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"AFS enables people to act as responsible, global citizens 
working for peace and understanding in a diverse world.  

It acknowledges that peace is a dynamic concept threatened by 
injustice, inequity and intolerance.  

AFS seeks to affirm faith in the dignity and worth of every 
human being and of all nations and cultures.  

It encourages respect for human rights and fundamental 
freedoms without distinction as to race, sex, language, religion 

or social status.  
AFS activities are based on our core values of dignity, respect 

for differences, harmony, sensitivity and tolerance."  
 

from AFS Mission Statement 
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WELCOME TO FINLAND! 
 
We are looking forward to meeting you 
and welcoming you to Finland. This 
booklet is meant to be walking with you 
throughout your adventure – so read it 
carefully and take it with you to Finland. 
Perhaps your parents would like to read it 
too? We want to give you some 
information about Finland. We hope this 
booklet will help you form a realistic 
picture about your year in Finland and 
help you to adapt yourself better ot the 
Finnish way of life. It may be a good idea 
also to go through the booklet every once 
in a while when you are in Finland. 
 
You will be facing many challenges and 
expectations: you will learn a lot about 
Finland, Finnish people and of course 
Finnish or Swedish. You will also 
experience a lot of new and different 
things, one of them being your new life  
with the Finnish host family. An exchange 
year means both giving and taking, 
understanding and making yourself 
understood, talking and listening, crying 
and laughing. You have the tools to get 
the most out of it – your openness as well 
as willingness to try new things. It is 
entirely up to you to make your year in 
Finland a great and unique adventure. 
 
We hope (and know!) that you will grow 
as a person, but most of all we hope that 
you will have plenty of nice moments in 
Finland and a lot of unforgettable 
memories to take back home with you. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

BEFORE YOU COME TO 
FINLAND 
 
WE WANT TO LEARN ABOUT YOUR 
COUNTRY, TOO! 
 
Your host family has openend their home 
in order to give you a chance to learn 
about Finland and the Finnish way of life. 
As much as they want you to have an 
enriching year, they also want to learn 
about your country and your personal life 
at home. You will most likely be asked to 
talk about your home country at school, 
too.   
 
Most people are interested in foreign 
countries and cultures. You may also 
meet people who know nothing or very 
little about your country and they will ask 
you what it is like where you come from. 
Some people may have very naïve 
conceptions about how you live at home, 
but you may also run into prejudices 
about your country. You may be the first 
person from your country that they meet. 
This will be a valuable opportunity for you 
to clear up misconceptions and to tell how 
things really are.   
 
It is a good idea too bring photos, slides, 
illustrated books and other material about 
your country. CD’s or cassettes of music 
typical to your country will most likely 
enliven your presentations. It is also 
always appreciated if you bring recipes 
for your home country’s dishes.   
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FINLAND  
 
FINLAND IN A NUTSHELL 
 
Geography 
 
Finland is in a class by itself! Have you 
looked at the world map? Finland is the 
nothernmost country in the world: one 
quarter of its total area lies north of the 
Arctic Circle. The southern parts of both 
Finland and Greenland are at the same 
latitude, and at the same latitude as 
Lapland (the nothern part of Finland) you 
can only find barren tundra elsewhere in 
the world. Yet, there is agriculture all the 
way to Lapland! 
 
Finland is one of the Nordic countries and 
it is situated between Sweden and 
Russia. It is the 5th largest country in 
Europe by area. Finland is a country of 
lakes, forests and marshes; they cover 
over 80% of the total land area. There are 
over 187.000 lakes in Finland and over 
98.000 islands in the inland waters. The 
Finnish natural environment is 
substantially cleaner than in most 
industrial countries. Around 80% of 
Finnish lakes are classed as good or 
excellent with regard to their water 
quality. 
 
Climate 
 
Finland's climate is relatively mild 
considering its northern geographical 
location. The main reason for this are the 
west winds from the Atlantic Ocean 
warmed by the Gulf Stream. The climate 
varies depending on the part of the 
country. There are long, cold winters in 
the north, but milder seasons in the 
south. It snows in late November or 
December in Southern Finland and in 
October in the North, and the snow stays 
until late April in Lapland. Due to the low 
humidity, the climate is actually not so 
cold as temperature readings might seem 
to indicate. A lot of people consider winter 

the best season because it offers a 
chance to ski.  
 
Summer in Finland is bright and warm, 
sometimes even hot. To give you an idea 
of what is waiting for you, here are some 
examples of average temperatures. In 
Helsinki the warmest month is July and 
the coldest February, when the average 
temperatures are respectively about 17 C 
(64 F) and ±6 C (20 F). The average 
temperatures in Lapland, 1000 km north 
of Helsinki are 14 C  (57 F) and ±12 C (11 
F). 
 
Midnight sun 
 
The length of the day also varies 
considerably summers being light and 
winters beind dark. “The midnight sun 
never sets” is true in Lapland during the 
best part of the summer. The midnight 
sun is continuously above the horizon on 
the Arctic Circle from June to July. In 
Utsjoki the longest summer day lasts over 
two months! Elsewhere, too, the nights 
are light and the sun rises early; there is 
almost 20 hours of daylight in Helsinki in 
the summer months! 
 
History 
 
Finland is a relatively young independent 
nation, but its history connected with the 
neighbouring countries goes way back in 
centuries. Finland was part of Sweden for 
six hundred years and as a result of the 
war between Sweden and Russia Finland 
became an autonomous grand duchy of 
Russia in 1809. The union with Russia 
lasted until 1917. The Declaration of 
Independence was issued on December 
6, 1917. In 1906 Finland became the first 
country in Europe to give women the right 
to vote.  
 
Politics 
 
Finland is a western parliamentary 
democracy with a president as the head 
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of the state and a 200 member single-
chamber parliament. Finland is politically 
a neutral country. In conformity with this 
policy, Finland has established friendly 
relations with all European countries, as 
well as worked towards keeping good 
relations with both the West and the East. 
Finland is connected with other countries 
for example through trade, cultural 
relations and tourism. Since January 
1995, Finland has been a member of the 
European Union. 
 
Industry 
 
Finland's most important industry is 
metalworking and engineering (for 
example electronic machines, 
icebreakkers, luxury cruise ships, cellular 
phones and home electronics). Because 
of the vast amount of forests in our 
coutnry, also wood, pulp and paper 
industries are very important. Due to the 
limited size of the domestic market, 
foreign trade is essential for the Finnish 
economy. 
 
People 
 
Finns descended most likely from the 
original settlers who moved to the area 
after the Ice Age and immigrants from the 
Baltic region who started to arrive 2000 
years ago. Because of our common 
ethnic background, we are quite 
homogenous-looking people: most Finns 
have blue or bluish-grey eyes and fair or 
brown hair. The population of Finland is 
about 5 million, which makes it one of the 
smallest countries in Europe. The 
majority of the population live in the 
southern part of the country. The 
northernmost part, Lapland, is sparsely 
inhabited. 
 
Religion 
 
The majority of the Finns (88 %) are 
Lutheran by religion and a small 
percentage are Orthodox. Generally the 

Finns are not very eager church goers, 
religion or the church does not play a big 
role in the community or family life. If you 
want to go to church you may find that 
you have to organise it yourself since 
your family may not want to join you. This 
should not keep you from going. Many 
Finns do not belong to any denomination. 
The Finns have been granted freedom of 
religion by law. One is free to make one's 
own choice and the choice is usually 
respected. 
 
PRACTICAL INFORMATION ABOUT 
FINLAND 
 
Time difference 
 
Finland uses Eastern European Time. 
Finland is two hours ahead of Greenwich 
Mean Time in winter. When the daylight 
saving time is in effect (end of March ± 
end of September), Finland is three hours 
ahead of GMT. 
 
Money 
 
The currency unit of Finland is the euro 
(¼��GLYLGHG�LQWR����FHQWV��&RLQV�DUH����
c,10 c, 20 c, 50 c, 1 ¼�DQG���¼��1 RWHV�DUH�
5 ¼�����¼�����¼�����¼������¼������¼�DP G�
500 ¼� 
 
There is no problem exchanging currency 
at banks. Traveller's cheques are 
accepted at all banks and in many stores. 
Many international credit cards (for 
example Visa, American Express and 
Mastercard) are accepted in most 
restaurants, department stores and shops 
and you can also withdraw cash with 
most of them in banks. 
    
Value added tax 
 
Value added tax is included in the prices. 
Prices of goods are fixed, which means 
that there is practically no bargaining in 
Finland. 
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Post offices 
 
Post offices are open from Monday till 
Friday from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Stamped 
mail can be dropped in yellow mail boxes 
for collection. You can get information 
about postage at your local post office. 
 
Banks 
 
Most banks are open from Monday till 
Friday from 9:15 am to 4:15 pm. 
 
Electricity 
 
In case you are thinking of bringing any 
electrical appliances with you, Finland's 
electricity supply is 220-230 V, 50 Hz.  
Plugs are the same as in the continental 
countries of the European Union. Others 
need plug adapters. 
 
Telephone 
 
The telephone system is Finland works 
well and it is 100 % automatic. If you 
need operator assistance you can call 
your own international operator direct or 
use the Finnish phone service. All the 
phone calls cost, even local ones. So 
before calling home think about calling 
collect or at least ask your host family 
first. Local calls can be made from 
telephone booths using phone cards.That 
is a convenient way of making a phone 
call: you do not need coins. You can buy 
telephone cards at kiosks, for example. 
 
Shopping 
 
Shops are open from Monday to Friday 
form 9 am to 7-8 pm although some 
smaller shops may close at 5 pm and on 
Saturday form 9 am to 2 or 3 pm. Most 
department stores are open until 9 pm on 
weekdays and 6 pm on Saturdays and in 
shopping malls or centers the closing 
time varies on weekdays from 7 till 9 pm.  
 
 

Tipping 
 
As a rule tips are not expected in Finland. 
For example, service is included in 
restaurant bills. 
 
Vaccinations 
 
International travellers need no 
vaccinations to enter Finland. 
 
LANGUAGES 
 
Finland has two official languages. 
Finnish, related to Estonian and 
Hungarian, is one of the languages of the 
Finno-Ugrian group, It is spoken by 93,5 
% of Finns. A minority of about  6 % of 
Finns have Swedish as their mother 
tongue. About 1.700 people in Lapland 
speak Lappish. Both Finnish and Swedish 
are used for administration and 
education. In bilingual areas signs and 
street names are in both languages. 
 
Since Finnish is the mother tongue of less 
than five million people in the whole 
world, it means that we Finns have to 
learn to speak foreign languages. English 
is the most widely spoken of foreign 
languages, although it is sometimes said 
that since Finnish is so diffrent from Indo-
European languages, Finns may be a 
little hesitant to practise foreign 
languages when speaking with 
foreigners. 
 
Learning Finnish/Swedish is a key to 
making contact with others, getting 
yourself understood and being involved in 
your new culture. Our languages are not 
the easiest to learn but take the language 
studies as a challenge and do not give in! 
As soon as you have learned a few words 
and phrases, use them and insist on 
speaking Finnish/Swedish rather than 
having others speak your native 
language. All your attempts to speak will 
be appreciated. 
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Before you come to Finland you will 
receive a language cassette/CD and 
booklet and we do encourage you to start 
your language studies already in your 
home country. At the orientation camp we 
will inform you about the possibilities for 
language studies in your hometown. Your 
local chapters may also organize a 
language camp/course where you will be 
taught Finnish or Swedish. 
 
FINNISH HOLIDAYS 
 
Most Finns have a month's holiday in 
summer and a week in winter. In 
summertime a great number of Finns 
spend their holidays at summer cottages 
in the countryside, others may go 
camping or travel in Finland or abroad. 
    
Below are the public holidays. 
Businesses, banks and stores are closed 
on these days. 
 
January 1  New Year's Day 
Januray 6  Epiphany 
Good Friday and Easter 
May 1  May Day 
In May Ascension Day 

and Whitsun 
June 24-25 Midsummer's 

Eve and Day 
In November All Saints' Day 
December 6 Independence 

Day 
December 24-25 Christmas Eve 

and Day 
December 26 Boxing Day 
 
 
THE EXCHANGE YEAR 
 
YOUR AFS YEAR 
 
There are a lot of new and exciting things 
waiting for you. We hope you come to 
Finland with an open mind, interested in 
new things, ready to find differences and 
willing to accept them as they are. Try to 
see, learn and enjoy as much as 

possible, that way you will be able to 
make the most of your stay here. After all, 
what would be the point of being an AFS-
student if you wanted your life in Finland 
to be exactly like life in your home 
country?! 
 
There are certain changes of mood and 
phases that every exchange student goes 
through when adapting to a new culture. 
Knowing this may make you help to 
realize that they are due to new 
experiences and are very common. Here 
are some general advice for you to 
remember and to apply to everyday life. 
 
One very common experience is a culture 
shock. Even though coming to a new 
country is wonderful, exciting and 
something you may have been looking 
forward to for a long time, it can also 
significantly shake your balance. Before 
you get used to the time difference you 
may keep falling asleep in the middle of 
the day, you may have trouble falling 
asleep at night, the new kind of food may 
taste odd, our language sounds too 
strange to be understoood, not to mention 
your host family and school that can be 
quite different from what you are used to. 
 
Every AFS experience is unique, so don't 
spoil yours with unnecessary 
comparisons.Try to have realistic 
expectations. It is a good idea to read 
about Finland before you come here. 
Have an open mind and be interested in 
everything around you, and soon you'll 
notice that you are starting to adapt 
yourself to the new environment. The 
better you get to know your host family 
and the more familiar you become with 
the Finnish way of life, the more you will 
be able to enjoy your stay. 
 
What will make all the diffrence is getting 
involved! Show that you are interested in 
the people and culture. Try to participate 
in daily life as much as possible. It may 
feel strange not to be able to do all the 
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things you are used to doing at home. 
Even the easiest pastimes like watching 
television or reading may be difficult at 
first because of the language. Any hobby 
of yours that you can take with you 
(musical instrument, sport equipment 
etc.) will help you to get active and aslo to 
meet people and make friends. It is good 
to concentrate on finding good things 
here in Finland, something you like and 
enjoy doing. 
 
Learn Finnish/Swedish by using it. Even if 
you don't know many Finnish or Swedish 
words at first, try to use them, it will be 
greatly appreciated! Only by using the 
new language you will learn it, and 
speaking our language is a key to getting 
involved in Finnish culture. 
 
Don't get depressed if you don't instantly 
make close friends. You may be the first 
exchange student your new classmates 
meet, they may not even have heard of 
AFS! They are probably curious to meet 
you, but can also be a bit shy and 
hesitant to speak a foreign language. So 
why don't you make the first approach! 
You have to give it a little time to get to 
know people, especially Finns, but it is 
often said that when you make friends 
with a Finn, you'll get a friend for a 
lifetime! 
 
Try to empathize as well as to suspend 
judgement and to avoid stereotypes. Put 
yourself in the other person's place, try to 
see the situation from her/his perspective 
and make an effort to accept differences 
before judging them. 
 
If there is something pressing your mind, 
if you have a problem that you cannot 
solve by yourself or if you are unhappy or 
confused, talk about it. Be honest: don't 
pretend everything is OK if there is 
something bothering you. Your host 
family wants you to be happy and they 
are willing to help, so they are the first 

ones you should always turn to when you 
need help of any kind. 
 
Everyone who has lived abroad knows 
what it is like to be homesick. You miss 
your family and friends, your room at 
home, familiar food, the list is endless. 
There is certainly no reason to be 
ashamed of being homesick, in fact, it 
would be strange if you didn't feel 
homesick at some point of your exchange 
year. Everyone will have to face it, but for 
some people it is harder than for others. 
At Christmas time it may be hard for you 
to be separated from your natural family, 
you may get frustrated with your 
language studies, and you certainly 
wouldn't be the first one to have a hard 
time handling the darkness! 
 
The only mistake that you can make 
when you feel homesick is keeping it to 
yourself. Instead, you have to talk about it 
with your host family, friends or your AFS-
contact person. The best way to get over 
homesickness is to be active: make sure 
you are busy with school, do things with 
your friends and family and fill your days 
with something else than worrying about 
home. Life usually gets easier when days 
start to get lighter and longer, when 
speaking Finnish/Swedish isn't so difficult 
anymore and when you are more familiar 
with the Finnish way of life.   
 
Last but not least, remember that life is 
not always a bed of roses so to speak. 
Living in a new environment, learning 
another language and adapting to a 
different culture and way of life can be 
quite stressful, and therefore some 
anxiety is natural. Learn to laugh at 
yourself and keep in mind that also hard 
times are part of an exchange year, only 
then will good things feel even better! 
 
FAMILY LIFE 
 
There are different kinds of families: 
families with old parents or young 
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parents, families with young children or 
teenagers like yourself, families with no 
children or with just one parent. It is 
impossible to describe a typical Finnish 
family, partly because people in Finland, 
just like in any other country, differ widely 
in their lifestyles as well as beliefs. One 
thing you should try to remember is not to 
compare your host family with your 
natural family. But there is one thing 
these families have in common ± their 
willingness to open their homes to an 
exchcange student. 
 
Since no two familes are alike, we can 
only give you general guidelines. 
Hopefully they make it easier for you to 
adjust to your new life with your Finnish 
host family. And remember, you certainly 
are not alone ± your host family is making 
adjustments, too! 
 
Here are several things that are good to 
keep in mind: 
 
- Your host family wants you to live with 
them and enjoy life together. They would 
like you to learn about Finland and our 
way of life as much as possible, but they 
are also interested in your home country. 
 
- Your host family is always the first you 
should turn to if you need any kind of 
help. Be open in relationships with your 
family and ask them to do the same with 
you. They may be hesitant to do so 
because they are afraid of hurting your 
feelings. If there is a misunderstanding or 
if you don't understand something, talk 
about it right away, don't wait. That way 
you can prevent bigger problems from 
building up and your family will be happy 
if they can help you feel at home. 
 
- Your family has opened its home 
because they believe in the AFS 
program. They receive no money for 
having you in their home. It will mean a 
lot to them if you show your appreciation. 
 

When you arrive at your host family there 
are many expectations you both will have. 
If you are aware of what each other 
expects, you all may adjust to the new 
situation quicker. Accept that you will 
have to fit in with the life style of a family 
different from your own. It may be hard at 
first but it is an essential part of your 
exchange year. 

 
Your host family wants you to be a true 
family member. Therefore you will also 
have certain responsibilities and rules to 
follow. The sooner you all go through the 
family rules, the less stressful your life 
together will be. Remember that these 
rules have worked well for your host 
family for a long time before you arrived. 
You probably are not going to be able to 
change things. However, if you feel a rule 
is really silly, try talking calmly with your 
family about your feelings and they will 
gladly explain their reasons. 

 
Here are some suggestions of things that 
will be good to talk about: 
 
- what time should you be at home at 
night (both on weekdays and on 
weekends)? 
- how are you expected to help at home 
(make your bed, vacuum, do the dishes, 
walk the dog etc.)? 
- what will you call your host parents (äiti 
is mother and isä is father in Finnish)? 
- when can you invite friends over? 
- does your family go to church and if so 
are you expected to join them? 
- what meals are eaten together? 
- what kinds of things and activities are 
you expected to pay for and what your 
host family will pay for (toiletries, school 
supplies, transportation etc.)? 

 
In the beginning you may be surprised if 
your family does not greet you 
overwhelmingly warmly. You might miss 
good night kisses and hugs and feel a 
little lost, but your new family does care 
about you  - even if they do not show it. 
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At times like that you should try to 
remember that some Finns tend to be a 
bit shy before they get to know you well. 

 
Most Finnish families are pretty busy and 
they seldom spend a lot of time together 
during weekdays. It is very normal that 
both parents work. You may not eat 
dinner with your family on weekdays, but 
instead you have to help yourself when 
you are hungry. It is common that the 
whole family helps out with the house 
work, so besides making your own bed 
you should keep your room in order and 
help with some other chores. Teenage 
children are normally brought up to be 
quite independent having to make 
decisions for themselves and accepting 
responsibility for their actions. 

 
You will most likely have a curfew, but on 
weekends you can probably stay out 
longer. Please consider the family when 
you are making plans. Always let your 
host family know where you are. If for 
some reason you won't make it home 
when your host family is expecting you, 
give them a call. By knowing what you 
are doing they will feel that you are truly a 
part of their life and they are a part of 
yours. 
 
Get involved in your family, show interest 
in what others are doing, help with 
household chores as well as show 
appreciation. Those things will help you to 
have a very rewarding year. 

 
FREE TIME 

 
First of all, stop and think about your 
everyday life right now. Do you have a 
great time 24 hours a day, party all week 
long? If you do, please tell us the trick, we 
are more than eager to hear it! But if you 
belong to the rather basic population you 
most likely lead an ordinary life with its 
ups and downs. Being an exchange 
student does not mean a great party 
either (it might include it!) but basically 

you will be leading an ordinary Finnish 
life. 

 
Finns spend their free time in numerous 
different ways and making a general 
statement how to spend your free time is 
impossible. One general rule can be said, 
though: do not stay in your room, but be 
active - see what your family is doing, go 
for walks, visit our excellent libraries, 
meet friends and get involved in after-
school activities. Then you will enjoy 
yourself and feel at home.  

 
One thing you may want to keep in mind 
is that Finland, among the other Nordic 
countries, is rather liberal and open-
minded so there will probably be some 
things which may surprise you. 
 
A lot of Finns are very interested in 
sports. In the winter time a lot of people 
ski (both cross country and down hill), 
skate or play ice hockey. When summer 
comes, Finns start swimming, jogging 
and riding their bikes. Also soccer and 
pes�pa llo, the Finnish version of 
baseball, are popular pastimes. 
 
Here are some examples what young 
people in Finland do in their free time. 
 
Evenings 
 
After school most young people go home 
to do their homework. Schools in Finland 
require quite a lot of homework, and 
therefore there may be less free time on 
weekdays than what you are used to. 
Normally young people are very busy with 
their activities later on in the evening, 
although some of the activities are right 
after school. Even though school is not 
the center for recreational activities, some 
schools offer different types of clubs like 
photography, computer science, ice 
hockey, drama and languages. The 
variety of clubs offered varies from school 
to school. There are many adult schools 
who offer different classes from painting 
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to woodwork. You will surely find 
something to do if you are active. 

 
Weekends 
 
Most active evenings are Friday and 
Saturday evenings when people like to go 
out. Teenagers usually go out with 
friends: to the movies, a party, a 
discotheque or someone's home. They 
may also go for a walk around in the city 
and people who have their driving licence 
go “cruising around”. In every place 
where there are people there is always a 
certain place where young people get 
together to talk and socialize. In bigger 
cities this is normally a park or a parking 
lot, in smaller places it can be a gas 
station, for example. 

 
Young people go around in groups of girls 
and boys, but if you go out with just one 
firend, you should keep in mind that it is 
not polite to let your date pay for 
everything. Normally both pay for 
themselves. 
 
FINNISH FOOD 

 
While it has been said of the French that 
they live to eat, it has been said that 
Finns eat to live. Everyday food tends to 
be simple but nutritious and mealtimes 
less formal than in some other countries. 
 
Finnish cuisine is based on meat, fish, 
potatoes, bread and dairy products. As 
can be expected in a country of over 
187.000 lakes, thee is an abundance of 
different kinds of fish availabe, especially 
along the coast. In the fall some families 
eat game meat and you may get to taste 
reindeer. Most of the Finnish food suits 
every mouth ± it isn't very spicy or so 
different that you coundn't try, even once 
out of courtesy if not our of adventure! 

 
Most families eat breakfast but it varies 
form family to family, like all meals. 
Porridge, cold cereal, yoghurt, and bread 

with cheese and/or sausage are quite 
typical. Coffee or tea is served at 
breakfast. You will also notice that coffee 
is served between meals. Finns are real 
coffee drinkers and even some kids drink 
coffee! You won't be able to miss coffee 
and pulla, a Finnish pastry, it is almost a 
Finnish institution! 

 
Lunch is usually served around noon. 

In schools it can be earlier, but office and 
business lunches may often be later than 
that. Quite often the lunch “hour” is only 
30 minutes reflecting again the eat-to-
live-philosophy. Lunch consists of 
anything that could also be served at 
dinner ± some kind of meat or fish with 
potatoes/ rice/ pasta and vegetables. 
Most places have fresh salads or salad 
bars. 

 
Dinner is usually served at about 5-6 p.m. 
depending on what time everyone gets 
home. A lot of Finnish households rely on 
the microwave oven. Family members 
may be busy with hobbies and long 
working hours, including mothers, 
therefore often family members warm up 
their own meals. A lot of families have 
dinner together, especially on weekends. 
Dinners are normally basic and simple. 
Beef, pork, chicken and fish are common  
ingredients of the main dish. Potatoes are 
the main starch component of dinner, but 
rice and pasta are common, too. 
Casseroles and soups are also well liked. 
Fresh salads are common in our daily diet 
Food low in cholesterol and fat is popular 
nowadays, mainly for health reasons. On 
special occasions there can be big 
celebrations with plenty of delicious 
regional or traditional specialities, which 
are worth trying. 
 
Dessert may simply be a fresh fruit or fruit 
soup made of frozen berries, for example. 
 
Forks and knives are used with the left 
and right hand simultaneously ± it's not 
acrobatics, so with a little practice and 
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patience you will master eating the 
Finnish way. 
 
SUGGESTED CLOTHING 
 
There are four distinct seasons in Finland 
and the climate varies depending on the 
part of the country. Check the climate- 
section earlier in this booklet to give you 
an idea what kind of climate is waiting for 
you. It will be sumer in Finland when you 
arrive in August. Your host family will be 
able to give you good advice on what 
kinds of clothes you will need to bring 
with you. Remember to ask for their 
suggestions when you write to them 
before coming to Finland. Please be 
aware that clothes are expensive in 
Finland, so buy them at home, if possible. 
 
Finns tend to dress casually. Teenagers 
like jeans, t-shirts, sweatshirts and 
sweaters. Most girls wear pants instead 
of skirts. Uniforms are not worn in Finnish 
schools. On special occasions (for 
example at some social functions) formal 
dress is expected. For girls it can be a 
dress or a neat blouse and a skirt, for 
boys neat pants, a blazer and a tie. 

 
For the cold winter you will need warm 
winter clothes ± warm underwear, 
sweaters, a heavy winter coat, gloves and 
waterproof shoes or winter boots, for 
example. In summer you'll do fine with 
lightweight clothing. It can very warm, so 
don't forget to pack t-shirts and shorts. 
 
FINNISH SAUNA 
 
One of the first things you might be asked 
here is whether you have already been to 
sauna and how you liked it. You have to 
understand that people don't intend to 
pry, they simply are curious and want 
your opinion on such an important issue 
as the sauna. Almost every Finnish home 
has a sauna or at least access to one. 
Most Finns go to sauna once a week, 
often on a Saturday night. The traditional 

sauna is wood burning, but in modern 
houses saunas are usually electrically 
heated. 

 
Sauna is a part of the Finnish way of life, 
our philosophy, our religion. Sauna's 
effect is not only cleansing, but relaxing 
and calming and the feeling of well-being 
that comes with it is really worth 
experiencing. Sauna also has a healing 
effect. We have a saying ªIf sauna, tar 
and spirit doesn't help, the disease is 
fatalº. 

 
Families with children usually go together 
to sauna but adolescents prefer to go with 
either mother or father. Sauna can be a 
part of social life, and it's not uncommon 
to go to sauna when friends come over. 
You may have something to eat and drink 
before going to sauna or vice versa. 
Either way it is an occasion to enjoy good 
company and relax with or without clothes 
on. Don't worry if you feel uncomfortable 
to be totally naked. 
 
Nobody will pressure you to do anything 
you do not want to. It is all right to wear a 
bathing suit in sauna. Perhaps within time 
you feel ªFinnish enoughº to act as we  
Finns do. There is absolutely nothing 
mysterious or unnatural to be ªnaturalº in 
the sauna! 
 
Hopefully you will be able to experience a 
summer cottage sauna by a lake in the 
peace and quiet of the countryside. Feel 
the tingling sensation when your body 
touches the refreshing water. That is the 
foretaste of heaven! 

 
MONEY 
 
Finland has a very high cost of living, like 
all Nordic countries. This is not a place to 
buy a lot of things because, although 
everything is freely available, it is 
expensive. Don't expect to buy things you 
are used to, such as records or clothes ± 
buy them in your own country. 
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Host famillies do not pay allowance nor 
are they expected to pay for the extra 
things that the student may wish to have 
or do. Your own family must provide your 
spending money. Your host family will 
most likely provide you with things you 
need daily, such as toothpaste, soap and 
so on, but don't take their generosity for 
granted. 
 
Please be careful about how and on what 
you spend money. Be sensitive to the 
economic level of your host family, 
observe how they live and spend their 
money and spend accordingly. Spending 
more money than your host siblings could 
make them feel uncomfortable. 
 
Because of the high cost of living, we 
urge you to bring enough spending 
money to be able to live here and have a 
fulfilled experience. We recommend that 
you bring the minimum of 100 
euros/month (1100 euros for the whole 
year) for your personal use and some 250 
euros for the trips AFS Finland or your 
chapter will arrange for you during the 
year. The trips are optional, but you might 
like to come along and spend some 
unforgettable moments with your fellow 
AFS:ers. 
 
It is sensible to open a bank account in 
Finland. Consult your host family about 
this. When your have opened a bank 
account, send your natural parents the 
name and address of your bank and your 
account number. That information is 
necessary if your parents transfer funds 
to you. Credit cards can be uselful if you 
and your and parents agree on guide-
lines for their use. 
 
SCHOOL 
 
THE AFS REQUIREMENTS FOR 
SCHOOL ATTENDANCE 
 
AFS is a school-based program, and 
therefore school life is a substantial part 

of your AFS experience. AFS expects you 
to take your studies seriously and attend 
school regularly. 
 
The more involved you get in your school, 
the easier it will be to make friends there. 
You may not understand a lot at first but 
don't despair. Learning the language and 
trying to follow teaching can be difficult at 
first. It will be appreciated if you show 
interest, do as well as you can and do 
your homework to the best of your ability. 
Remember the good thing school has to 
offer ± an opportunity to learn about the 
culture, a place for you to talk about your 
country, maybe a chance for you to study 
subjects that have not been available to 
you before and last but not least it is a 
great place to meet people. 
 
AFS is able to have the school program 
through agreements established with 
individual schools. Your participation in 
school and positive relationship with 
students and faculty is a big reflection of 
you, your homeland as well as AFS. It 
also affects future generations of AFS 
students. 
 
STRUCTURE OF THE EDUCATION 
SYSTEM IN FINLAND 
 
The education system in Finland is 
composed of comprehensive schools, 
upper secondary schools, vocational and 
professional education institutions and 
universities. 
 
Compulsory education consists of a nine-
year comprehensive school starting at the 
age of seven. It is free of charge for the 
pupil. After completing comprehensive 
school, students are free to continue their 
studies in upper secondary school, in 
vocational institute or in commercial 
college. Some of the pupils enter working 
life after completing comprehensive 
school. 
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Upper secondary school is academically 
oriented and about 50% of the age group 
attends it. Most upper secondary schools 
are run by the municipality and only a few 
by the state or privately. A national 
matriculation examination (a nationwide 
student exam) taken after the three years 
of upper secondary school is usually 
required for entry into a university. 
 
THE SCHOOL YEAR 
 
School work begins in mid-August and 
ends in the beginning of June at the 
latest. It addition to a summer vacation 
(from June till mid-August) students have 
Christmas, winter sports (a week in 
February or in March) and Easter 
vacation (a week in October). There is no 
school on Saturdays.  
 
PRACTICAL INFORMATION ABOUT 
SCHOOLS 
 
Most AFS-students are placed either in 
the first or the second class of upper 
secondary school. The final year would 
probably be too difficult but also less fun 
because students in the class 
concentrate on studying for the 
matriculation exam and have therefore 
less free time. It is recommended that a 
member of your host family will take you 
to school on the first day. 
 
Most subjects are compulsory, but there 
are also optional courses that are worth 
looking into. You should have at least 25 
hours of school per week. You will have 
several subjects, but you will study only a 
few of them intensively at a time, then 
continue to other subjects. This is 
because our school year is divided into 
five or six terms and the weekly schedule 
is different during each term. 
 
At the end of each course the pupil's work 
is graded. One has passed the course if 
s/he receives a pass mark (5 being poor 
and 10 being outstanding). Each period is 

45 minutes, and there is a 15 minute 
break between classes. 
 
The subjects offered by Finnish school 
are: 
 
Finnish and Swedish 
The foreign languages to choose from: 
English, German, French, Russian; some 
schools offer also Latin, Spanish and 
Italian.  
Mathematics and physics (basic or 
advanced course) 
Chemistry 
Geography and biology 
Psychology  
History and social studies 
Religious knowledge and philosophy 
Art and music 
Hygiene 
Data processing 
Physical education 
Student counselling 
 
All teachig with the exception of foreign 
languages is done in Finnish/Swedish. In 
the beginning you may find it hard to follw 
teaching in class, but as you learn more 
Finnish/Swedish, school will become 
more interesting, so be patient!  
 
School itself as well as lunches are free 
for you. AFS will pay for the traveling 
costs to and from school if you have to 
use public transportation. School books 
are expensive and as you need one book 
for a short period of time you should try to 
loan school books from your host siblings, 
your contact teacher or the library or the 
AFS office. If, however, you need to buy 
some books, AFS Finland will purchase 
them for you. Make sure you return those 
books to the AFS office after you don't 
need them any longer. For other school 
supplies (such as pencils and notebooks) 
as well as the class photo you have to 
pay yourself. 
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YOUR CONTACT TEACHER 
 
At the beginning of your school year you©ll 
meet your contact teacher who wants to 
help you in all matters concerning your 
school. (S)he may already have decided 
in advance with the principal which class 
is the most suitable to you. (S)he 
introduces you to your classroom or tutor 
and to your class. 
 
The contact teacher will help you to plan 
your schedule. At least in the beginning of 
the year it is possible that you take some 
courses with other class levels for 
example more Finnish, art or music. You 
will decide about your schedule with your 
contact teacher. 
 
You contact teacher is in contact also 
with your family, other teachers, the AFS, 
office and your own school if needed. You 
should talk with him / her if your own 
school accepts some of the courses that 
you pass in your Finnish school during 
the year and if your school gives you 
credit for them. You should tell your 
contact teacher when and why you are 
absent. 
 
Whenever you have something to ask 
don©t hesitate to go to your contact 
teacher or any other teacher. Some 
teachers may feel that their language 
ability is not good enough to speak a 
foreign language - but they appreciate 
that you go to them and ask for help. 
 
AFS 
 
WHAT AFS IS ALL ABOUT 
 
“Walk together, talk together o ye peoples 
of the earth; then and only then shall ye 

have peace” 
Sanskrit proverb. 

 
AFS is an international, voluntary, non-
governmental, non-religious, non-profit 
organization that provides intercultural 

learning opportunities to help people 
develop the knowledge, skills and 
understanding needed to create a more 
just and peaceful world. It is one of the 
world's oldest and largest community-
based volunteer organizations. Nowadays 
AFS can be found in 59 countries of the 
world. One of AFS's strengths is the 
network of volunteers who provide a 
support system for all the participants. 
 
THE AFS RULES AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
There are three important rules and they 
apply to all AFS students around the 
world. Be sure to follow them at all times 
because if you break any of them, it is 
cause for an early return and an end to 
your AFS year. 
 
A. No driving 
 
AFS students are not allowed to drive 
cars or any other motorized vehicles. This 
rule applies to driving anywhere (for 
example on private land, parking lots and 
public roads). The most important 
reasons for this rule are safety as well as 
liability insurance in case of an accident 
and injury. This rule is for your protecion 
and the continuance of the AFS 
programs. 
 
B. No drugs 
 
C. No hitchhiking 
 
Import, possession, use and passing on 
of drugs are illegal in Finland. When you 
are in Finland, you are subject to Finnish 
law and therefore drugs in any way are 
not allowed by AFS. 
 
OTHER IMPORTANT THINGS TO 
REMEMBER 
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Traveling  
 
The most important part of your exchange 
year is living with a Finnish family, 
attending school and learning and 
experiencing the culture of Finland. 
Traveling easily disrupts your AFS 
experience. There are certainly great 
possibilities to travel from Finland around 
in Europe ± distances between countries 
are short and being here may seem to 
give you a once in a lifetime chance to 
explore Europe. But remember that AFS 
is not a travel agency! 
 
AFS Finland hopes that you use your 
common sense with your travels. Before 
planning any trip, please consider your 
host family's feelings and plans. For this 
reason and because AFS is responsible 
for you, there are certain regulations 
which must be followed at all times when 
planning trips.  
 
Travelling must not interfere with the 
compulsory activities of AFS Finland. We 
don't encourage you to travel during the 
school year. Do not travel without AFS 
Finland knowing about it! AFS Finland 
has to be able to contact you at all times 
in case of emergencies. In the case of 
unclear matters you are advised to 
contact the AFS office well in advance. 
 
1. Traveling in Finland 
 
An AFS-student is allowed to travel freely 
in Finland with his/her host family. 
 
During the school year, trips longer than a 
weekend are not recommended because 
an AFS-student's foremost reponsability 
is to attend school. If, however, the trip is 
longer than just a couple of days, the AFS 
office should be informed about it, so that 
the student can be reached in case of 
emergency. If the trip is outside school 
holidays, permission from the school is 
required. 
 

If an AFS-student travels with someone 
else than his/her host family, permission 
from the host family is needed. In case of 
for example a skiing holiday with 
classmates, also the AFS office has to 
agree to it and have the name of the 
person who is in charge. 
Students can travel alone in Finland to 
another region provided that the host 
family has agreed to it. Exchange 
students are not allowed to travel with 
each other without permission from both 
host families. Indefinite traveling without a 
specific itinerary and appropriate 
acommodation approved by the host 
family and the AFS office is forbidden. It 
is absolutely forbidden to stay overnight 
in hotels, motels, youth hostels, holiday 
cottages and camping sites. 
 
2.  Traveling abroad 
 
Please remember that your exchange 
year is an intercultural experience at a 
grass-root level, not a journey of 
exploration to Europe! 
 
In order to give the student permission to 
travel abroad during the exchange year, 
AFS Finland needs the following: 
 
1. A copy of a written invitation from 
relatives or friends of either the host 
family or the natural family. AFS Finland 
needs to know whose guest the student 
would be, when and where. If the student 
travels with the host family, the 
destination and the schedule must be 
explained. 
 
2. Written permission (program waiver 
form) from the natural family. 
 
The AFS office has to approve of the 
traveling route. It must be the most direct 
one, i.e. in most cases flying. Traveling by 
train in Europe (Interrailing, for example) 
is not allowed. 
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4. Permission from the school if the 
student woud be absent from school 
because of the trip.  
 
All the paperwork has to be at the AFS 
office well before the trip. 
Visitors from the student©s home country 
 
In case a relative or a friend from the 
home country of the student wishes to 
visit the student AFS Finland has to agree 
to the travel plan before the visit is 
possible. The visit should not be longer 
than three days and the visitor should find 
accommodation elsewhere than at the 
host family accoding to international 
practice. The student is not allowed to 
travel with the visitor(s) without the host 
family. 
 
Calling home 
 
AFS encourages you not to call your 
home or friends because it disrupts the 
experience and can make adjusting to 
your family more difficult. Too much 
contact may make you feel homesick, 
make it more difficult to feel at home in 
your host family and make you worry 
unnecessarily about home. 
You may also rely on your natural family 
to help you solve difficulties and their 
suggestions may be culturally 
inappropriate. Instead, you should rely on 
yourself as well as your host family, 
friends and local AFS-volunteers to help 
you adjust to your new life. 
 
Keep phone calls to a minimum. Calling 
for special occasions and emergencies 
should be enough. If you want to make a 
call, please consult your family first and 
whenever possible phone during the 
ªcheapº hours (in the evening, on a 
weekend). 
 
Alcohol and smoking 
 
Attitudes toward drinking alcohol differ 
from country to country. Some Finns do 

drink plenty and you will probably see 
people drinking at parties and outside and 
some of them have had too much to 
drink. If you are strongly against alcohol, 
please remember that you do not have to 
drink, but it maybe wise not to make a big 
scene of other people's drinking. 
 
Become aware of what your host family 
thinks of drinking alcohol. We suggest 
that you will not drink alcohol while in 
Finland. This is party because the 
consequences affect not only you but 
also your host family and friends. Show 
respect for your host family's feelings and 
community attitudes. Do also obey the 
law ± serving alcoholic beverages to 
anyone under 20 is illegal in Finland. 
Those over 18 are allowed to have beer 
and wine. 
 
Many people strongly object to smoking, 
especially at their homes. Most families 
expect you not to smoke. Of those who 
smoke, many go outside to do it. If you 
smoke, please find out first what your 
family thinks of it. Be polite to people who 
do not smoke and avoid smoking in 
places where it would affect other people. 
Smoking is prohibited by law inside public 
areas for example in buses and on 
domestic flights. 
 
AFS FINLAND 
 
AFS Finland was founded in 1948, when 
the Finnish AFS-students left for the 
U.S.A. Currently, 250 Finnish AFS 
students go abroad for a year and Finland 
hosts over a hundred foreign AFS-
students annually. 
 
The office of AFS Finland is located in 
Helsinki. Chapters are run by volunteers, 
who are former AFS students, their 
parents and families who have hosted 
students, for example. Of the 
approximately 2,000 members of AFS 
Finland, 25 % are actively involved in the 
local chapter. They interview both 
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students and families who are applying 
for the programs, organize orientations, 
are host families or contact persons. They 
also organize activities for exchange 
students in the area. 
In case of emergency, the first person 
you should try to get a hold of is your 
AFS-contact person. On weekends, if you 
are unable to get a hold of your contact 
person, you can reach a staff member by 
calling first the AFS office number. The 
answering machine will tell you the 
number of the cellular phone of a staff 
member who is on call. 
The office is open from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. 
Monday through Friday. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Staff at the AFS office: 
 
Jatta Erlund  
National director 
 
Hilkka Molloy 
Progam director (hosting) 
 
Ulla Silvasti 
Program director (sending) 
 
Susanna Taskinen  
Summer Program coordinator  
Volunteer Development 
 

Anne Virransalo 
Administrative assistant 
 
 
 
IF YOU NEED A DOCTOR 
 
Full medical expenses due to accident or 
illness, which are incurred by you during 
your stay in Finland will be paid by AFS. 
AFS provides treatment while on the 
program but not after your return home. 
In case you need medical help, you 
should use health centers instead of 
private doctors. 
 
AFS does not pay any bills connected 
with previous injury or illness, dental care, 
eyeglasses or routine medical 
examinations. Your natural family will 
have to cover these costs if they occur. 
Any medication which you may bring with 
you must be in original containers and 
labelled so that the people at customs 
know what it is and doctors are able to tell 
what it is to be used for. In case of an 
accident or an illness your host family has 
to notify the Finnish AFS office as soon 
as possible so that your natural family as 
well as the AFS office in your country can 
be informed. 
 
YOUR AFS-CONTACT PERSON 
 
An AFS experience is a lot of adjusting to 
everything new. It means living with a 
family which may be very different from 
your own. All this is not always easy. That 
is why you and your host family have a 
personal AFS-contact person. A contact 
person is most likely someone who has 
been an exchange student, host 
sister/brother or host parent, and 
therefore knows what the experience is 
all about. There may be matters you need 
to talk about, and also your host family 
may need someone to talk to. Remember 
that your contact person will appreciate 
sharing the good times too! 
 

AFS Intercultural Programs 
Finland 

 
Street address: 

Eteläinen Makas iinikatu 5 B 17 
00130 Helsinki 

 
Maili ng address: 

PL 47 
00131 Helsinki 

 
Phon e:09-666 644 

Fax:09-666 621 
E-mail : afsfin@afs.org 
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Your contact person will contact you and 
your family a couple of weeks after your 
arrival. You will be given the name and 
the phone number of your contact person, 
so if for some reason s/he doesn't contact 
you, call her/him! You may get together at 
her/his home, at some place over a snack 
after school or you may agree to go out 
together in the evening, that is up to you 
two. Since your contact person will also 
be your host family's contact person, s/he 
might visit you all at home. Once you 
meet for the first time you will work out 
the details together ± you contact person 
will tell you how s/he can be best 
reached. 
 
Our aim is not to impose standards or 
expectations for the ªgoodº experience 
nor is your contact person there to give 
you criticism, but to explain and help you. 
S/he is willing to help you and your family 
through her/his own experience. Your 
contact person will help you all in clearing 
away any communication problems or 
help you if a problem should arise at 
school. But s/he doesn't necessarily have 
to counsel, you can just talk or do 
something together. S/he will explain the 
AFS policies if needed. In short, the role 
of a contact person is to provide help and 
support for you and your host family 
throughout the year. S/he is someone you 
can think of as a friend, someone you can 
trust and share your thoughts with. Don't 
hesitate to contact her/him. 
 
AFS ACTIVITIES DURING THE YEAR 
 
There are three major activities that AFS 
Finland organises during the year. They 
are compulsory for all students to attend. 
This also means that the travel expenses 
for them will be reimbursed by AFS. 
 
Your first AFS activity in Finland is a post-
arrival orientation. It is organised 
regionally, and it takes place on a 
weekend one or two weeks after your 
arrival. By that time you should have 

recovered from the possible jet lag. At the 
orientation you will learn more about 
Finland - the society, culture, family life 
and school. You will also get information 
about AFS Finland. 
 
The next AFS stop is language tuition. 
Local chapters organise language studies 
the way that suits them best. Some 
organise a weekend-long camp with 
Finnish/Swedish teaching whereas some 
will support students attending a regular 
language course during the first half of 
the year.  
 
Last, but definitely not least, is a pre-
return orientation in the spring. It is 
organised regionally and it is on a 
weekend. The idea of this orientation is 
both to look back to your exchange year 
and share memories with other AFS:ers 
but also to make you think about future 
and prepare you for returning home. 
 
In the last couple of years AFS Finland 
has organised a skiing trip to Lapland in 
February. It is an optional trip and 
therefore you will have to pay for it 
yourself.  
 
Many of the AFS chapters are quite 
active and vital, some consist of only a 
couple of motivated people who are 
dedicated AFS:ers. Chapters may have 
weekend activities or happenings for 
students. We try to make sure that every 
student has a chance to be involved in 
some chapter activity. 
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