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Prelude
My name is Ronald Lau, one of the two fortunate students along with my friend Greg Keith from Canada, Mount Royal College Computer Science Faculty to travel to Finland, EVTEK University of Applied Sciences for the period of August 28, 2004 to December 21, 2005.
Traveling to Finland as an international exchange student has in many ways enriched our lives to a whole new dimension. Dimensions enriched include a greater understanding for various cultures, ability to overcome obstacles, and most importantly to travel, to conquer, and return in one piece. In essence, it was a journey that provided so many new experiences that has helped us understand the world through a global perspective.
However, traveling to another country is no easy task. It involves a lot of paperwork and preparation. But don’t take my word; every person will encounter a different experience, some things here are common sense, and rather is a guide should you choose to tread in my footsteps across the waters to another country. However, if you do so choose to pursue this opportunity, I’ll be your tour guide. So take a stroll with me, don’t fall behind, and you should be fine.

Cheers!
Ronald Lau
(Prior to Departure
( Paperwork

Much of the work involves this tedious yet very important function in order to travel. Take it from us; to make processing that much easier, having the following items ready will make your paperwork smoother:

· Five professional passport photos obtained from any photo outlet. 
In our case, Black’s Photography provided a good service for $15 and they were kind enough to provide a wallet for holding the passport.
· Drivers License

· Social Insurance Number
· At least three methods of payment for all the paperwork processing 
(cash, credit card, debit card, check).
· Official letter from the bank stating sufficient funds (each month’s international stay equivalent to about $1000)
( Financial Budgeting
Although we really didn’t have a strict financial budget down to the last minute, a general financial budget helped ascertain as to the possibility of traveling with sufficient funds and will be useful when getting a letter from your bank to support your travel. Here is an approximate cost:
One Time Cost (Canadian Dollar)

	Flight Cost to destination and back
	1800

	Student Guard Insurance
	200

	Laptop
	1800

	Camera
	500

	Electronic Accessories
	200

	Documentation (Passport, Visa, etc.)
	400

	MRC Exchange Tuition
	1200


Monthly Cost (Euro Dollar)
	Rent
	300

	Food
	400

	Entertainment
	400

	Rail Transit
	100

	Cell Phone including laundry
	40


( Canadian Passport
http://www.ppt.gc.ca/passports/how_obtain_e.asp
You will need to submit two passport photos and obtain signature verifications from a member of the faculty of your department that you have known for at least two years, in our case we obtained from the chair of the Computer Sciences & Information Systems - Department. Additional fees were also incurred for the actual passport and shipped to your mailing address and took about three weeks to arrive.
( Finland Visa

http://www.finland.ca/en/
After you get your passport, you’ll need to obtain a Finland Visa which takes about four weeks. You’ll need to provide information on your length of stay, two passport photos, and an official letter from the bank stating sufficient funds (each month’s stay equivalent to about $1000). In our experience, if you intend to stay there for a semester (about 4 months), it maybe a better idea to request a visa for two semesters (8 months) just in case of unexpected events such as a opportunity for a work term. On the other hand, getting an extended visa during your stay in Finland is also possible.

( Student Guard Health Insurance

http://www.studentguard.com
Accidents do happen, and although we never had to use it, having it provides a sense of security overseas. Alternatively if you are covered by some other insurance such as blue cross, that can substitute for Student Guard Health Insurance. Cost as of 2005 is about $200 and offered through your international coordinator. Make sure to bring a copy of a form while you’re in Finland.


( Flight Booking
http://www.travelcuts.com
Travel Cuts provided an online booking for air flight. Ironically, as great as the system was able to track down prices, the website had some difficulties. Overall, we got a better rate by visiting the office. Expect to pay around $2000 for flight from Calgary to London, then from London to Finland.
( On Campus & Accommodation Rental
http://www.evtek.fi/indexeng.html
EVTEK has three locations distinct faculties each in different locations:

Institute of Technology in Espoo, School of Business Administration in Vantta, and Institute of Art and Design in Tikkurila. If you intend to be close to the Institute of Technology in Espoo, HOAS owns a lot of property in Finland and in our experience if you think you can afford the $250 to $300 euros a month for rent, make it specific to request a location below:


http://front1.geonaut.fi/jhoas/kohdekartta.jsp?focus=100104
http://www.hoas.fi/ 


Espoo, Leppävaara
Timpurinkuja 1
Leppävaara
02650 ESPOO
This location is the ideal location for walking distance to all shopping areas including the second largest mall “Sello”, sauna, laundry, EVTEK institute, free public ice rink, and train transportation, and your room complete with furnishings and internet. Depending on your luck, the previous student might have left you other personal items. Prior to renting, you’ll need to make a damage deposit preferably by wire transfer from your Canada bank. Once you’re in Finland, register for a bank in Finland to do automatic monthly rent transfers via internet.

( Course Selection

http://www.evtek.fi/technology/programmes/inftech/courses
Possibly the most important aspect of studying abroad is to take courses preferably related to your field and transferable on your way back to Mount Royal College for credit. Perhaps one significant difference is that courses in Finland are divided into two periods, equivalent to one semester in Canada. Courses for exchange students are offered in English, and course selection should include Finnish for Exchange Students – a cultural course in the basics of Finnish language and customs. Bear in mind, some courses have certain complications. For instance, the Mobile Programming courses that we intended to take in the first period were not offered.
In addition, once your accommodations are decided and made firm, you’ll need to provide this information to EVTEK to arrange for someone to pick you up from the airport to your apartment. This should be done at least two weeks in advance of leaving Canada.
( Mount Royal College International Office
http://international.mtroyal.ca/eo_students.shtml
Your international coordinator are the people you want to address who can keep you in touch with the international institute in Finland, as well as providing you the needed grant to significantly give you a financial edge, and finally bringing everything together as follows:
· Letter of Intent

· Official Transcripts obtained from Mount Royal College
· Student Guard Health Insurance or Equivalent

· A Passport Photo

· Verification of your flight booking
· Rental confirmation assistance
· Maintain a record of receipts for your preparations and purchases in the process of obtaining documentation and other materials for prior departure, during your stay overseas, and for arrival to your host country, as this is used for future budgeting for students who pursue this opportunity.
( Get Ready, Be Prepared
During our stay in Finland, we made contact with various people who provided some very useful email listings and websites. Although we obtained the information in Finland, having the links bookmarked and applying on the email list now will greatly help you, something we wished we had.
( Chinese-list mailing list
http://list.tky.fi/mailman/listinfo/chinese-list
A daily email listing compiled by a handful of international student from Asia in an effort to help one another and has since grown to encompass all with an open perspective. In many cases this list includes cheap items for sale and cheaper places for rent.
( Erasmus Student Network

http://ww.helsinki.fi/hyy/esn
This is an email list of special events compiled for students, send an e-mail to majordomo@helsinki.fi and write to the BODY part: “subscribe foreign-students”.
( Virtual Finland

http://virtual.finland.fi/
Your window to Finland, from Finnish music bands, history, and culture. More information than I could possibly provide, and an excellent source for future homework assignments should you study Finnish for exchange students.
( Sampo Bank

http://www.sampo.fi/english/
Perhaps one of the most funny things about Sello shopping mall is that all good things comes in two’s, specifically, you’ll find two grocery stores side by side with two distinctive colors green and red. Likewise, there are also two banks side by side with Sello designated red. Although HOAS prefers to work with Sampo bank, there are some problems to address, and it deals with timing issues. In general, take the amount of time they declare and multiply by five: In my case, a check deposit from Canada to Sampo bank which they stated would take only five working days in fact took nearly a month. Other than that, Sampo makes for easy rental payments with HOAS and cash withdraw from any Otto machine with the signature yellow color.
( Air Port Taxi

http://www.airporttaxi.fi/hinnasto_eng.html
Phone: 0 600 555555

We were fortunate to meet our pick up students at the Finnish airport who gave us our door keys and dropped us and our luggage to our HOAS housing locations. But just in case this air port taxi is available at student flat rates.
( Rail Train

http://www.ytv.fi/eng
No, this isn’t the channel twenty youth television program, but rather an excellent web site to plot your journey in Finland, especially when every road has its own unique name. Just enter the source and destination address and out comes train schedules and plotting routes.
( Cell Phone
http://www.nokia.com
Nokia, the number one industry of mobile devices in Finland, indeed you’ll find a lot of people are inclined to text message, and is a necessity for other things including payment for the laundry machine. Unlike Canada, only outgoing calls are charged. Bear in mind that bringing your current phone maybe locked by your service company and as a result we had to buy a phone in Finland. If you’re interested in purchasing an unlocked Nokia Finnish certified phone with Finnish power adapter email numbers_2000@hotmail.com with the BODY part: “purchase unlocked certified Finnish phone with power adapter”.
( Finspiration

http://www.finspiration.com
Your window to Finland through our eyes with photos, our journeys, Finnish to English and English to Finnish software dictionary, and additional goodies not covered in this constrained ten page essay.
( Physical Work
Although you could basically travel to Finland with nothing more than your documentation and with what you are wearing now and purchase everything else in Europe, at some point bringing some items will get you started right away than spending half the time hunting for that much needed item. Bear in mind the following questions:

· Do you have all proper documentation? Are they secured?
· At least three methods of payment until you can get a Finnish bank.
· Do you have sufficient funds? How much are you willing to spend on items in Finland versus bringing them with you? Remember to leave room for souvenirs on the way back.
· Sensitive electronic equipment should be turned off during flight and kept with you as a carry on since the airport is not responsible for damages to luggage. As well you could back up sensitive documents on a portable USB device with optional encryption. For inquiries on the type of laptop, camera, information storage devices, and phone email numbers_2000@hotmail.com with the BODY part: “equipment suggestions for Finland”.
· What is the weather like in Finland? In general weather south of Finland in the months August to January near Helsinki and Espoo region is very similar to Calgary being on the same equator yet with distinctive higher humidity levels. It would be wise to bring clothing that can be easily layered to keep both warm and in style with the fashion conscience Europeans.
( Personal Health
Perhaps the most important aspect of traveling is to ensure that you are healthy. As we have encountered, traveling involves a lot of adjustments to different temperatures, time zones, meeting various people who may carry viruses, and requires stamina to carry luggage and for those long flights remaining seated for long periods of time. 

( Luggage
Determining what to carry can be a mundane task. But based on our four month experience, two pieces of luggage for the plane cargo and a light backpack as a carry on is the standard air flight capacity rules. Bear in mind sensitive documents and equipment can be stolen, lost, and damaged, therefore it is best to carry them with you on a light backpack. Here’s a list of what we carried and is only a recommendation:
	Luggage 1

	Skates

Dress Shoes for work term



	Luggage 2

	Clothing (Winter jacket, boots, gloves, face mask, toque, swimming suit)

Dress clothes for work term

Extra water proof bags



	Carry On Light Backpack

	Three forms of payments (credit, debit, check, etc.)

Documentation (Flight booking, passport/visa, receipt holder, driver’s license, etc.) 

Hygiene/Health Kit

Universal Power Adaptor

Mobile Laptop w/ power adapter
Information Storage Suggestion: USB device with Roboform Encryption Software

Camera Suggestion: Cannon Powershot SD300 w/ 1 GB capacity card w/ power adapter
Phone Suggestion: Unlocked certified Finnish phone w/ power adapter.




Upon Departure

( Calgary Airport

The long journey by car towards the airport, or so it seemed long, with the realization that indeed we are leaving Canada, and as I hauled the luggage on to the trolleys, it seemed heavier than I expected. Lack of sleep, last minute checks, dilating pupils, what could we have possibly missed? Interestingly, checking your luggage is simplified using a touch screen teller machine. But as we have found out, it is not as friendly as we had hope for, and ultimately we ended up doing it manually. In addition, with our handy little digital camera, we took photos of each individual piece of luggage which actually proved useful on our arrival to Finland. It was a good thing we arrived at the airport two hours in advanced, because as Murphy’s Law states: “What possibly can go wrong might go wrong”, and it was then we did some last minute things such as obtaining 215 EUR from 300 CAD at a currency converter. http://www.xe.com/ucc/
( London Heathrow

Eight hours later, we touched down on London Heathrow. The September 11th incident did cause such a stir, where security officers walked among the shopping crowd carry submachine guns. However despite this threat, the idea of tax free shopping within an airport was more than enough to still inspire people to buy. The long thread mills provided a quick means of getting around in this large airport, laughing along the way as Greg was trying to catch up by foot alongside.
Upon Arrival

The view from above the night sky shows a massive network of roads and pave ways that resemble more like rivers and streams opposed to the square grid we find in Calgary. This fact is particularly interesting since every each road has a specific name, in contrast to the numbered streets and avenues. In preparation of our arrival to Finland airport, and after going through customs, we received a stamp on our passports. Yeah! The official badge to confirm you’ve arrived. There was one mishap, a piece of my luggage was not found. The digital camera provided a quick description and within two days with Tiina’s help from the EVTEK international office, they promptly shipped it to my apartment. Yohanne and Maryella, the two students from EVTEK were kind enough to provide transportation and keys to our apartment, in addition to a quick drive around in Helsinki city.
Staying in Finland

Prelude

Staying in Finland was one of the greatest experiences that provided a sense of internal openness and diversity, and as once told it is true that as an exchange student, there is a sense of excitement that comes from the attempt of survival in a new environment. This in essence brought out the extrovert within. However many of these experiences are not documented here, but rather in http://www.finspiration.com, which includes actual destinations and photographs that cannot fit in this essay. In short, this section is a brief overview of the new found leanings.

New Found Friends

In many aspects, the realization of staying in Finland was an extension of Calgary, minus the friendly faces I knew, to be expanded to the strangers I would soon call my friends. As time progressed, it wasn’t so much that unfamiliarity of the environment was the struggle, but understanding thy self that became the challenge. The interactions with people, particularly with room mates who were from Switzerland and France really allowed me to think beyond the boundaries of myself, the small discussions over supper, the events we attended outside EVTEK, helped me understand who I was and how I could apply socially acceptable behaviors to quickly change a relationship from stranger to friend. An overall understanding of global affairs can also work in your favor, as we have found that people in Finland are in tune with Miikka Kiprusoff, the Finnish goal tender for the Calgary Flames hockey team.
Language and Cultural Diversity

To understand the language and cultural diversity, tolerance, and acceptance stemmed from the self confidence of having to apply problem solving, critical thinking, and most importantly networking in many situations. Many of the events and places we discovered were in fact through word of mouth, a contact, a friend; knowing when to toggle between an extrovert and an introvert became a key ingredient, an element from within rediscovered when everything in Calgary is familiar. 

Just bear in mind, quick thinking and problem solving will come in handy, particularly when attending a public Sauna where the major cultural difference is that wearing bathing suits is socially unacceptable. 

Finland, a Second Home
In many instances, the ability to adapt in a multicultural environment relies on a bidirectional openness and listening, as well as taking the initiative to lead many group functions not only in projects dealing with EVTEK, but outside activities outside EVTEK, which lead me to new people also from the University of Helsinki. Taking initiative involved communicating in a language that was unfamiliar, and where the misconception of leadership is that stereotyped as loud, boastful, energetic, and at times unbearable. Rather it was listening, patience, empathy, sensitivity, and understanding that brought me closer, to call Finland my second home.
Likewise, the lifestyle is comparatively relaxed than Calgary, so long as you are a student traveler. In general, this relaxed lifestyle has a special result: People are inclined to be friendly, willing to help if you ask, and in many cases, the rules of conduct particularly drinking and eating are equally relaxed.
Academic & Career Pursuits 

In many ways, being placed in EVTEK with students who also lived in the same residential area brought great diversity: Spain, Switzerland, France, Italy, Germany, Africa, China, and Taiwan. English as the universally accepted language was the means that brought us together, which professors also used as a means to teach, really was the point that made Finland a second home, bearing in mind being motivated to use the Finnish language at your fingertips can also bring a smile to a stranger.
Honestly, I miss Finland, for it not were the challenges and burdens of my native home, the temptation to stay another four months became a realization with the possibility of working for Nokia and to study and explore my favorite field: Mobile communications and its technological application in modern society. Simply, I would love to continue exploring new technologies and applying them to everyday life as a field of work. More importantly, being in the field of information technology, mobile devices, text messaging, instant messaging, and networking of that sort helped me maintain a relationship with those in Finland.

Friendship Pursuits

However, perhaps I miss Finland, not so much the place, but the strangers I can call a friend. As well, it wasn’t so much of missing the place, but missing the challenges that together with a friend from Calgary that furthered our existing relationship. Through the unknown challenges of Finland, I rediscovered myself, to take upon these new found capabilities and as I speak, to extend and challenge the existing relationship in Canada.
Personal Pursuits

Indeed, through this experience, a new feeling emerged, one that is difficult to describe: A sense of gratitude and appreciation, universal maturity emerging from overcoming the challenges of traveling to the unknown, and a deep desire to continue traveling to the unknown to further mature into a seasoned explorer; Simply, I want to travel again.

One can only imagine what it was like when Christopher Columbus set sail to the unknown, to discover the new land, only having a desire to keep going.
( Where the Finish Becomes a Beginning

Finally, if the sections above were not enough to assist, describe and convince you the great personal and academic benefits from having to travel to the unknown, perhaps our website, http://www.finspiration.com will inspire you. And if that wasn’t enough, for detailed assistance for your trip to Finland:
	Real Time Chat via MSN
	numbers_2000@hotmail.com

	Mail via Mount Royal College
	rlau990@mymrc.ca


Where this document ends, I sincerely hope it becomes the start of your journey.

The beginning awaits you,
Ronald Lau
	
www.finspiration.com

	Ronald Lau 2006



