay for roaming, leave it at home.  A simple 



one is pretty cheap from Finland anyway.  Cell phones are pretty necessary here.  
The washing machines in my apartment building could only be paid for by phone.  
Also commuter train tickets could be bought via text.  I suggest getting a plan, 
rather than prepaid.  Unless you aren’t going to use your phone very often, it’s a 
lot easier to just pay a bill at the end of the month). 
Plug Adapters (they’re cheaper in NZ and it’s a lot easier if you don’t have to 
search for one here). 
Warm clothes (everyone knows the coldness of Finland right?) 
Winter boots (these are easier to buy in Finland, and not too expensive.  They’re 
quite necessary when it gets slippery in winter). 
An Ethernet cable. 
Things to remind you of home (when I got here, I really wished I’d brought a 
calendar, some extra DVDs and various other things.   
 
In terms of homesickness, I didn’t really get it.  Mainly because I’ve been wanting 
to come here all my life.  Sometimes my flatmates got too much (they were 
actually nice, we just had personality clashes) or I craved NZ food that was 
impossible to get in Finland (marmite and pies, not together of course.  Actually, 
there’s a small shop behind the train station in Tampere that sells British marmite, 
but that’s a lot more like vegemite.  In my opinion it’s a lot stronger than NZ 
marmite) – but I didn’t really get truly homesick like you could imagine.  I think 
most of the time I was just overwhelmed that I’d manage to get to the other side 
of the world (literally, Finland is the furthest place from NZ) by myself, and not 
get lost – and thus, didn’t have time to get homesick. 
 
Oh and Finns drive on the right hand side of the road.  I don’t drive myself, so I’m 
not sure about driving licences and so on, but it would be wise to look into that 
before leaving.  As for public transport, in Helsinki it’s pretty good.  Actually, it’s 
really good.  In the winter the trains are often late, and they’re pretty expensive, 
but other than that, it’s all good.  There are quite a few trains going all over the 
country, and the student rate is pretty cheap (50% discount).   
 
I really did enjoy myself, and I wouldn’t have exchanged (no pun intended) this 
experience for the world.  I intend to come back here to live permanently after 
I’ve finished my degree – which should be proof enough! 
 



 A lake near the end of winter in Valkeakoski.  This was the only time I actually saw 
*real* snow – although according to the boyfriend, it’s nothing. 
 



 
This is my room in the shared apartment. 
 



 This is actually the view out the apartment window in Valkeakoski, but it is Finland 
all the same! 
 

 The view out my student apartment window. 
 



 Part of the apartment building I was stationed in. 


