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Going on exchange to Utrecht University wasn’t something I spent a lot of time idealizing or
planning in detail—I mainly saw it as a chance to experience something different. I didn’t have
big expectations going in, and to be honest, a lot of it turned out to be just okay. But looking
back, it challenged me in ways I didn’t quite expect, and helped me shift how I approach new
environments, people, and uncertainty.

Academically, the most engaging course I took was Al for an Open Society. It explored how
artificial intelligence interacts with both formal institutions like governments and informal
spaces like social media. I liked that the course didn’t stay within one discipline—we were asked
to think through societal challenges using tools from psychology, policy, and technology. In our
group project, we designed a proposal on using language models to detect misinformation. The
assignment was practical and thought-provoking, and it pushed me to see how Al tools could be
more than just technical systems—they’re deeply embedded in social contexts too.

Outside of class, Utrecht took some getting used to. It’s a very organized, peaceful city, but I
often found myself feeling like there just wasn’t much going on. I arrived in the middle of
winter, which probably didn’t help—cold, wet, and gray days felt endless, and it got dark around
4:30 in the afternoon. It honestly made me question why I thought moving to the Netherlands in
January was a good idea. But as spring slowly arrived and the sun started showing up again,
everything changed. By May, people were sitting out on terraces, biking to parks, and hosting
street markets. The same streets that once felt cold and empty were suddenly full of life. It really
made me appreciate the seasonal contrast, and I started to understand why Dutch people react to
good weather with such enthusiasm.

Because Utrecht felt quiet at times, I traveled often—sometimes to visit friends in other cities,
sometimes just to get out. I ended up taking weekend trips to Belgium, Germany, and France, all
easily accessible by train. That kind of flexibility was something I really valued, and it added
variety to my time abroad in a way I hadn’t planned for. Through those trips, I also got to meet a
number of international students who were living in the Netherlands long-term—some had been
there for years, working or applying for citizenship. I even attended a friend’s naturalization
ceremony, which gave me a different perspective on what “living abroad” can actually mean.

I stayed in SSH housing with a group of other exchange students. The townhouse setup made it
easy to build a little community. Even though the city felt quiet, our neighborhood was full of
energy. We held a couple of open house parties where everyone opened up their kitchens and we
filled the entire row of houses with music and conversation. Those nights were chaotic, a bit
messy, and genuinely fun.

One of the most memorable events was King’s Day in Amsterdam. A big group of us booked a
boat and spent the day cruising through the canals—dressed in orange, music blasting, everyone
dancing and waving at other party boats. It was one of those moments that felt totally out of the



ordinary and fully immersed in local culture. It’s not something I could’ve planned for, but I'm
really glad it happened.

One cultural difference that stood out was how direct Dutch people are. At first, it felt a little
blunt, but over time I started to appreciate it. There’s a clarity in that kind of communication—
you don’t have to guess what someone’s thinking. And when someone’s being kind or
supportive, it’s expressed just as directly, which I found refreshing.

Overall, the experience didn’t change my life in some dramatic way, but it did shift my
perspective. It made me a bit more flexible, more comfortable with things not always going
according to plan, and more open to different ways of living and thinking. I’'m glad I did it—mnot
because it was perfect, but because it quietly moved me forward.
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