
Exchange Student Evaluation 
University of Helsinki 2014 Semester 2 Zoology Major 

 
Here is a little guide-to-Helsinki. Keep in mind, I highlight a lot of the difficult parts, so it 

looks a little scary, but it really is not at all. Some parts were a little confusing, but I think that is the 
case with all exchanges. Once you get settled into the country almost all of your responsibilities are 
basic school work (which tends to be less than that at Otago) and social life. Overall, I found my 
exchange to be a lot of fun, and am glad that I chose Finland as my destination country. 
 

1) Making Local Friends! 
2) Things to Do, Places to Visit 
3) Organizing your Exchange: Tips, Tricks and Information 

 
Making Finnish Friends: Some Cultural Advice 

Making local friends wherever you go is a really important part of exchange. You will 
be caught in an exchange bubble, regardless of what country you go to, which will tend to 
make you befriend other exchange students instead of locals. Partially this is because the 
exchange students are all in the same tutorials/parties/activities together, and partially 
because the exchange students are all looking for friends, while locals are usually already 
settled into a group. It just takes a little effort. Here is some advice on dealing with the 
Finnish culture, to give you a head start. 

Finns are really quiet and reserved. At first it seems like they are rude, or maybe not 
interested, but mostly they are just easily embarrassed and so avoid doing embarrassing 
things, like talking to strangers. In particular, they are afraid of not speaking perfect English, 
and so if they don’t know how to say something perfectly they often won’t say it at all. 

They also come from a society where strangers don’t talk to each other, so they will 
be a little confused when you start talking to them randomly. All of this means that the 
effort will have to come from you in the beginning if you want to make friends.  

However, once you get to know them better, they often transform into a sociable 
and energetic person with you. It is definitely worth the effort. I found some really down to 
earth and intelligent people there. 

 
Tips: 

If you are having trouble, try to find some Finns which have lived abroad. 
They are always easier to befriend and you can bond about your travels. They can 
also then introduce you to their friends. 

They bond well when there is a common task to work on, like if you are 
partners on a project. Because then you and they have an excuse to talk freely with 
each other, even though you are strangers. It just breaks down the barriers a bit. So 
make use of group projects! I got a good friend out of one of mine. 

 
Fun stuff you can do! (Photos at the end) 

Tramping and National Parks: Finland has an almost magical looking landscape. It is very 
Spartan and harsh, but also sometimes reminds me of Japanese fantasy movies with all of 
the moss and mushrooms everywhere. 

Tramping in the forests is fun. You should visit at least one national park if you get 
the chance (these are just an afternoon trip by bus, it’s pretty easy). As a biologist I found 
them really interested because the forest is so different in Finland than New Zealand or the 
US. Moss grows everywhere, for one. It’s like a 10cm thick carpet. And the trees are very 
shallow rooted, sometimes appearing to grow directly on the bedrock with only inches of 
soil available. I’ve got some photos at the end of the forests. 



Mushroom hunting: Sounds strange, I know, but it is a big Finnish practice. It is kind of like 
going to the orchards in NZ central or going apple picking in the US. Except you are tramping 
through the forest with some mates, discerning what mushroom species is tasty, what is 
gross, and what might make you sick. I did it once (it was a student club event) and found it 
was lots of fun (plus you can go home with a bucket full of free tasty mushrooms). Tell your 
tutor that you want to do it and they can probably find one going on where you can do it 
with a bunch of Finnish biology students who know what all the mushrooms are. 
 
Lapland: I can’t talk about this one from experience, as I didn’t find the time to go (should 
of, but didn’t). But a lot of my friends went and I have some photos of theirs bellow. They 
found it to be stunning and a couple of them decided to go twice. It is pricy (a couple 
hundred for the train ticket and accommodation) but this is nothing in comparison to the 
flight prices getting from NZ to Europe and back. 
 
ESN parties: I didn’t go to many of these but that’s because I was playing ice hockey there 
and it almost always overlapped (it was really strange luck considering I only played once a 
week). Also I don’t like parties. But most of the other exchange students would be at one of 
these nearly every week, or every other week.  
 
Student club events: Student clubs are a big thing there. They aren’t like here, where each 
club has a purpose (Debate Society etc). They are a social get together, with parties, movie 
nights and tramping trips. While I was there they had Disney Movie night at one of the 
apartments, a trip to Lapland and a couple of mushroom hunting trips, just to name a few. 
They are doing tons of stuff all the time, and this is really the best way to make Finnish 
friends. 
 
Saunas: This pretty much speaks for itself. Saunas are everywhere, and they are a huge 
social thing. It is easy to make a trip to a sauna at least once as an exchange student. Usually 
a group of friends will go together. 
 
Visit other Capitals (Boat Trips): I went by boat to Stockholm in Sweden (really pretty city! 
Especially in October/November when all of the Christmas stuff is coming out) and Tallin in 
Estonia. Both are boat trips of ~60 euro return (pretty good, I mean that’s cheaper than 
Christchurch-Dunedin return by plane).  
 
Visiting the Mainland: I went to Denmark after Finland (~80 euro one way, so this is similar 
to flying within New Zealand). It was really pretty, and entertaining. I would recommend 
going to see the amusement park Tivoli Gardens. It is magical. In summer there are lots of 
flowers, and in winter they have amazing lights set up. 
 
The Squares: Christmas Shopping and Ice Rinks: Most of the northern countries have 
several little shopping villages open up in the squares around Christmas. They are super 
cute, with little doll-house like stores, from which people sell sausages and meat, honey and 
jam, candy, donuts, fur clothing, Christmas decorations, wreaths and holly, etc. These cities 
also set up public ice rinks in the middle of the main squares come winter. They are outdoor 
rinks, with music and food stalls. It is free to skate if you bring your own skates, and you can 
rent skates for cheap. 

 
Important! Things to look out for when organizing your trip: 
GETTING YOUR VISA:  

You will need to go to Australia for this! 



You have to go to a Finish embassy to get the student visa approved and we don’t 
have one in New Zealand. I tried to get them to wave it and let us go to another European 
embassy in the North Island and they would not. I managed to get around it though in that I 
was going to the US prior to going to Finland and because I am a US/NZ binational I could get 
it done in Washington there. If I were not a US citizen I could not do this. 
 

ORGANIZING CLASSES:  
 1: You will not be able to credit specific Otago classes! 

I can’t say anything for other degrees, but for Zoology I could only get Helsinki 
classes to count as generic Zoology lv3 classes, or generic biology classes. So if you need 
ChemXXX or ZoolXXX or something like that, you will need to talk in depth with your 
department. 

 
2: The courses available change a lot!  

It is basically at the whim of the teacher. Often they do the course over and over 
again, but sometimes they change which semester it is in or only offer it every other year. 
Many of the exchange students I met had to change their exchange agreement to reflect 
changes in the available courses. That being said, it is not that difficult to change your 
agreement, so long as you don’t have strict requirements to graduate. I only needed one or 
two more classes, and they could be in anything, so that worked out fine for me. 
-They organize their courses via ‘WebOodi’, it’s like our Blackboard. The courses listed there 
prior to the start of the semester do NOT always match those actually available. 

 
ORGANIZING ACCOMMODATION: 

Just go to HOAS. Seriously, it may be slightly more expensive than flatting, but it will save 
you a lot of time and stress. And the earlier you apply the more likely you will get a spot. 
HOAS is basically like our halls, with some buildings being an apartment setting and some a 
dorm setting. Unfortunately you can’t choose what building you want, at least I don’t think I 
could. But they are all good and a short distance from the campus (nothing is more than a 
30min bus ride apart, and my building was a 5 min walk from my campus). 

 
STUDY IN HELSINKI 
 1: It’s kind of disorganized, but it’s not difficult. 

The teachers are far less organized than the Otago teachers most of the time 
(although to be fair I have found NZ universities to be very well organized compared to 
American institutes, so perhaps the Finns are closer to the norm?). I understand that this is 
because the English speaking classes are composed of exchange students and tend not to 
have class reps, meaning that feedback is completely up to the teachers to ask for. I’ve had 
some classes where I wanted to pull my hair out because they would say things like “wait to 
see what the exam will be like” instead of telling us how it is structured. Of course not every 
class was like this, some of them are very well organized. It is not something I would change 
my exchange destination over, just something which is good to expect while going there. 



 
Bonfire after taking a student hiking trip at Espoo national park 

 
Mushroom hunting in Vantaa park with the student club Symbioosi 

 
Finland has some really cool fungi (courtesy of my friend Judith) 



 
Vantaa national park     A marsh near the uni (Judith) 
 
The rest of these photos are Judith’s, from Lapland:
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