
Host University: Umeå University, Sweden 

Degree: BSc (Biochemistry, Genetics) 

Arrival: 

When I discovered that I was due to head to the north of Sweden, I had absolutely no idea what 
to expect. When I googled Umeå, the slight lack of information put me off balance (I lated 
found out this is due to most of the information being in Swedish). All I knew about where I was 
going to spend the next year was that it can become very, very cold, and very, very dark. This 
worked for me though, as I did not want to be living anywhere too warm. When I arrived, I 
found it very easy to adjust, the system for incoming exchange students, and there were many 
of us. Making friends became very easy, considering we arrived in August, when it was still 
warm.  

Umeå: 

Umeå is a relatively small town, about the same size as Dunedin (120,000), with about the same 
amount of students. It is a beautiful litte town, with a large river running through the centre, 
which freezes over in the winter, and a large lake called Nydalasjön to the east. The town 
provides many activities, but this heavily depends on the season. In the late summer, when I 
arrived, we would have evening swims in the lake. Little did I believe that 5 months from that 
moment, I would be either skiing on that same lake, or taking my bike onto it.  

Accomodation: 

The most common form of accommodation for any Swede or international student is corridor 
rooms, which is quite unlike most living arrangements. I would describe it as somewhere 
between a hall of residence and a flatting arrangement. You have your own bathroom in your 
room, and the rooms are fairly large (~20sq metres), and you share a kitchen with your 
corridor, which generally consists of about 6-10 rooms. The type of corridor can vary greatly, 
depending on how new it is, how large the living room is, and who lives there. My corridor was 
fairly old and small (6 rooms) but it was very nice, and had nice people. Unlike most people, 
there were no other international students on my corridor, so it gave me a good opportunity to 
meet people from all around Sweden. Also, the rooms were very well equipped to deal with the 
temperatures well below -20C with triple glazed windows, and heating covered by the rent 
payments. 

Language and People:  

The most significant aspect of my exchange experience being so enjoyable was the people I 

could interact with. The university itself was the most diverse and multicultural environment I 

have had the pleasure of experiencing, with people from all over the world, and all languages 

being spoken in areas of the university. However, the level of English was very high from 

everybody I met. Despite this, I still managed to learn what I can now consider conversational 

Swedish, and am hoping to improve this more. The Swedes I found to be very lovely, friendly, 



and welcoming people. They would often invite others and me round to dinner, or a ‘fika’ 

break, as they do there (a type of coffee break that really lives up to the hype). Also, the whole 

exchange program did an excellent job of helping people to meet both Swedes and other 

international students, whether it be through the buddy program, or just general events. I now 

have friends around the world who I am constantly nagging to come and visit New Zealand.  

Climate and environment: 

Umeå is situated in northern Sweden, which is a very northern part of this planet. As a result of 

this, the winters there become very cold and very, very dark. The shortest day (midwinter) is 

about an hour long, and the temperatures can become -30 degrees celcius. This was a very 

large change for me. I found the cold fairly straightforward to deal with, as it only required 

more clothes. However, I felt at one point in November that I may have been starting to get 

seasonal affective disorder. This was, however, rapidly helped by a trip to Iceland, which did 

very much to heighten my mood. It was this extreme coldness and darkness that lead to 

Sweden at its most beautiful, both through the topping of every tree with dry, soft snow, to the 

dancing skies that is the northern lights (norrsken in Swedish). Here is a photo of a typical 

Swedish winter forest, and me standing in front of the northern lights, only 5 minutes walk 

from my place. 

Academics: 

The Swedish system of semester was fairly different to our own. There, one took four papers 

(course) in one semester, but instead of studying them concurrently, studied them one after 

another. This meant I had to learn each paper intensively and more directly over the course of 

just over a month. However, I found that the timetable was much higher in Sweden than it was 

in New Zealand, even though it was about the same amount of work. This was one aspect of life 

I was less happy with, as I found the work was less independent as it is here. 

Money: 

Sweden, although it is part of the European union, uses the Swedish Kronor (SEK) instead of the 

euro. By European standards, Sweden is an expensive country, with high taxes, especially on 

alcohol. However, coming from a relatively expensive country myself, I found Sweden not so 

different to New Zealand in terms of money related issues, whether it be food, rent or clothing. 

Thankfully, Sweden is less expensive than its neighbours Denmark and Norway.  

Where to visit: 

There are so many amazing places around Umeå, or just the Scandinavian area. Around Umeå, 

there are many skifields that are only 1 hour or less drive away, if you enjoy downhill skiing. If 

you enjoy tramping, there is an incredible national park, called Skuleskogen just 100km south of 

the city. Here you will get some incredible views, snow-capped or sunny, of the small 

archipelago it occupies. West of Umeå, about 4 hours drive, is Norway. This is a country whose 

beauty lives up to expectation, with its many fjords and mountains. Further away, I managed to 



make a trip to Iceland, which for me was unforgettable. It involved 6 days driving through the 

darkness in order to spend what little light we had to visit glaciers, waterfalls and volcanoes. 

The isolated island nation was the most incredible I have visited.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Above: Snow on the trees in 

östanbäck, Skellefteå. 

Below: Me, standing under 

the northern lights on 

Nydalasjön. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Gulfoss, in Iceland. 


