University of Turku, International Office

To meet or not to meet?

What's special about being an exchange student?

Being an exchange student is fun!
There’s a lot to be seen and learned
during your time in Turku.

Yet, a vast majority of exchange students, in
Finland as well as in other countries, find it hard
to meet locals, i.e. inhabitants of their host
country. As an international exchange student,
you have a special status on the campus
because:

o your stay is planned and temporary (you
are in your host country only for a few
months);

o you probably do not speak Finnish or
Swedish and accomplish your daily tasks
in your mother tongue, English or a Lingua
Franca;

o many of the courses that you take are
organized especially for foreign students;

o you probably live in accommodation along
with other international students;

> the group of international students is your
community: You eat, live, and work with
them;

o you are quite “invisible” in Finnish society
(you're a passing guest) — off-campus media
rarely talk about international exchange
students;

o meeting locals can be difficult because you
are catapulted into their lives, which are
already “full” of people and activities.
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All these have an impact not only on
your daily life on campus but also

on the people you meet,
things you do,
the places you visit,

how people perceive you (Finns
as well as other exchange students),

and on how you perceive others.



To meet or not to meet?

Because of all these elements, you should try to...

Even though °
stereotypes about

oneself and others

are “normal’, try to 0
avoid them or at

least ask yourself

why you are using .
them.

avoid making generalizations about Finns — you may
actually not really know any yet;

avoid thinking that Finns are cold and do not make efforts
to meet exchange students (they already have their own
social groups, you'’re a guest);

avoid stereotypes on your own country. Think twice
before saying “in my culture, we do this...”, there will
always be exceptions!;

avoid believing that you will become a Finn (there are
over five million different individuals in this country, who
is the reference?);

avoid blaming other exchange students for not being
able to meet local people;

avoid escaping from people who are from your own
country - why not speak a foreign language instead of
your mother tongue with them, if that's what you want?
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What could you do then, to meet the locals?

Advice 1: Activities in the “real world” open doors

Find a hobby outside campus. Do
something new: woodwork, music,
sports...

Join an association working with
foreigners, refugees... (e.g. the
Red Cross).

Learn an extra language (other than
Finnish) in order to be with Finnish
students.

On top of trips organized by
associations, be adventurous and
travel on your own or with a friend!

> Offer your help at local schools
(language teaching? Present your
country?)

> Take an active role with your tutor and
in Erasmus Student Network (offer
instead of being offered); don’t be
afraid of the word “Erasmus”, ESN
welcomes everyone!

Advice 2: Create your own Finnish tribes!

Join departmental associations.

Place ads in departments where they
teach your mother tongue asking
Finnish students if they want to meet
you.

Join the Language Circles.

Find locals on the Internet — who
says you have to meet them?

° Talk to people in halls, while waiting
for lectures to start, etc. It does not
matter if the discussion does not go
very far. Maybe after a few weeks,
people will start recognizing you. As
a guest, you have to “impose” yourself
a bit more.

> Meet bi-national couples, families or
even settled foreigners.
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Final Advice

Buy a second-hand television or
radio (avoid cable-tv) to get used
to listening to Finnish and reading
Finnish subtitles, get an idea of who
the people are in Finnish media.

Start planning your future! Get busy
and explore professional as well as
personal possibilities.

Links for activities:

Turun suomenkielinen
tyovaenopisto

(Adult Education Center)
www.tkukoulu.fi/~tsuto/

The Finnish Red Cross
www.redcross.fi

Alternative traveling
www.hospitalityclub.org

Schools in Turku
www.turku.fi

Departmental Associations
www.tyy.fi/pdf/alayhdistysesite.pdf

If you feel that your social life is
difficult, call your friends and family
at home, it's normal to have difficult
times abroad!

Do not despair if you don’t have
Finnish friends! Remember, you are
a special stranger in this country!
Why not just concentrate on your
international friends?

And most importantly: in intercultural contexts, we meet

individuals NOT cultures. Every person is unique!
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