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„HEIM KOMMT MAN NIE,“ SAGTE SIE FREUNDLICH. 

„ABER WO BEFREUNDETE WEGE ZUSAMMENLAUFEN,  
DA SIEHT DIE GANZE WELT FÜR EINE STUNDE WIE  
HEIMAT AUS.“
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An ABROAD magazine dealing with the topic of 
home? Isn’t that contradictory?
 
‘Home’ in the German language means ‘house, resi-
dence, village, region, country’ but also the ‘full range 
and feeling of home’, a concept that belongs distinc-
tively to the word home. With this magazine here we 
want to take you on a journey.
 
What can home mean for us? It can mean that you 
know your way around and know where things are 
and why things work. Structure and routine, familiar 
patterns and people. Which spaces can we connect 
with home? What does it mean to leave your home 
and find a new (temporary) home? If we think of 
home as a place, is it a room, an apartment, a house, a 
city, a region or a continent or another place? In a uni-
versity context: What does it mean to leave home for 
a specific time abroad? Can habits and rituals create 
a home? Can a café where you pick up your coffee in 
the morning be part of your routine in creating this 
(new) home? Or the swimming pool you go to each 
Wednesday? The project meeting, a cortado at Gute 
Stube or the table soccer you play after lunch at KISD?  
Or is your feeling of home related to the people you 
spend your time with? Family, friends, colleagues, 
fellow students. Maybe you have a dog or a cat 
who makes you feel home. Or your grandma who 
cooks you the same dish again and again when you 

go to see her. In my family it would be the famous 
cheese cake that we have for each of our birthdays. 
How important are language and culture if you want 
to settle in a new space?

Are there any strategies if you are new to a place on 
how to connect with others? Is this exciting or scary 
if you are creating a new home somewhere? At KISD 
we strongly encourage you to leave your comfort 
zone, explore new cultures and spend a certain time 
abroad during your studies. We interviewed KISD 
students to share their perception and experiences. 
Hoping that these can be inspiring to others, show 
strategies or just make you smile or thoughtful while 
reading the interviews.
 
Maybe it’s a specific object that helps you to make 
yourself at home? Become comfortable in a place 
you do not live in, feel at ease. An important question 
from a designer’s perspective. We collected a few of 
these objects and are curious to see if you can relate 
with those.
 
Without a final checklist or a one fits all we hope 
you enjoy our journey here, find some answers and 
even more questions no matter if you are right now 
creating a new home, sitting in your long-established 
home or just travelling in your mind.

PREFACE
BY LISA JANSSEN

PREFACE
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Let us introduce you to Kendon, a 34-year-old  
Fulbright scholar from Phoenix, Arizona. Kendon is 
a PhD student who puts sustainability and service 
design at the centre of his practice.
Read on to discover how he has navigated cultural 
differences, redefined home and found joy in un-
expected places around Cologne.

How long have you been studying in Arizona?

What was it like starting your doctorate in 

2020 at the begininng of the pandemic?

What is the focus of your doctorate?

My story is a bit unique. I’m pursuing my doctorate while work-
ing full-time in university administration, so it’s taken me a bit 
longer to finish. I’m currently in year four or five – I can’t quite 
remember – but I started in 2020 and I have one year left until 
I finish. I’m hoping to graduate when I return home from KISD.

So yes, just when I got accepted into the programme the pan-
demic hit… While the pandemic was obviously not a good thing, 
from a class standpoint it did allow me to disconnect from my 
work and focus on school, especially since everything moved 
online. It was tough, but the flexibility of online learning made it 
easier to balance work and my doctorate.

My doctorate is in design, specifically focused on how service 
design and service designers interact with sustainability. My 
research question is: What methods, tools and approaches do 
service designers use that align with the key competencies for 
sustainability?

USA     GER

KENDON JUNG
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Why did you choose KISD? What made you 

decide to fly from Arizona all the way to 

Germany?

Would you tell us a little more about 

Fulbright? Is it also possible for german 

students to benefit?

I initially planned to finish my research from Arizona, but I re-
ceived a Fulbright grant, which changed everything. Fulbright 
is an exchange programme between the United States and 
countries around the world to promote cultural understanding, 
mutual exchange and academic research.
To be honest, I applied for the grant as an opportunity to focus 
solely on my doctorate. I was feeling burned out from working 
full-time alongside studying, so I asked myself where I could go 
to really accelerate my research.
Birgit Mager, who pioneered research in service design, is based 
at KISD. Therefore KISD was literally the only place in the world 
where I could be close to her work, immerse myself in the 
Service Design culture and have dedicated time to finish my  
doctorate without juggling multiple jobs on the side.

Yes, it’s typically for six to ten months and most of the 
time it’s for people completing a research project, whether  
post-bachelor’s or master’s. For example, there’s another ‘Ful-
brighter’ here in Cologne who’s researching the role of AI in  
medicine. He isn’t pursuing a medical degree here but is apply-
ing to medical schools back home in the States. Because it’s a 
direct exchange programme, there is also the opportunity for 
students to go to the U.S. There are 94 ‘Fulbrighters’ in Germany 
right now, which also means there are 94 German participants 
in the States, too.



09

Why did you pursue a doctorate in design?

Right.

I chose a design doctorate because, in my opinion, it’s one of the 
most transferable fields. With it you can become a professor, 
work in a design studio or do research that applies to creating 
products, intangible services or even shaping culture.
One of the reasons I personally pursued design is because of its 
relevance to sustainability, which is my main area of interest. 
Design has played a significant role in creating our climate crisis 
by encouraging over-consumption, but it also has the potential 
to be part of the solution, right?

What was the first sentence you said in 

Germany?

Es tut mir leid.

KENDON JUNG
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We’d like to ask a bit more about leaving 

Arizona. How did you feel before leaving? 

How did the people around you feel about it?

This is the first time I’ve ever lived far from home. In fact, I’ve 
only ever lived about a kilometre away from where I was born. 
My family is deeply rooted in the area – my grandparents taught 
at the university where I work and my parents met there. To-
gether, we have eight degrees from the university and we’ve 
lived in the same house for 30 years. I’m incredibly connected 
to my community.
I have travelled a lot, but I’ve never had to recreate a life, so that 
was a lot to prepare for and I think that I would have been more 
excited if I had time to think about it, but it all happened so fast.
On my last night in Arizona I drove to my best friend’s house to 
say goodbye and it was then that I realised that I’m not going to 
drive a car for an entire year – It was probably the first time that 
I considered the difference between European and American 
lifestyles and I was like, whoa, this will be weird.
I didn’t actually get to pack, or shop, for things before leaving. I 
was like: ‘Just throw whatever I got in the suitcase. We’ll figure it 
out over there.’

It was overwhelming. But one of the 
practices that I did before I left was 
to ask my friends that had at least 
moved states, what did you do to 
anchor yourself?

So the day after my birthday, with mum in tears, I got on  
a plane with all my worldly possessions and flew over here. Bir-
git Mager offered to house me until I could find a place to live.  
I had searched for a flat for four months – it turned out that if 
landlords can’t see you, they won’t respond to you. 
It was overwhelming. But one of the practices that I did before  
I left was to ask my friends who had at least moved states: ‘What 
did you do to anchor yourself?’
It was really helpful for me to to understand how different peo-
ple understood ‘home’. 
Some talked about exploring without purpose, just wandering 
through your new space, whilst others talked about getting con-
nected with like-minded groups, whether through a sports team, 
painting club or establishing a routine to regulate what-ever 
emotions you might be going through. 
So these are the things that I tried to look for as a way to anchor 
myself here in Cologne.
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How have you adjusted so far? Have you 

been able to find some of the routines and 

connections you mentioned?

I think it has taken me longer than most. I feel this way because 
many of the other international students seem to have accli-
mated far quicker than I have. I think this has something to do 
with unexpected cultural differences between European and 
American systems and cultures.
But I would also say that I’ve been hard on myself to try and do 
all of this too quickly. It’s only been about six weeks and in that 
time I’ve moved, started my research, attended a conference in 
Helsinki, co-taught a class at KISD, registered with the city and 
looked for a permanent place to live.
Actually, the biggest journey for me is to understand the gyms. 
I do not get them. They drive me crazy, I’ve been trying to figure 
out how the whole system works and I am still so confused.
Germany is also a very analogue culture, which I didn’t expect.  
I was like ‘Oh my god, this app is like, terrible.’
Yeah, I was hard on myself for not moving quickly enough, but I 
also think that this is a learning opportunity to ask why do you 
need to move so quickly? It’s good to take time to understand 
what is different, unique and special about Germany and isn’t 
the same back home, and that it’s okay for those two homes to 
exist at the same time.

KENDON JUNG



12 INTERVIEW

Do you feel at home yet? Do you think 

it’s possible to have multiple homes – in 

Germany, in Arizona, or even somewhere 

else?

Have you found a new favourite dish or 

product here in Cologne?

I think home is where your connections are and in that sense, I 
do feel very much at home here. I may not feel settled yet, but 
I feel connected. For example, I just signed a lease on Saturday 
and that felt like a big milestone. It turns out that one of my 
coworkers lives literally just 400 meters from my new place and 
we’ve already talked about hanging out. So yes, I feel at home 
through those connections, even if I’m still adjusting to other 
aspects of life here.
It’s also about progress – things change, but focusing on con-
nections helps. You might lose your flat or job, but as long as 
those connections remain, it still feels like home.

My family has made beer together for the last nine years and 
I was interested to live in the land famous for its beer. On my 
second day here I went to meet my Fulbright friend at a beer 
house and they served me Kölsch in this tiny little glass. I was 
like: ‘What is this? Is this beer for children?’
I later learned Kölsch originated here, which was surprising, as 
one of my favourite beers back home is a Coffee Kölsch from a 
local brewery. So now when I see this weird little beer it makes 
me think of this weird Kölsch that I love back home.

What was the first thing you did to make your 

new place feel like home?

What’s been your biggest oopsie moment?

I am big on everything having a place so I found a home for 
everything, even though I’m currently in a spare room. Then I 
walked the whole Ring street from Mülheim down the Rhine up 
through the Ring and back to Mülheim, which gave me an over-
whelming sense of calm.

I love trains, but when I made a last-minute plan to visit Oktober-
fest it ended up being a total disaster. I couldn’t navigate the DB, 
lost about €60 and I never made it. Then a friend recommended 
that I go to Volksfest in Stuttgart instead which is where the 
Germans go. I was like: ‘Ooh, the insider scoop.’ I went there and 
it was great, so not a total oopsie in the end.

It’s also about progress – things 
change, but focusing on connections 
helps. You might lose your flat or job, 
but as long as those connections 
remain, it still feels like home.
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Have you had moments here where you felt 

more at home than in Arizona?

Do you think you’ll have to relearn how to live 

when you return to Arizona?

Which cultural differences in Cologne have 

influenced your sense of home?

Yes, especially when I see things that align with my values like 
the walkability and trains. I’ve always wanted more of that back 
home. Also the inclusivity here, especially with Carnival, is just 
marvellous and something I don’t get in Arizona.

Oh, one hundred percent. This is still a growth stage for me, but I 
am learning to slow down here. I think Europe is much better at 
it than the States and there is more focus on connection here 
too, but it will be a shock to adjust when I return home. 

I’m not sure if my sense of home has changed, but how I create 
it has. Slowing down and focusing on quality conversations and 
connections is something I’ll take back with me. They’re more 
intentional here.

Which three words define home to you? Connection, future and heart.

KENDON JUNG
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What was the most important thing on 

your packing list, and did that change after 

arriving?

That’s a good question. I think the most important things to me 
were reminders of home. One of my friends made me a scarf to 
take with me because it’s hot back home. Really hot. My friends 
were like: ‘You are literally going to freeze to death.’
My co-workers wrote little cards and notes, so I made sure to 
bring these too, and I guess Euros. I didn’t expect Germany to be 
so cash based!
As for the things I didn’t need, I feel like I should have packed 
less clothes. I don’t have a lot of clothes to begin with, but I don’t 
think that I realised how different the climate is here.
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Do you have any final thoughts? I think the only other thing that is important to note, especially 
with folks that are considering studying abroad, is that it’s very 
easy to become comfortable and that doing things because 
they’re comfortable does not mean that you’re going to learn or 
change as a person.
It’s okay to be scared of change, but just to experience a differ-
ent version of what home could be and moments of profound 
change are incredibly important, especially in a world that feels 
like it’s getting more and more polarised.
So at the end of the day, whether you choose to go far from 
home or close to home, you should always seek opportunities 
to learn something new about yourself.

Would you do this experience again, and how 

would you convince others to do it?

The U.S. elections are, in many ways, 

world elections and definitely influence 

international politics. How do you feel about 

being here while the U.S. elections are 

happening, and will you be voting?

Definitely. However sadly in the States there are not the same 
exchange opportunities as there are in Europe.
I wish that everyone had the chance to have this experience.
So if you do, you should one hundred percent consider taking it. 
Coming to Cologne has taught me to be comfortable with being 
uncomfortable, which is something incredibly valuable.

Yes, I have already voted. I received my receipt yesterday con-
firming that my ballot was uploaded, verified, and counted. This 
was my first time voting remotely and I’m grateful for the op-
tion. It’s surprising to me that some people want to eliminate 
remote voting, especially since it’s such a contentious issue in 
the States.
Regarding the election, there’s only one outcome I find accept-
able and I’m confident it will happen. That said, I recently spoke 
with my mum who mentioned that for the first time the air 
felt sharp at home. This reminds me why design is so crucial. 
It’s a practice that seeks to understand others and bring people 
together to achieve progress, whatever that may mean. It’s a 
powerful reminder of our purpose here – how do we cut through 
the noise and go back to building connections? Design is an im-
portant medium for this.

Whether you choose to go far from home or 
close to home, you should always seek out 
opportunities to learn something new about 
yourself.

KENDON JUNG
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For me, home is not a specific place. There is my homeland, of 
course, but my true home lies within myself. Through certain 
rituals and routines, I deepen this feeling, no matter where I am. 
Whether through calls with family and friends or a few meaning-
ful possessions that hold emotional value, I’ve learned that the 
feeling of being at home is something I carry with me.

When I decided to spend a semester abroad, I did so with the 
hope of experiencing life in a completely unfamiliar environ-
ment. I’d never lived outside my own country before, and Porto 
seemed like the perfect opportunity to explore not just a new 
culture, but also the daily rhythm of life near the sea. The idea of 
living near the ocean had always fascinated me, and Porto gave 
me the chance to turn this dream into reality.

As my departure date approached, I spent considerable time 
thinking about what to bring. Since I was flying, I was limited to 
just one suitcase and a carry-on, so everything I would need for 
the next six months had to fit into those two bags. This forced 
me to think carefully about what would make me feel comfort-

able and connected in a new place. Beyond the essentials like 
clothes and shoes, I made room for a few personal items that 
I knew would help me feel grounded and give my new room a 
touch of familiarity.

Among the items I chose a small lamp to create a cozy am-
biance, a little bowl, which I was given by a friend, to keep my 
jewelry, photos of my family, and some incense sticks. Each of 
these items served a specific purpose: the lamp gave my room 
the right kind of light, warm and inviting; the family photos were 
a comforting reminder of home; and the incense sticks, with 
their familiar scent, helped to bring a bit of my old surroundings 
into my new life.

When I arrived in Porto, I added a few more pieces to my room – 
small items from IKEA that matched my style. These additions 
allowed me to create a space that felt distinctly mine. Though 
they were just simple objects, they helped me to cultivate a 
small world within my room where I felt completely at ease.
 

NOT A STRANGER  
ANYMORE.

BY NORA WILLEN
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However, creating a sense of home isn’t 
just about physical things; the connec-
tions we make with people play an equal-
ly significant role. 

As if by fate, I met Emma on my flight from 
Cologne to Porto. She was also embarking 
on her semester abroad in Porto, seated 
right next to me. Although I didn’t expect 
us to become close, we exchanged num-
bers, and just two days later, we met up 
and instantly clicked. Emma became my 
first real friend in Porto, a companion with 
whom I could navigate this unfamiliar city 
and share all the initial moments of dis-
covery. Since she was also from Cologne, 
she brought a sense of familiarity, and we 
built a feeling of home in our shared expe-
riences and conversations.

Together, Emma and I expanded our 
social circle, forming a community of 
friends. These were people who, like 
us, were eager to explore and embrace 
the city. Our time was filled with beach 
days, late-night conversations and lively  
parties. While some of these connections 
were perhaps more casual, they were 
exactly what we needed in the moment –  
a reminder that sometimes, it’s the fleet-
ing relationships that give us a sense of 
belonging. 
 
This group became my temporary  
family in Porto, offering companionship 
and camaraderie in all our adventures.  
Although over time, I started to miss my 
closest friends back in Cologne. I start-
ed a relationship in Porto, which helped 
ease some of that loneliness, but there 
were still moments when I felt a sense of 
solitude. This feeling is perhaps a natural 
part of any extended stay abroad. Yet, 
certain routines helped me regain my 
balance. Whether it was calling my family 
and friends more frequently, practicing 
yoga, or going surfing, staying active and 

connected to myself became essential. 
These activities grounded me and re-
minded me of what was truly important.
Throughout this journey I’ve come to 
understand that I can create a sense of 
home anywhere. There will always be 
moments of loneliness, but with familiar 
rituals it’s possible to overcome these 
feelings and focus on what really matters: 
creating beautiful memories. After all, 
there’s always a way forward, a new per-
spective, or a solution for any challenge.

In Portuguese, the word ‘lar’ has a deeply 
emotional resonance, describing home as 
a place of warmth, family, and security – 
much like the German concept of ‘Heim.’
 

NOT A STRANGER ANYMORE.
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Meet Justus, a 26-year-old design student who 
spent five months exploring life and design in Co-
penhagen. A fan of Danish food culture and photo-
graphy. During his time he found a home away 
from home at the Royal Danish Academy.

Discover how he embraced Denmark’s innovative 
design culture, navigated the city’s high costs and 
much more.

GER     DEN

How long were you in Copenhagen? I was in Copenhagen for the summer semester at the Royal 
Danish Academy, from February to mid-July. So five and a half 
months.

Why did you decide to go to Copenhagen?

What was special about the study 

programme?

That’s actually what most of the KISDies asked when we talked 
about it. A lot of them said: ‘I’m going to Brazil, I’m going to 
Taiwan, I’m just going far away…’ and when I said I was going to 
Copenhagen, they were surprised. ‘Huh, you can go anywhere, 
why go straight to one of our neighbouring countries?’ But it was 
pretty clear to me that I wanted to go there. I spent a weekend 
there with a friend in 2022 because she wanted to look at a uni-
versity. I had no expectations of the city. I thought Copenhagen 
would be a bit like Hamburg – yet it wasn’t like that at all, it was 
much cooler. I quickly realised that it would be pretty nice to live 
there. Like Amsterdam, Copenhagen is an absolute bike city and 
that’s why we spent most of our trip riding bikes. We happened 
to pass by the Royal Danish Academy and I noticed that there 
was also a department for visual design there. What I didn’t know 
at the time was that it was a partner university of KISD. When 
I saw it on Spaces after the trip, I knew that I wanted to apply 
there for my semester abroad. I also named Vienna as an option, 
but Copenhagen remained my first choice. When Copenhagen 
accepted, I was very happy and Vienna didn’t matter anymore. 
Apart from the city, the ’Visual Design and Interaction’ program 
at the Royal Danish Academy got me excited, and I already knew 
it would be a match.

JUSTUS GROTENHÖFER
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OK, what makes Copenhagen cool? There are aspects of Copenhagen that seem better planned, 
and the city feels a few years ahead of Cologne. I really like the 
size of Cologne and that from the city center, most things are 
only 20 minutes away by bike. It’s very similar in Copenhagen, 
the only difference being that you don’t have to fear for your 
life. For design students, the city is exciting because it feels 
like there is more focus on how the cities aesthetics. Cafés, 
restaurants and all kinds of small stores usually had great 
branding and a design system which impressed me. You can 
just tell that good design is culturally important there. How-
ever it’s not cheap, however as a design student you do get  
free entry to all museums at all times. Although the weath-
er also isn’t great at the beginning of the year, it’s a huge plus  
in the city that you can go swimming almost everywhere for 
free. When the summer arrived, I met lots of new people and 
the city really came to life, an upon reflection I would say that 
Copenhagen is one of the best cities in Europe to live in. If it 
wasn’t so expensive! Luckily Malmö, Sweden, is a 20-minute 
train ride across the strait and is a nice cheap alternative for a 
day or weekend trip.

It‘s completely normal to be excited 
or anxious before such a new time 
because a lot of things are simply 
uncertain.
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I have the feeling that whenever you talk 

about Copenhagen, the money topic always 

comes up. Did you get funding? 

Let’s be honest here. Copenhagen is really expensive. The fact 
that I already knew this was an advantage, as I knew what I had 
to be prepared for. However, another point in Denmark’s favour 
is that as a degree seeking student you receive around €800 a 
month from the state, provided if you work about 12 hours a 
week on-site. Unfortunately, this does not apply to exchange 
students.
Erasmus gives you the maximum rate of €600, even if only for 4 
months, and I was lucky enough to be able to continue my work-
ing student job remotely which helped my budget. Very few of 
the other Erasmus students worked at the same time, so I know 
that it’s also possible to get by without a part-time job.
I also sublet my room in Cologne which really helped my financ-
es. On the whole, it’s up to you how much you want to spend 
there. When it was still very cold at the beginning of the semes-
ter I didn’t feel up to riding my bike to the university, so I took lo-
cal public transport to university. If I ate in the canteen and went 
for a coffee with friends after university, I quickly spent €35 a 
day. However if you switch to cycling, you at can save around €7 
a day – this motivated me to start cycling at least from March 
onwards. I love food and so I tried many bakeries and ate out 
more often but, looking back, it was also the best money I spent. 
The food culture in Copenhagen is amazing. 

JUSTUS GROTENHÖFER
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I’m also someone who is rather 
extroverted and likes to be with 
people, but I recharge my social 
battery when I have time to 
myself.

Was there a defining moment when you 

realised you had arrived in Copenhagen? Or 

was it a smooth transition? 

How would you define the term ’home’? 

What makes you feel at home?

My transition was actually quite easy. I remember the first Sun-
day in my new apartment – I sat on the balcony with my coffee, 
enjoying the sunshine. In that peaceful moment, I realised that 
everything was even better than I had hoped for. It hit me that 
two years ago I had only dreamed about this, and now it was real 
life and my new home.

It sounds so cheesy and it’s nothing special, but for me it mostly 
depends on the people I’m surrounded by. Roommates, fellow 
students or whoever else in daily life, if they enjoy spending time 
with me and we can talk about more serious topics, then I feel 
comfortable and at home. I’m rather extroverted but I recharge 
my social battery when I have time to myself. My apartment was 
an absolute stroke of luck and I can’t complain about any of it. 
I had a small room but a large living room and a kitchen where I 
cooked a lot, so if needed, I just had good quality time for myself. 



23JUSTUS GROTENHÖFER
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What about accommodation? You lived in 

one of those student residences, didn‘t you?

I didn’t live in a student hall of residence because they were the 
most expensive option, at around €1100/month. The housing 
market in Copenhagen runs via Facebook groups. I tried my luck 
in about 15 groups, but I rarely got anything back or I quickly re-
alised that some of the ads were fake. I then posted a profile 
about myself with pictures in the groups so that people could 
get in touch with me. I was very lucky, a Danish guy wrote to me 
that he has a contract for an upcoming apartment but needed a 
second person to share the costs.
I wasn’t very sure at first whether this was all true, as he didn’t 
have a profile picture or much information about himself on 
Facebook and the apartment he was talking about didn’t even 
exist yet. The building was still under construction but was sup-
posed to be finished by my arrival in Copenhagen. After a Zoom 
call, I felt more secure about the existance of him and the flat. 
I wrote to the construction company to make sure that he really 
would be the future tenant of the apartment. The company con-
firmed he was, which made me feel much more confident about 
the whole situation, but I was still a bit scared that it wasn’t true 
until the day I arrived.
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In the end, I did move into the new house at the same time as 250 
other people my age. The living concept was also pretty absurd, 
as there were a gym and a sauna, party rooms, a kayak rental and 
private access to the water channel for swimming. All included 
in the rental price. The apartment itself was 75 square meters, 
which is great for two people. However, my room was only 10 
square meters. I paid just over €900 per month for everything. 
The other Erasmus students I met also all paid between €800 
and €1000 for their rent, so I was very much on average.
My flatmate told me that I was the only one who had posted 
a profile and that he had no authorisation to post his ad in the 
individual groups. So I was incredibly lucky that he saw my ad. 
We also got on really well and the fact that he was Danish helped 
me to learn a lot about the culture. The only disadvantage was 
that my neighbourhood ‘Sluseholmen’ was a bit out of the way. It 
took me 40 minutes to get to university by bus and 30 minutes 
by bike, but looking back it was great because I saw a lot of the 
city every day and was out and about on my bike a lot – which 
was awesome, at least from April onwards.

JUSTUS GROTENHÖFER
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Were you nervous about moving abroad, or 

did you feel comfortable no matter where 

you went?

I grew up in Cologne and have lived there my whole life. Like 
many others, I spent a few months travelling after graduating 
from high school, but I was always on the road with friends from 
home. So I always had a part of home with me. That’s why a se-
mester abroad really appealed to me, to experience doing my 
own thing.
I didn’t get nervous because of moving until a few days before 
I left, when I wrote a packing list and prepared my room for my 
subletter. That’s when I realised that it was time to go. As Copen-
hagen is also easy to get to by train, I decided to take the train 
which was great for mental preparation. I really enjoyed seeing 
the landscape changing – it felt more relaxing than flying. During 
my train journey, I planned what to do in the days between arriv-
ing and starting classes at university.
In the beginning, I had to stay in a hostel which was strange and 
the first uncertainties came up, but this is normal when you 
don’t know anyone in the city or what to expect.
It was helpful for me to talk to other KISDies and people who had 
already been in Copenhagen for a while. On my first real day in 
Copenhagen, I walked around the city a lot with my camera to 
get a feel for it again and I walked my route to university. That 
day, the university had an exhibition to see student projects and 
different workshop spaces so I got to know people there with 
whom I was in a class a few days later. They were super nice and 
helpful and that gave me a great feeling, so from then on I looked 
forward to the start a bit more confidently. 
The apartment situation worked out well in the end. What really 
helped was that everyone in the house – including my room-
mate and I – moved in at the same time. This made things easier 
since we were all new together. On move-in day, my roommate 
and I spent the evening setting up furniture together. During this 
time, we quickly realised we would be great roommates. I felt 
so comfortable that within just a week of moving in, the place 
already felt like home to me.

Sometimes you just need to go 
with the flow and let things happen 
naturally. 
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Looking back, would you say it was  

worth ignoring all the nervousness and  

just doing it? 

I wouldn’t say ignore. It’s completely normal to be excited or 
anxious before such a new time, simply because a lot of things 
are uncertain. It always helps me to talk to people in advance 
to get different points of view, even negative, to create a more 
realistic picture of what to expect. Maybe try writing everything 
down to get a feeling for what worries or expectations you have, 
and how rational or irrational they are. 
Then you are a little better prepared, or perhaps not so surprised, 
when something happens. That being said, you don’t have much 
control anyway and sometimes you just need to go with the 
flow and let things happen naturally.
Before going I watched random vlogs about Copenhagen to 
prepare myself and I wrote a diary for the first time. This really 
helped to sort out my thoughts through all this time and now  
I can read back and see my development, which is really nice.

JUSTUS GROTENHÖFER
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What were the most important things when 

furnishing your new apartment? What did 

you bring with you? What were the items to 

make it feel like home?

On the one hand it was cool that the apartment was completely 
new, and the furniture hadn’t been used by anyone before, but 
on the other hand the apartment had zero character. There 
was nothing in it except the freshly made bed, the desk and a 
wardrobe. The whole apartment was built in a loft style which 
sounds cool at first, but the walls were mostly unplastered and 
just concrete and definitely gave me quite a prison vibe on the 
first night. 
I took lots of postcards and photos with me from home, they 
didn’t take up much space in my suitcase and I hung them up 
straight after the first night so it felt more like my room. I also 
bought a plant at IKEA in addition to one or two smaller items, 
which gave life to the room.
I got a small notebook with pictures from friends and a home-
made scented candle, both of these then stood on the window-
sill and it all felt very cosy once I had set it up. In the end, it’s 
not so much the objects as the fact that I get on well with the 
people I live with. My flatmate and I started cooking together 
early on, going out to parties and simply getting to know each 
other better. He was also super inetrested in my german culture 
and in general he is a very welcoming and careful person, which 
definetely made it feel more like home. 

Home mostly depends on the people who are 
there and surround me. So both as roommates, 
fellow students and people you see in  
everyday life.
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In retrospect, was your apartment in 

Copenhagen a home?

Yes. It was really weird to empty the room again at the end of 
the semester. A lot can happen in five months, both positive and 
negative, and at the end of the day the apartment and my room 
was a safe space. 
After being four weeks in Copenhagen, I visited Cologne because 
it was my mother’s birthday. And even though I was only home 
for two or three days, I was looking forward to Copenhagen and 
my room there again. So it was somehow the case that Copen-
hagen was more like home for me than Cologne. Looking back, 
I just had a great time there with lots of great people and by the 
end, my Danish flatmate felt like a little brother. He helped me 
a lot to feel more comfortable in the country and showed me 
more of a typical Danish lifestyle. From the moment that I ar-
rived he made me feel welcome and at the end of my semester 
he told me that I could stay again, anytime I was back in town. 

JUSTUS GROTENHÖFER
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Do you have a favourite Danish word? ‘Hej hej’– pronounced like ‘hi hi’ – just means ‘bye’, but it was 
also quite confusing for me. For example, when I said goodbye 
to professors or fellow students and just said ‘bye’, they often 
replied with ‘hej hej’. I thought, ‘Huh? I’m not coming, I’m leaving, 
so why are you greeting me?’ It took me a few times to figure it 
out. But in general simple statements are a bit cuter that way. 
‘Tusinde tak’ means ‘thank you a thousand times’ and is their 
version of ‘thank you very much’. I also found the phrase ‘Tak for 
i dag’ to be a set phrase – It means something like ‘thank you for 
the day’. So there are such nice sentences that you wouldn’t say 
in German or would only rarely say.

Did you learn Danish during your time there? Oh hell no. When I moved I was fully motivated and downloaded 
Duolingo and felt so ready to learn the language, but that quickly 
backfired. I could have taken Danish courses at the university, 
but the times were a bit of a pain because the classes were only 
on Thursdays from 5 to 8pm. I thought about it for a moment, 
but the first project at the university was also quite time-con-
suming and I was still working at the same time, so it was a bit 
too much for me. I also figured out that I would never use the 
language again. 
My classes were held in English because there were four of us 
Erasmus students, and I noticed that most Danes speak incred-
ibly good English, similar to the Netherlands, so this switch was 
not a big deal for them. 
Danish is not the most beautiful language and pronunciation 
is on another level. When reading, you can derive many words 
from English or German, but when someone starts talking, it’s 
over. If someone had read a sentence that was written on the 
wall during presentations, for example, I would not have been 
able to recognise it. Once I tried to describe a neighbourhood 
to my roommate, but he didn’t understand me at all because I 
pronounced it so badly. Somehow half of each word is left out 
or swallowed when speaking. The Norwegians and Swedes I met 
always made fun of the way the Danes speak, saying that they 
talked as if they had a potato stuck in my throat. 

You are much more in explorer mode 
when you haven’t lived somewhere your 
whole life.
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Do you think you had to relearn how to live in 

Cologne when you came back?

No, not at all. When I came back and walked through the door of 
my apartment, it was an immediate feeling of ‘I’m home.’ There 
was no gap of ‘Wow, I have to get used to the fact that I’m in Co-
logne again.’ After one night I was back in my Cologne way of life. 
The first few weeks were nice, because you see all kinds of peo-
ple again and tell them all about it. Repeating myself 50 times 
became annoying, but it was nice that everyone had questions. 
But after three or four weeks, everything had moved on and I  
noticed that I was struggling a bit. It hit me then that my time 
in Copenhagen was over. I kept loose contact with a few friends 
from there, but for sure it wasnt the same as if you would see 
them again every day like back then. I really missed it and, above 
all, i missed the city itself. My daily route to the university, the 
café where I always liked to sit, going swimming after school 
and stuff like that – It just doesn’t work here in Cologne.
I realised that it was a completely different life and that chapter 
is over. I am very grateful that I was able to do all that and that 
it was such a great time. I would have liked to have stayed for 
another six months, but I think it was a good thing that I didn’t. I 
think the extreme up and down made it more special. Here you 
could also visit the Eifel on the weekends or go to Bonn for one 
day with your friends here, but you don’t do it because of your 
daily-life pattern. That wasn’t the case in Copenhagen, you enter 
explorer-mode when you haven’t lived somewhere your whole 
life. I can really imagine returning to Copenhagen to live there 
again – perhaps for my masters degree…

JUSTUS GROTENHÖFER
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Home. Such a simple concept, but at the same time so profound 
and universal.  For me, home is much more than a fixed location, 
a set of walls or an address where I receive packages. Home is 
a feeling, an invisible embrace that envelops our soul and whi-
spers to us that we are where we should be. It’s a feeling that 
transcends geographies, crossing seas and mountains, skirting 
borders and languages, and surprisingly reveals itself where we 
least expect it. 

I’m Sara, a 21 year old who was born in Madeira, a 
small island in the Atlantic, shaped by the power 
of the ocean and embraced by the immensity of 
the sky, and of course with the best soccer star, 
Cristiano Ronaldo. Growing up there, an only child, 
with the sea as a constant backdrop, gave rise to an 
unstoppable desire to cross horizons and discover 
what else existed beyond that infinite blue line. Ever 
since I was little, the idea of exploring other worlds 
vibrated in my heart, as if each wave that kissed the 
sand brought stories of distant places, whispering 

that out there were new horizons and, who knows, 
other houses. 

It was with this thirst for discovery that, from an 
early age, I took part in youth exchanges, of which 
there have now been four, in different countries: 
Lithuania, Croatia, Germany and Cyprus. Each one 
brought a new city, new people and new themes 
to explore. However, one of them left a particularly 
deep impression: a small island in Croatia called Veli 
Iž. This exchange was a transformative moment for 

ACROSS BORDERS:
Finding Belonging Abroad  
BY SARA LOJA 

Home, after all, is where my heart meets other 
hearts that beat to the same rhythm!
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me, and there, on that island surrounded by a calm, 
crystal clear sea, which in a way reminded me of my 
own little island, I found more than fellow travellers, 
I found a family. 

In Veli Iž, I experienced one of the most challenging 
moments of my life. I felt emotionally fragile, disori-
ented, and didn’t understand what I was really doing 
there. However, in that strange and unexpected con-
text, I was surprised by Dalila, Ema, Hugo, Catarina 
and Marta who, without knowing me, were by my side 
with such sincere generosity and compassion that I 
was able to call that little piece of land and people 
home. There, I realised for the first time that home is 
the people, the support and the comfort they give us, 
especially in our most vulnerable moments. 

From then on, I realised that I had a great capaci-
ty to open up to the world, to find a home in every 
new destination and people. About three years ago, 
I decided to leave my comfort bubble of Madeira 
on a more permanent basis and set sail to Aveiro, a 
charming Portuguese city, where I began my stud-
ies in design. I arrived in Aveiro with a mixture of 

excitement and fear. It was the first time I had left 
the place where I was born and raised, leaving behind 
childhood friends and familiar landscapes. However, 
to my surprise, Aveiro soon began to welcome   me 
like a second home. Its tiled streets, calm canals and 
the vibrant colours of the sunset over the estuary 
quickly became the backdrop to my days and a ref-
uge for my nights. In Aveiro, I didn’t just find a place 
to live while studying. I also found a community that 
would become an essential part of my life. In and 
around Associação Académica and GPT, I found peo-
ple who inspire and support me, who make me feel 
that I belong there. It’s with them that I share dreams, 
joys and even worries, and it’s alongside them that I 
build the outline of a future family, a new home that I 
imagine building in this city.

Today, when I say ‘Aveiro is my home’ while singing 
the Hino Aveiro, I feel the weight and beauty of each 
word. I don’t know whether it’s a quirk of fate or the 
magic that the city emanates, but there the concept 
of home has transformed from a physical place to a 
full feeling. I know I haven’t put down definitive roots 
yet, but I’ve already left invisible marks and received 

 ACROSS BORDERS: FINDING BELONGING ABROAD
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so many others back. Every smile, every afternoon 
spent at Cua and Convívio, every trip to BE and Praça, 
every conversation under the stars, all these memo-
ries set my Casa in Aveiro, and it’s all thanks to you: 
Rita, Pedro, Samuel, Bernardo, Gi, Lina, Guida, Maia, 
Laura, Duda, Gouveia, Afonso, Gomes, Iris, Joana and 
the rest!

However, my journey to transform the world at home 
didn’t stop there. This year, I boarded on a new ad-
venture: an exchange semester at KISD. Cologne, 
with its pulsating history and cultural diversity, im-
mediately opened its arms to me. It’s amazing how, 
in such a short space of time, I felt welcomed by 
this vibrant city and the people I met here. I quickly 
formed bonds and had experiences that connect-
ed me deeply to the place. KISD has become an-
other home, a new stage of discovery where every 
day brings learning and bonds, a further proof that 
home can arise anywhere. All the bars, all the house 
parties, all the courses, all the kicker and table ten-
nis competitions, all the trips and gossip make this 
place and these people one of my best homes.  
Thank you, Sofia, Diego, Anna, Riccardo and all the 
other members of KISD.

Reflecting on these experiences, I see that home is 
something built with our vulnerability, our openness 
and our ability to see the world through the eyes 
of others. Madeira, the island that gave me my first 
glimpse of the world, is still my safe haven, a place 
where I always return to regain my strength. Howev-
er, this island has also given me the courage to dis-
cover new horizons, to risk losing myself and finding 
myself in other places and in other people.

I know that I can continue to find homes on new jour-
neys, new exchanges and new friendships because 
I’m certain that the concept of home is malleable, 
like a flame that can be lit anywhere in the world, as 
long as there are true bonds to keep it alive.

Every city, every experience, and every face I’ve met 
along the way has taught me that you don’t need 
a physical space for something to be a home. The 
feeling of belonging, of being welcomed, the genuine 
connection with the other is what transforms un-
likely places and fleeting moments into permanent 
homes, in the memories I carry with me.

 

Today, if you ask me where my home is, the answer 
will never be one. My home is in Madeira, in the blue 
waters of the Atlantic; in Croatia, on a small island 
that brought me encouragement when I needed 
it most; in Aveiro, in the streets that welcomed me 
with a new family; and in Cologne, in the dreams I 
build. 

Today, if you ask me where my 
home is, the answer will never 
be one.
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In this magazine, you’ll find letters, written by KISDies & other students that we gath-
ered in an anonymous open call. Whether addressed to home, loved ones, or their 
future selves, these letters reflect on experiences abroad and offer honest insights 
into the highs and lows of life in a new environment. You’ll find these letters scattered 
throughout the magazine.

LETTERS TO HOME
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A TASTE OF HOME.
BY MATILDA VIGANÒ

For those who aren’t familiar, it’s an Italian 
coffee maker, ‘a metal pot to make coffee 
on top of a cooker’, as an online dictionary 
puts it. As a true Italian, I love coffee, and 
I honestly believe our way of making it is 
the best. The moka is a kitchen essential 
in every Italian household, it feels like 
home, like family.

I knew that here it was going to be hard 
to find cheap and good coffee as much as 
I do in Italy. The issue, though, was that I 
knew my new apartment wouldn’t have a 
gas stove but an induction one, so I need-
ed a moka specifically for that. Luckily, I 
already had one that we’d bought for our 
vacation home, rarely used and perfect 
for an induction cooktop. Before leaving, 
since it also worked on the gas stove, I 
started using it daily so it could develop 
that patina that makes the coffee taste 
better. I was really looking forward to 
using it in my new kitchen, to be able to 
enjoy the taste of home.

I don’t normally drink coffee in the morn-
ing, but I always drink it after lunch. Like a 
ritual somehow. I was also the designated 
coffee maker in my family. Now, with the 
moka ready, I only needed the main ingre-
dient: The coffee itself. I didn’t want to ar-
rive here unprepared, so I went to my best 

friend’s mum’s shop. She sells coffee, 
and a high quality one, so I could at least 
have something familiar for the first few 
weeks. She gifted it to me, making it feel 
even more special. I couldn’t wait to also 
let my roommates taste coffee in the Ital-
ian way for the first time in their lives. So 
yeah, the moka was definitely the most 
meaningful thing I brought with me.

A few days after moving in, it was finally 
time to use my moka. That day I was re-
ally craving some good coffee. Those first 
days had been filled with emotions, and 
my parents had just left to go back home 
after helping me settle in. I was alone, fi-
nally starting to adapt to my new life, and 
couldn’t wait to use my moka to make my 
apartment feel a bit more like home.

But then, the most unexpected and terri-
ble thing happened. The induction stove 
didn’t ‘recognise’ the moka, it started 
beeping and then shut off. I was devas-
tated. Somehow, for me, that first coffee 
was going to make my new apartment 
finally feel like home. But it didn’t work. 
I tried again and again, but the induction 
stove kept turning off.   I talked about it 
with my roommates. They were also ex-
cited to finally try this coffee I had been 
bragging about so much. They’d been 

curious from the moment I brought the 
moka into the kitchen for the first time. 
‘What is this weird thing?’ they asked – the 
same thing I’d wondered when I saw their 
coffee machine. It’s a very particular and 
colourful one that I had never seen before. 
At first, I didn’t even realise that it was a 
coffee machine. Why was it not working? 
Desperate for a solution, I talked with my 
best friend again. I asked if her mum, the 
coffee expert, knew how to fix my dilem-
ma. She said that I needed to buy a sort of 
adapter for the moka, a small aluminium 
plate to put under it on the stove that was
going to make it work. Since then, I have 
it in my Amazon cart, but I’m here, almost 
two months after this terrible incident 
occurred, and I still haven’t bought it.

When I was telling my roommates about 
this, seeing my disappointment, they 
didn’t hesitate to offer me to use their 
strange, little and colourful coffee ma-
chine. They made me try some coffee 
from it. It was pretty bad, honestly. But 
even though it wasn’t as good as what I’d 
have at home, somehow that taste has 
now become familiar. Since then, that’s 
what home feels and tastes like to me in 
this new place.

When I was packing to move here, one of the things  
I absolutely wanted to bring with me was a moka. 
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How many pairs of shoes 
did you pack?

How many people did 
you have a crush on? 

How many suitcases did 
you bring? 

4.11
2.13
2.47
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What was the average 
price for a local beer?

What is the number of calls home 
you made in the first week?

What was your flat/dorm 
rent cost per month?

How many photos did you take 
during your exchange?

How much did you spend on average for a 
mensa/cantina/lunch meal?

How many nights per month 
did you go partying past 3 am?

3.32€

5.21

436.11€

3 550

4.5€



TRIGGER WARNING 

Dear reader, the following letter contains strong themes 
of homesickness, loneliness and isolation and could be 
distressing to some.

If you, or someone you know, is struggling to cope and would like help and advice then 
there are free resources available to you as a student. 

Kölner Studierendenwerk can connect you to a regular counsellor, free of charge. 
Call 0221 168 8150 to arrange your first appointment. 
Read more: www.kstw.de/en/counseling/psychological-counseling

Nightline is run by volunteers who will answer your call if you need to chat. On Thurs-
days from 9 p.m. through midnight, English-speaking volunteers are available  
and willing to listen or talk through whatever troubles you. 

The free phone number is 0800 / 470 3500 
Read more: www.nightline-koeln.de

LETTER TO HOME
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Emilie hails from Denmark, she’s 24 with a love for 
tea and a knack for making any place her home. 
From Australia to Milan and now Germany, she’s 
become an expert at moving – all with her cat along 
for the ride.

We sat down with her to learn how she builds a sen-
se of belonging in new communities and what it’s 
really like living between homes as a student.

DEN     AUS     
ITA     GER

Sure. I grew up north of Copenhagen, where my parents live. 
When I was 19, I’d finished high school and moved to Australia 
for six months to study at a university.  
After about half a year, I came back to Denmark, moved to Co-
penhagen, and lived there for about two and a half years. 
Then I moved to Milan on an exchange. In the photos, I still had 
long hair, which I cut off after a couple of months. The first few 
months were freezing cold, and we were completely unpre-
pared. I wore all the clothes I had and used all the blankets – it 
was still cold. The first half of the stay in Milan was just that. 
Then the second half was too hot with mosquitoes everywhere. 
It was extreme.

Could you tell us where you‘re from and 

where you’ve been?

Did you always move in order to study? Yes, it was always study-related, though sometimes also to be in 
a specific place. Studying there was a good way to get to know 
places. In Australia, it helped with getting a visa; in Copenhagen, 
it made affording the city easier. Italy was through an Erasmus 
exchange programme. 
I moved there with my boyfriend, whom I’d met in Copenhagen, 
and we lived together in Italy. After that, we moved to Germany. I
had my flat in Copenhagen, but when our lease in Italy was up, 
we stayed with his parents, who lived near Bielefeld, while we 
looked for a flat. I had sublet my Copenhagen flat, so I had to go 
back, pack everything up, and feed the cat. When we finally had 
found a place in Germany, my boyfriend rented a van and drove 
up to pick me, the cat, and all our things up. 

EMILIE STARCH BENDSEN
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Do you feel nervous moving somewhere 

now? Or are you just a pro at this point?

Where to?

Why did you choose them?

That sounds exciting!

Sometimes the realization hits you just a 

week before you go.

Not really nervous, but I hate packing. Packing even for a holiday 
stresses me out, so it’s the worst part about moving. If I could 
move without packing, I’d be fine. But I actually just applied for 
another exchange and should be leaving in January.

I applied to programmes in Sweden and the Netherlands. They 
give you very short notice, so I’m still waiting to hear back. But it’s 
a 100% study-driven decision; I want to be in these programmes.

They’re interior architecture programmes, which I’m very inter-
ested in. At KISD, you can do a bit of everything, but it’s nice to 
be somewhere focused on one specific thing if that’s what you 
want to do.

I hope so! I’m excited, but after applying, I felt a bit like, ‘Oh, okay, 
well.’ There are so many other things higher stress level-wise. 
The next step is just waiting to hear back in December. That is all 
I can do for now. I’ve wondered if I’ll feel more excited or nervous 
when I know for sure.

Right! It’s like post-exam stress – when you forget to be nerv-
ous before the exam and then shake afterwards. I think I’ll feel it 
once I’m on the train to a new country: ‘Yep, here we go.’
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And you’re a regular student, not an 

exchange student?

Did that feeling of being in-between change 

over time?

How long have you been in Germany?

And why did you decide to come to KISD?

Yes, but my entire first semester, people thought I was an ex-
change student. It was a bit frustrating because I didn’t get invit-
ed to any Erasmus events, all the exchange students had their 
little group, and it was challenging to make friends with other 
regular students who thought I’d just be leaving. I had to keep 
saying: ‘No, I’m a regular student, I’m staying.’

Yes, coming back after the semester break, people recognised 
me and were happy to see me, and I felt the same. I hadn’t re-
alised how many people I was saying hi to in the hallway every 
day until that point. By then, they knew I wasn’t leaving, which 
helped with making friends.

Since September two years ago, so almost two and a half years.

I also applied to a design school in Denmark but wanted more 
options, so Germany seemed like the obvious choice – free tu-
ition and not too far. When we moved from Italy, my boyfriend 
and I wanted to be in the same area. He applied to universities in 
Germany, since knowing the language is helpful for his PhD and 
job prospects. I considered Germany, Sweden, and Norway but 
chose KISD because it offers more flexibility with course selec-
tion, unlike other schools with strict curriculums. It was a better 
fit for my goals. I knew what I wanted to do. 

What would you say was your biggest 

‘oopsie’ moment on your journey?

Oh, I’ve definitely had a few oopsie moments! I’ve lost my 
passport in some funny places, but I’ve luckily never really left 
it behind completely. Once, though, when we were moving to 
Copenhagen, I packed my passport in one of the boxes. We were 
on such a tight schedule, and things were a bit stressful. Felix 
had gone out to grab some more things, and I was alone with my 
mum when I suddenly realised, oh no, my passport is buried in 
that box. So, I had to crawl over all the packed stuff and dig it out. 
Once I found it, I just looked at my mum and said, ‘We are never 
telling Felix about this.’ I only told him two years later, and we 
both had a good laugh about it. But at the moment, it felt better 
to keep it between us.

EMILIE STARCH BENDSEN
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So does Essen feel more like home than 

Cologne, even though you study here?

It’s a bit up and down – it feels like a different experience, almost 
a different vibe. I feel more at home in Cologne, since I know 
my way around better. Here, I have more connections: places I 
enjoy going, people I know, and things to do. In Essen, my world 
feels more limited to just our flat. We do get out sometimes, and 
there are nice things to do in Essen too; it’s not that it’s horrible. 
But I don’t have the same network or favourite spots there, so it 
feels less settled.
At the same time, the flat in Essen does feel like home, partly 
because it’s where we have all our things. 
In the end, both places feel like home, and yet neither fully does. 
Whenever I’m in Cologne, I find myself thinking about things I’d 
like to do if I were back in Essen, and then when I’m in Essen, I 
miss being in Cologne.

So with moving again in January, do you 

sublease your flat, or how do you manage 

the logistics and funding?

I’ve done it a few times, and I think I’m fairly responsible when it 
comes to money and finances, but I try not to worry about it too 
much. I have friends who stress a lot about budgeting – they’ll 
make Excel sheets and track every little thing. For me, I just do 
a quick calculation in my head. If the numbers more or less add 
up, I go with it. And most of the time, it works out. If it doesn’t, 
then I know I’ll need to cut back somewhere, but it’s usually 
manageable.
I’m hoping to sublease my flat this time, since I do have my own 
place now. My boyfriend and I actually live in Essen because 
that’s where he studies. When we first moved to Germany, we 
got a flat in Essen since it was easy to find something there, 
and we already had all my furniture. I had enough for a whole 
flat from my place in Copenhagen, and he didn’t bring much be-
cause he’d been living with me.
I knew I couldn’t commute to Cologne every day – it’s just too far. 
So for the first six months, I subleased a room in Cologne, which 
is where these photos are from. This one here is the view from 
my bedroom window, and the other one is from our kitchen. 
The view itself wasn’t great, but I think it made for an interesting 
photo. The other side was much nicer, though!
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Having a place where I can recharge, 
retreat, and then re-enter the world 
feeling renewed is what makes 
somewhere feel like home for me.

What makes a place feel like home to you?

Is it a typical Copenhagen tea?

Yes, it’s funny – I’ve moved around a lot and have multiple places 
I consider home, but I’m actually very much of a ‘home person’. 
I spend a lot of time at home and don’t go out much, so hav-
ing a place where I can recharge, retreat, and then re-enter the 
world feeling renewed is what makes somewhere feel like home 
for me. That feeling doesn’t necessarily need to come from a 
permanent home; it could be a friend’s place or even a holiday 
home. I think I’m maybe more flexible about it than most people.
That’s also why I brought this tea – it’s my favourite, and you’re 
welcome to open it and smell it if you’re curious! I bought it in 
Copenhagen, and I’ve always kept it on hand since my first flat 
there. It’s my go-to comfort tea, especially if I’m feeling unwell, 
and it’s so soothing.

Not at all! A friend introduced me to this tea – she’s really into 
tea, and I hadn’t tried anything quite like it before. Now it’s my 
go-to comfort tea. I have numerous teas that I enjoy, but this 
one is the one I keep coming back to. It’s part of how I make my-
self feel at home: I brew a cup, find a comfortable place to sit, 
and enjoy a moment of quiet. That’s when I really feel at ease.

And if I need to tune things out because the room’s too busy, I 
can just focus on my tea and settle in. Most of the things I own 
have little stories behind them – like my iPad, which I won in a 
lottery during my first week at university in Australia. And it’s 
been so practical. Anytime I’m somewhere that doesn’t have a 
TV, I can just pull up Netflix on the iPad, put on my headphones, 
and it’s like my own little world. Add some tea and a blanket, and 
suddenly, anywhere feels like home.

EMILIE STARCH BENDSEN
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Since you’ve been to so many places, do you 

have a standard phrase you learn in each 

language?

Have you been studying German since you 

came here?

Do you have a favourite German word?

That’s so specific – it’s perfect for you!

Oh, that’s a good question! I think the first thing I focus on when 
moving to a new country is learning the essential phrases to 
get by in places like the supermarket. Lately, it’s been about 
the bakery – especially in Italy and Germany. If I can walk into a 
bakery, place my order, and leave without switching to another 
language, I’ve done well!
But it really depends on where you are and your lifestyle. What 
you need to know can vary. For example, in Australia, I already 
spoke English, but then I had to pick up the regional slang, which 
can be pretty funny. I remember talking to the bus driver about 
buying a ticket, and sometimes even explaining why I wasn’t go-
ing to buy one, but still ended up with a ticket anyway. There are 
always those little phrases that make a difference!

Yes, as regular students, we’re required to have a B1 level in Ger-
man. If you don’t have it by the start, you have until the fourth 
semester. But I don’t know anyone who’s had issues with it, 
though.

I like a lot of funny ones, but lately, I love ‘einigeln.’ It’s such a cute 
word.

I watch a lot of German TV as well, especially those shows where 
people renovate houses in the countryside. I remember there 
was an episode where someone used that word, and I had to ask 
what it meant. Once I found out, I really liked it!

Do you see yourself settling down, or will you 

keep moving?

It’s hard to say because I haven’t really found a place where I’d 
settle for good yet. The idea of settling sounds nice, but I also 
feel like it’s often influenced by job opportunities or study op-
tions. When I think about it realistically, I feel like I need to stay 
flexible about where I go.
I truly enjoyed it when I moved to Australia and Copenhagen, 
moving alone gave me a lot of freedom. Like, when I moved to 
Australia, I had a disagreement with a teacher and just thought, 
‘How far can I get from here?’. And that was the other side of 
the world. But now, since I’ve been living with my boyfriend for 
a few years, and we’ve moved in together, it’s not just about me 
any more. It’s a consideration for both of us – can he come with 
me, or am I coming back? Does he have something to do there, 
too? It makes it a much bigger decision, with more things that 
need to align.
Luckily, we both have the same mindset about this, so it’s not 
a big issue. I think if one person wanted to settle and the other 
wanted to keep moving, that would be a problem, but for now, 
it’s more about coordination.

...and it’s like my own little world. 
Add some tea and a blanket, and 
suddenly, anywhere feels like home.
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Do you have a favourite place you’d 

like to return to someday?

I think it’s tough because even if you go back to a place, it’s nev-
er quite the same – it’s not the same time, or the same people 
any more. So, for me, it’s not really about going back. But my flat 
in Copenhagen definitely holds a special place in my heart. It 
was the first place that was truly my own. I had a flatmate, but 
I was the main tenant, and I got the flat when it was empty. I 
had to paint it, find furniture, and fill it up myself. It wasn’t great 
in the beginning – some parts were a bit rough, especially with 
COVID going on. But the last six months I spent there were re-
ally special. I was so happy living there, especially with my little 
cat. That’s when I also met my boyfriend, and I had two amazing 
flatmates. With COVID still around, we didn’t go out much, so we 
spent a lot of time at home, playing board games, baking cakes, 
and watching TV together. We did a lot of game nights, which 
was so much fun. In my memory, that flat will always be a very 
special place. If I could visit it again, I would, but I haven’t been 
back since I moved out. 

We probably have a few readers who plan to 

go abroad. Do you have any advice for them? 

I think what I often tell myself is that when you move some-
where new, the first week or maybe the first month can feel su-
per exciting and full of energy because there’s so much happen-
ing around you. But then, at some point, you hit a wall. Everything 
feels different, you feel far from home, you don’t know anyone, 
and you’re tired. You can even feel a bit lonely because you’re 
still getting to know the place and people.
If you’re part of a good programme that takes care of you, it can 
help ease this transition, but I think it’s a pretty common pat-
tern. It’s good to know about it upfront, so you’re not sitting there 
a month in, thinking, ‘Oh no, this was a huge mistake, I should 
go home.’ It does get better, but I remember before I moved to 
Australia, people told me about this curve – you start great, then 
things feel hard, but eventually, it gets better again. By the time 
you’re really settling in, six months have passed!
Now that I’m going abroad for a study programme, it’s a bit dif-
ferent. But if you’re planning to move somewhere or build lasting 
relationships that go beyond just the people in a programme, 
you really need to stay for more than six months. It’s only after 
that time that you really start feeling at home in a place.

EMILIE STARCH BENDSEN
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We chatted to Inga who travelled across the Atlantic 
to spend three months studying at RISD, a university 
in the United States. Despite familial connections to 
the country, she still faced complicated questions 
about funding and logistics. Read on to hear about 
life in one of the top art universities in America.

You went to the U.S. during your semester 

abroad. When were you at RISD?

I went in the winter semester of 2023. Although they don’t call it 
a winter semester there, rather a fall semester, and it only lasts 
three months – from September to mid-December.

And were you only there to study, or did you 

also have time to travel around?

I travelled to the States in August and visited family in Colorado, 
then I travelled to Maine and finally Rhode Island to begin the 
semester. I travelled a lot after my semester, I spent time in New 
York, Tucson and even went to Montreal to see a friend from 
Cologne. 

GER     U.S. 
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Why did you want to go to RISD? I had a long list of schools that interested me and couldn’t de-
cide. Then I thought: What is the hardest school to get into? 
Where do I want to try first? And that was RISD. It just seemed 
like the best option. If that hadn’t worked out, my second choice 
would have been Riga, if I had stayed in Europe.

Maybe a rather sobering question: Did you 

get a scholarship? The USA is much more 

expensive than Europe.

Yes, well, I planned it at fairly short notice and therefore missed 
the deadline for a good scholarship from the DAAD (DAAD HAW 
International Stipendium). That would have been very helpful. In 
addition, for a long time I had no feedback at all as to whether 
I had been accepted. The application had to be submitted by 
1st of March, and you should actually get an answer within a 
month. But I didn’t hear anything for two months or more and I 
had already given up hope. I didn’t make any financial arrange-
ments because I thought I wouldn’t get it. When I finally got the 
acceptance, I was a bit overwhelmed, especially when it came 
to financing. It’s difficult to find support at such short notice. In 
the end, I received a partial scholarship – €1,000 – and took out 
two additional loans. Since I have US citizenship, I didn’t have 
to show the €10,000 that you normally have to have in your ac-
count for a visa. 
That made it easier. But I had to cover the cost of living myself, 
and it’s extremely high there. If you live in a dormitory, you’re 
automatically included in the ‘meal plan’, and these room and 
board costs add up to $8,600 for one semester alone. To cov-
er that, I took out a loan from the DAKA, which had quite good 
conditions, and a student loan from the KfW, which also offered 
better conditions than other loans. Nevertheless, I was unsure 
whether spending so much money on it was the right thing 
to do. But now, after the experience, I can say that it was the 
right decision. The regular tuition fees there are incredibly high 
– 80,000 dollars a year. Students there often have huge debts 
when they graduate. We are privileged in Germany and at KISD 
for having these wonderful partner schools and to be able to go 
there for a semester without having to pay these fees. It was the 
right decision for me, but ultimately it’s up to each person to de-
cide for themselves. It’s also a matter of having the confidence 
to do it.

It’s also a matter of having the 
confidence to do it.
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When other students hear about it, it 

probably seems daunting – the sums are 

really high. In retrospect, would you have 

done anything differently financially or do 

you have any tips for others who want to go 

to the USA but don‘t know how to finance it?

That’s a good question. My biggest tip is to apply early, especially 
for scholarships. There is the DAAD scholarship, and in theory 
there are also the Fulbright scholarships, which have even ear-
lier application deadlines. Anyone who knows early on in their 
studies that they want to go to the U.S. should immediately 
research all the deadlines. It is very important to find out the 
requirements early on and to talk to the person responsible for 
coordinating studies – like Lisa in our case. And don’t be afraid to 
ask questions or to bring yourself up in conversation. 
One point that is often overlooked: for many scholarships, you 
have to apply before you have even applied in the U.S. This is a 
bit of a catch that no one actively explains to you. You have to 
find out about it yourself and pay attention to it. 
And regarding the cost of living: Yes, it seems immensely high 
at first. But if you compare it to the costs you will have later as a 
working person, or if you are used to living in a more expensive 
city, it puts it into perspective. You have to be aware that it is a 
lot of money, but in the big picture it is manageable.
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You mentioned that you have U.S. 

citizenship. Have you been to the U.S. before? 

And was there a big cultural difference, or did 

it feel rather normal?

Yes, I have been to the US before. But I would say that studying 
there was not that much of a cultural change. There are a lot of 
people at RISD who are not from the US. That makes it very in-
ternational, similar to here. In fact, I had a lot more contact with 
students who were not from the U.S..

Did you still have difficulties settling in? Not really. I think it’s also different from Germany. At American 
universities, a lot of attention is paid to making sure you’re doing 
well mentally. Maybe because it’s generally more stressful than 
here. For example, there’s a team of psychologists and thera-
pists that you can turn to if you’re feeling down. 
Even everyday things like eating are taken care of, because you 
are included in the meal plan. And changes in politics are dis-
cussed openly. Teachers actively address it, and want to make 
sure the students feel heard. I have never experienced that in 
Germany. The students there are also younger. Here in Germany, 
specifically at KISD, most students are in their mid-20s. 
At RISD the oldest person in the junior year of the BA programme 
was 22, and most were around 20. They all start together with 
an intensive foundation year. Which I really don’t know how they 
survive it – it’s super hard. After that, they specialise, for exam-
ple in graphic design, illustration, video or photography, and then 
continue their studies for another three years. The bachelor’s 
programme there takes four years in total. They often stay in 
their year. Only sometimes do particularly talented people from 
the bachelor’s programme take master’s courses, for example 
in typography. 
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But you were also in the graphic design 

department, right?

Exactly. There are also courses that cross subject and year 
boundaries. That’s when you come into contact with others. But 
in most courses you keep to yourself. There’s hardly any team-
work there though, you almost always work alone.

Back to our topic of ‘home’. You probably 

lived in a dorm room, right? What was that 

like for you?

Yes. I arrived, dropped my stuff off and cried for a while. But not 
because the room was bad, more a mixture of many things. I 
was suffering from extreme lovesickness, and then I arrived 
and thought: ‘What am I doing here? I’m completely alone.’ The 
room itself was... well, carpeted, no windows to open, just an air 
conditioner. It felt so impersonal. There were three of us sharing 
the flat, and at first I didn’t know how I would cope with it feeling 
that impersonal. But then I quickly made myself at home. I put 
up lots of posters and tried to create an atmosphere that made 
me feel more comfortable.

Was that the first step for you in making your 

room cosy?

Yes, for sure. You have to organise everything yourself. Bed 
linen, duvets, things like that. On the day I arrived, there  
was an organised trip in a school bus to a large store, and I  
went along with the others. 
I bought duvets, cleaning supplies and the most necessary 
things there. That helped me feel a bit more comfortable right 
away. Later, I went to a second-hand store and got a pot, a pan, 
bowls and other basics, and then I hung up a lot of posters, in-
cluding some things I had created myself. That made the room 
more personal.

 For me, home is community.
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What is most important to you to feel 

comfortable in a place?

Definitely the people. When I arrived, I really had an identity crisis 
and wanted to fly back home immediately. But then I went out 
and chatted with a fellow international student on this shopping 
trip. I immediately felt better – just the feeling that I can talk to 
others. My roommates were also really lovely. One of them didn’t 
move in until much later, and we thought she wasn’t coming at 
all. She told us that she was so afraid of living with strangers that 
she stayed with her sister in Boston for a while. 
I tried to do something with them every week, whether it was 
cooking together or a movie night. I even taught them beer pong!
Over time, it started to feel like home, especially when we had 
those moments together. Even when my flatmate sang at two in 
the morning while she was doing the dishes, it was nice. 

If you had to describe ‘home’ in three words 

or one sentence, what would you say?

For me, home is community. Being accepted for who you are 
and doing things together – that’s what makes a home for me.

How did you feel when you left Germany? I was really nervous. Especially about going to RISD. I knew all 
those videos of people showing off their awesome portfolios to 
apply there, and I just thought, ‘Do they even know who they’ve 
accepted?’. I was significantly older than most of the other stu-
dents and felt that I should already be at a completely different 
different stage of life. I really wondered if I could keep up. 

But then I went out and chatted with 
someone on this shopping trip. I immediately 
felt better – just the feeling that I can talk to 
others.
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At some point, I just stopped telling people 
my real age, because I had seen those 

suprised looks so often.
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Did you feel that being older than the other 

students was a disadvantage for you?

Not at all. They didn’t even notice most of the time. I was kind 
of undercover – I just pretended to be 21 for the three and a half 
months. Some people even asked me if they should buy alcohol 
for me. At some point, I just stopped telling people my real age 
because I had seen those surprised looks so often. When I told a 
friend before I left, she was really taken by surprise.

Did anything really unpleasant happen to 

you during your time there? Or what would 

you advise someone going to RISD now?

Unpleasant? Not really. But I could have done a few things differ-
ently. For example, I should have filled out the application earlier, 
and I should have, um, maybe paid more attention to getting 
enough sleep.
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Let‘s move on to your objects. What have you 

brought with you today?

It was actually quite difficult for me to choose, because I have 
often wondered what ‘home’ actually means to me. I have been 
to many places and often feel that I can quickly feel at home. I 
am not really rooted to one place. For me, home is wherever I 
can put my things. But I always have a few things with me – for 
example, tiger balm. It helps me to relax and fall asleep better. 
It’s a little ritual that helps me feel at home. Then I brought a 
small photo album with me. Rhode Island became a home for 
me – mainly because of the people I met there. My little friend 
group gave me this album before I left. 
What I liked so much about Providence is that everything and 
everyone is so close together. You could spontaneously go to 
the cinema or meet up with people. I quickly felt like I was part of 
a community. I couldn’t actually hide at all there. Everyone knew 
me! It took me a long time to understand how I knew some of 
these people. Some were fellow students from classes, but with 
over 100 new faces, it was totally overwhelming at first. Some 
would say to me, ‘Have you done the homework yet?’ – and I had 
no idea which class it was for.

And don’t be afraid to 
ask questions or to bring 
yourself up in conversation.
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Were you similarly nervous when you went to 

the Baltic Analog Lab Summer school 2024?

Yes, totally. I was really nervous because I didn’t know anyone 
else who was going. My travel plans were a complete mess – I 
booked everything way too late. I could have flown directly from 
Cologne to Riga, but instead I took the train to Copenhagen and 
flew from there to Riga.
At the airport in Copenhagen, I happened to meet another par-
ticipant. She asked me: ‘Do you do media art? Have you been 
to any film festivals?’ And I just thought: ‘I’m really not a well-
known artist. What am I doing here?’

What else did you bring with you? Anja, a very good friend of mine, gave me this. She put it on my 
desk after we talked about what home means to us.
Anja grew up in Serbia and came to the U.S. when she was 14. 
She made a little zine about what home means to her. She had 
taken German classes at Brown in the year prior, and I had stud-
ied Russian and Bulgarian for a while and knew the Cyrillic alpha-
bet. And I learned Russian and knew the Cyrillic alphabet, so we 
wrote messages to each other in German – but in Cyrillic script! 
That was kind of our thing

For me, home is wherever I can 
put my things.
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Did this imposter syndrome then subside 

after a while?

Yes, definitely. It really helped to get to know the other partici-
pants and talk to them. Many of them had similar insecurities. 
For example, I wasn’t the only one who had never made an ana-
logue film – there were quite a few others in the same boat, and 
I am an artist, after all. I applied and was selected – that makes 
sense. The more I got to know the others, the more this feeling 
subsided. I have grown very fond of the people there. 
I was also able to show one of my short films. At first I wasn’t 
sure if it was good enough, but the team encouraged me to 
show it. The feedback was really positive, and that was so val-
uable to me. This experience showed me how important it is to 
step out of your comfort zone, even if you feel nervous or un-
sure beforehand. 

Finally, would you consider having more  

than one home?

Yes, definitely. I don’t think home is something you find outside 
of yourself. I think you carry home with you.
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Home in Transition: The Emotional 
Journey of Migration and the Search 
for Belonging

Migration is a journey that goes beyond crossing physical bor-
ders. It’s a profound shift that transforms our understanding of 
home, belonging, and self. Whether we move for study, work, or 
out of necessity due to war and conflict, migration brings with 
it a series of emotional stages. You carry the same hope for a 
new beginning but must also face the challenge of navigating an 
unfamiliar world.

WHERE IS HOME?
BY LISA NIKELOWSKI
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The Emotional Stages:  
Excitement, Frustration, Adjustment, 
and Acceptance

In the beginning, migration often brings a sense of ex-
citement. The decision to leave one’s home country 
is filled with anticipation – the promise of new expe-
riences, growth, and opportunity. For those studying 
or working abroad, the excitement may come from 
the thrill of exploring a new culture, learning a new 
language, or meeting people from around the world. 
For others, especially those fleeing hardship or war, 
the initial excitement is mixed with relief – a chance 
to escape danger, a hope for peace and stability.

But as this initial excitement fades, a new phase of-
ten sets in: frustration. Once the reality of everyday 
life in a new country becomes clear, you can find 
yourself confronted by unexpected difficulties. Sim-
ple tasks – like grocery shopping, navigating public 
transit, or even understanding basic signs – can feel 
exhausting in a foreign environment. Refugees and 
other forced migrants, in particular, may face com-
plex bureaucratic systems, language barriers, and 

even social stigmas, all of which make adapting to 
their new surroundings a struggle.

Adjustment and Slowing Down:  
The Cost of Adaptation

As time passes, however, the adjustment phase  
begins. Here, no matter your background, you start 
to find moments of familiarity and routine. Perhaps 
you discover a favourite café, start forming friend-
ships, or get used to the rhythm of their new envi-
ronment. But adjustment doesn’t mean that life sud-
denly becomes easy. Basic tasks still take more time 
and energy, and productivity often slows, as simple 
things that once felt automatic now require intense 
focus. This can feel frustrating, especially for those 
who feel pressured to succeed, to adapt quickly, 
or to prove the worth of their decision to leave 
home. This adjustment often includes rebuilding 
an entire life, finding housing, education, and work,  
sometimes while still dealing with the trauma of 
past experiences.

WHERE IS HOME?
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The Search for Home:  
Building Belonging Amidst Loss  
and Longing

The stage of grappling with loss. Leaving home – 
whether by choice or necessity – brings with it a 
profound sense of absence. The familiar places, the 
friends, the routines left behind become memories 
that we carry, and sometimes these memories are 
tinged with guilt. Whether it be guilt for leaving your 
families, or the feeling of having abandoned loved 
ones in danger or leaving behind a culture and com-
munity that shaped you. The weight of this guilt can 
be heavy, and learning to reconcile it with the pursuit 
of new dreams is often one of the hardest parts of 
the migrant journey.

This search for belonging and home is especially 
complicated. You may feel caught between two 
worlds – missing your home country yet know-
ing that in some cases it may no longer be safe to 
return. Home becomes a bittersweet memory, 
something that cannot be reclaimed in its orig-
inal form. For those migrating for study or work, 
the sense of dual belonging may be less painful  
but still complex, as they build a new life  
without fully letting go of their roots.

Acceptance and Redefining Home

In time, you may reach a place of acceptance. It’s 
not about losing or replacing one’s original home but 
finding a new kind of belonging. Home begins to ex-
pand – it becomes something that can be found in 
small moments of connection, in relationships, and 
in the familiar routines we build. This acceptance 
can be a way of honouring both the loss and the resil-
ience that brought a safer place. Or the acceptance 
might mean feeling at ease with carrying a dual iden-
tity, belonging both to the country they came from 
and the one they’ve moved to.

Migration as a Path to Growth  
and Resilience

Migration, at its heart, is both an internal and external 
journey. No matter the reason for leaving, it demands 
courage, resilience, and a willingness to confront 
new aspects of oneself. Migration allows us to ex-
pand our definition of home – to see it not as a single 
place, but as a feeling, a state of belonging that we 
carry within us. For some, this journey is about sur-
vival and safety; for others, it is about growth and ex-
ploration. But for all, migration changes us. We learn 
to navigate different worlds, to balance identities, to 
hold both the joy of new experiences and the pain of 
what we’ve left behind. In this journey, we come to 
realise that home is no longer just where we started, 
nor only where we are now, but a space we create 
within ourselves – a place we can carry, wherever  
life may lead.
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Lukas is a 32 year old student from KISD with a 
penchant for adventure. During his ninth semester 
he chose to study in CaliI, Colombia.

Originally attracted by it’s dangerous reputa-
tion, Lukas later discovered a warm community 
and friendships for life. Read our interview with  
this intrepid traveller to learn about his experience 
in the salsa capital of the world.

How did you feel before leaving? 

How did your friends and family feel?

I prepared myself by trying to learn Spanish and by improving 
my English. I went to language classes for one and a half years 
and I trained with Duolingo. I also participated in the course on 
intercultural competence by Lisa Janßen to understand what to 
keep in mind when cultures merge. I prepared myself as much 
as I could, so I felt safe. 
However, my Spanish wasn’t very good. My parents were wor-
ried about Colombia, especially Cali, which was, a long time ago, 
considered the most criminal city on earth. That was one of the 
reasons I wanted to go there – because I thought that if I could 
survive there, I could survive anywhere. Now I’m proud of myself 
for handling it and having such a good time. I met so many nice 
people and my time there completely changed my perspective 
of Colombia. It has the most beautiful nature. Colombia has the 
highest variety of plants in the world. The culture of the people is 
so friendly and warm. For example, when I asked where a class-
room was, they didn’t just tell me to go in a certain direction. No, 
they almost took me by the hand, brought me there, and gave 
me their phone number, saying, ‘If you have any other questions, 
call me, and I’ll help you.’ Everyone was so helpful and kind.

GER     COL
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Which semester were you in when you went? I went in my ninth semester. I stayed there for one semester 
plus one more month travelling through Colombia, followed by 
another month through Panama. 

 Would you have liked to stay longer, or was 

one semester enough?

No, one semester was enough for me although I think in the sec-
ond semester, my language skills would have greatly improved 
because everything was in Spanish!

And what was the reason you originally 

chose Columbia?

To challenge myself, learn a new language, and go to a com-
pletely new country. I worked on a cruise ship and visited many 
different countries and places, but never America. 
So, I chose Colombia. The university there also focuses on in-
dustrial design, which aligns with my interest in product design 
and conceptual design. It offered a different perspective on my 
field of study.

It made people realise I didn‘t want 
to be an outsider – I was trying to 

connect with them.
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Which program did you go with? 

Was it a partner university?

Yes, it was a partner university. It was part of the university’s pro-
gramme where we can choose from partner institutions. 
I ended up there through the ICESI exchange programme.

What was the first sentence someone local 

taught you?

In Colombia, they speak Latin American Spanish, but in Germa-
ny I learnt European Spanish. I think Colombian Spanish is much 
easier actually – they use fewer words and speak more clearly. 
In Cali, they speak very slowly but further north towards the Car-
ibbean,I found it harder to understand. When I arrived in Cali, I 
learned some local slang from young people, and using those 
words as a joke helped make conversations much easier. It 
made people realise I didn’t want to be an outsider – I was trying 
to connect with them.

Where did you stay during the semester? 

What was the first thing you did to make 

yourself feel at home?

I was asked beforehand if I wanted to stay with locals, other 
international students, or a mix. In the end, I stayed in a large 
student house, which was really nice because it housed both 
groups. The house was very close to the university and I was 
picked up from the airport and driven to my new student flat. 
The very first thing I did to make myself feel at home was smoke 
a cigarette – haha!
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Were there moments in Colombia when you 

felt as at home as you do in Germany?

I felt very welcome. I arrived two weeks before the semester 
started, so I had time to get to know people in the student flat 
and build relationships. I created a sort of family-like space with 
the people around me. They showed me around and made me 
feel comfortable. The university also organised trips to clubs, 
museums, and other places to familiarise us with the culture. 
After 6 months I felt very close to the place, but it was never 
quite ‘home-home’ because I’m very attached to my family in 
Germany.

How would you define ‘home’ in three words? Warmth, close people, and safety.

Do you think you could have multiple homes? Yes, I think you can have multiple homes. When you can adapt to 
any environment, embrace new cultures, and open up to people, 
anywhere can feel like home. But my heart will always want to 
return to Germany because of the people I love here.
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Was it hard to transition back to Germany? It was a much harder cultural shock coming back to Germany 
than arriving in Colombia. 
I was used to the poverty there – the stark divide between rich 
and poor. In Germany, everything seems to be structured at first 
sight. People are dressed smartly and everything feels expen-
sive. When I arrived at the airport, my mum called and asked 
what I wanted to eat. I was so overwhelmed by everything I told 
her, ‘I can’t answer that right now. I’ll call you back.’ It took some 
time to readjust to German culture. 

Do you think you faced any challenges as a 

European?

Everyone immediately assumed that I’m really rich because 
I’m European which meant I sometimes struggled to integrate. 
I tried to connect with people on the streets and those from 
poorer backgrounds because they are far more numerous than 
the wealthy, but the university I attended was a private institu-
tion, so the students there were mostly privileged and had to 
pay high fees, much more than we do here in Germany. 

What differences stood out most between 

Colombia and Germany?

The safety. In Germany I don’t worry about walking alone at night 
but in Colombia, when it gets dark, people don’t go out – it’s too 
dangerous. However, Colombia’s social values are inspiring. Peo-
ple there support each other, even if they have very little. For in-
stance, you will see people opening a bag of sweets and selling 
single chewing gums on the street. People don’t buy it because 
they want chewing gum – they buy it because they know the 
seller needs the money. It’s such a nice, supportive act.

You said you prepared yourself for culture 

shock before going to Colombia. Do you 

think this preparation helped?

Yes, it helped me feel safer and more confident about going. 
It was a lot of preparation – I didn’t know that most people in   
Colombia don’t speak English! Before going I met some Colom-
bians here in Germany who introduced me to the culture. Also, 
Colombia is a very warm country – not just in terms of weather, 
but the people are warm-hearted, which made it easier for me 
to adjust.

They‘re happy with what they have and 
make the best out of it. It‘s a lesson 

I brought back with me.
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Was there a time during your exchange when 

you thought, ‘I can’t do this’ or wanted to go 

home?

No, not once. I enjoyed it from the first moment. I never felt     
homesick. I had a lot of fun exploring a new culture and meeting 
so many new people. I did miss my family, but it wasn’t enough 
to make me want to leave.

What do you miss about Colombia? The people. They’re so friendly, and open-minded. They are will-
ing to share, even if they don’t have much. 
I also miss the simple life. People there are not as focused on 
material things as in Germany. They’re happy with what they 
have and make the best out of it. It’s a lesson I brought back with 
me. I miss Colombia’s nature and the climate there too. 
German winters are definitely too cold.

What advice would you give someone 

thinking about studying abroad in Colombia?

Don’t be afraid. It’s not as dangerous as people say, but you do 
have to be cautious and aware of your surroundings. You should 
learn the language before going because it will make your life 
much easier. Go with an open mind and be willing to adapt to 
a different culture. Colombians love foreigners who try to inte-
grate and appreciate their culture. If you have the chance, travel 
within the country – it’s stunning. 

I‘m keen to explore more places and 
learn about different ways of life. 
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How has this experience influenced your 

view of the world?

It has broadened my horizons. I now see how differently people 
live and how happy they can be, even with less. It’s made me 
more grateful for what I have and more open to other cultures.
I also have a better understanding of how important it is to help 
one another. That’s something I’d like to bring more into my own 
life and community.

And what about your view of Germany? I appreciate Germany much more now, especially the safety, 
structure, and opportunities we have here. But I also see areas 
where we can improve, like being warmer and more welcoming 
to people from other countries. Colombians showed me how 
much kindness and openness can make a difference.
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Did you bring back anything special from 

Colombia?

I think the most meaningful thing I brought back was a tattoo, 
as well as some photographs I took there. Colombia’s nature is 
stunning, and it made me reflect on how we all share the respon-
sibility of protecting our environment. So, while I didn’t bring 
back many physical items, I returned with a stronger apprecia-
tion for nature. I also left most of my belongings there, including 
large furniture I had built myself, which I gifted to a friend.

Did you discover any new favourite products 

or dishes in Colombia?

Yes, I learnt a recipe for Arepas that I now share with my family 
and friends. It’s made with maize flour and cheese, served with 
tomato sauce. It’s a very simple, affordable dish. My Colombian 
girlfriend at the time taught me how to prepare it, and we often 
made it together. I now cook it for friends as a way to share my 
experience with others.

Would you do it again? What would you say 

to convince someone else to take part in an 

exchange programme?

Absolutely, I’d do it again! Though next time, I’d love to visit 
another country nearby, like Ecuador, to experience a similar 
but distinct culture. I’m keen to explore more places and learn 
about different ways of life. I was the second design exchange 
student in this longstanding university partnership, and I learnt 
so much. The professors there were incredibly kind and helpful, 
it’s a life-changing experience that everyone should have if they 
get the chance. 

Would you recommend this experience to 

others?

Yes, I’d recommend it 100%. 
It’s not just about academics – it’s about personal growth, learn-
ing, and understanding different perspectives.
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After growing up in Sardinia, Riccardo moved to 
London to learn English and fulfill dreams of be-
coming a footwear designer. Now 27 years old,  
Riccardo arrived at KISD as a MEDes student with a 
colourful journey behind him.

From Glasgow to Stockholm, discover how moving 
abroad shaped his creativity, taught him resilience, 
and led to deep friendships with people across the 
globe.

ITA     UK    
SWE     GER

Tell us about where and why you 

moved abroad? 

When I was 18, I moved from Sardinia to London. I dreamed of 
becoming a footwear designer and although I could have pur-
sued it in Italy, I wanted an international experience and London 
felt like the place to start.
In London I discovered the Glasgow School of Art, where I stud-
ied for two years. As part of the MEDes programme I then spent 
a year in Stockholm, Sweden, which was an incredible experi-
ence, and now I’m here at KISD.

RICCARDO COSSU



84 INTERVIEW

How did you feel before leaving home? Has 

the feeling of leaving changed after moving 

several times? 

When you left for the first time, it sounds like 

it was a big change. How did your family, 

friends, and community feel about you 

leaving?

So the first time I moved, I was very young. I come from Sardinia, 
which is a very big island, but there are not many people living 
there. My hometown is 25,000 people, it’s called Iglesias and 
when I moved from there to London, it was a shock.
But I felt I had no option. I didn’t feel completely at home in Sar-
dinia – It’s not a place with big opportunities and, if you have a 
dream, it feels impossible to achieve it. So that’s why I left.
I had to learn how to live in the world outside of where I grew up, 
I had never experienced different cultures but I knew that it was 
important to me to try. The hardest thing at first about moving 
to London was learning to live surrounded by a lot of people. 
Eventually I kind of fell in love with that but to begin with I was 
very, very shy… I wasn’t able to speak, I would have never been 
able to take an interview like this many years ago. After London, 
I think I liked myself. I felt home. I met people with similar inter-
ests and I discovered that the world is full of fascinating stories. 
Now, after living in four different countries, I don’t feel tied to 
a single physical home, nor do I think I’d want one. I still want 
to move around, discover new places, and connect with people 
and their stories.

As many people know, Italy is a country in which the family 
comes first, but I wasn’t as connected to them as they were to 
me. It was actually hardest for me to leave my grandparents, but 
my parents were very supportive.
As for friends, it wasn’t as difficult because I found it hard to so-
cialise back in Italy. I didn’t really have a close friend group that I 
saw every day, which was part of why I wanted a fresh start in a 
new place where I didn’t know anyone.
Leaving was still challenging, especially since I went to London 
not only to work but also to learn English so I could eventually 
attend university. My first job in London was at a restaurant, and 
I remember crying on my breaks. In fact, I only lasted three or 
four days because, one lunch break, I just left and didn’t return – I 
called my mom, crying, wanting to come home.
But about a week later, I found another job, and I stayed in Lon-
don for four years.

Where do you see yourself more long-term? I think the place I would go back to and live in again would be 
London. Out of everywhere in Europe, even if technically it’s no 
longer European, I think London offers the most opportunity. 
Whatever you want to pursue, you can make it happen there. It’s 
not just a cliché from movies or books – London truly feels like 
a place where anything is possible. So yes, London would be the 
place I’d call home.

Now, after living in four different countries, 
I don’t feel tied to a single physical home, 
nor do I think I’d want one.
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How would you define ‘home’ in three words? I’d say friends, opportunities, and… that last one is tough. I guess 
opportunities, for now, are what makes somewhere feel like 
home to me.

Which items have been most important for 

you to keep with you through all your moves?

So definitely my sketchbooks, that’s a thing I always take with 
me, also some letters from friends I met around the world. 
I frequently worked in hospitality, and often when I moved there 
would be a goodbye message or something cute on the till roll. 
I keep things like this and I always carry them with me because 
it feels like I’m taking the positivity of these people with me, and 
these are the people and things I care about most.

RICCARDO COSSU
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So, you chose to go to a university that was 

part of the MEDes programme. Was that 

because you knew you wanted to travel, or 

was it a mix of wanting to travel and being 

interested in the programme itself?

The main reason I chose the MEDes route was that I wanted to 
become more than just an Italian footwear designer, I wanted to 
have a wider world view. Many successful designers don’t actu-
ally study fashion formally to launch their own companies and 
careers so I wanted to study design in a broader context.
MEDes gives me the chance to study in two different countries, 
and I was already living away from Italy so there was no doubt I 
would experience at least three new cultures and design pro-
grammes. I knew that I would connect with people from around 
the world, which I believed would be more valuable than just 
learning technical shoe design. 
As it turned out, I actually learned how to make shoes while in 
Sweden, so it felt like a double win!

Do you find that your Italian heritage 

influences your design decisions and your 

passion for it?

I don’t know, but I believe that when you grow up in Italy you are 
surrounded by beautiful things and also a lot of judgement. I 
think this can push you to think about everything you do, how 
you present yourself, what you wear – always paying attention 
to detail.
This experience naturally led me to design. It’s like you’re un-
consciously producing and creating, not necessarily knowing 
why but doing it anyway. It’s a way of living, a mindset where 
you’re always working toward something aesthetically pleasing, 
almost without even realising it.
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So you moved to London in order to learn 

English, what was that process like?

I wanted to study in English, so moving to England in order to 
learn the language fast made sense to me. At first I only knew 
the basics – things like ‘Have you got’ or ‘Do you have,’ and just 
a handful of words for very basic communication. I worked full-
time in a restaurant, often 12 hours a day, and every Tuesday and 
Thursday, I’d go to a part-time English course at a local college. 
I learned there and also practised with some Italian colleagues 
who would help translate for me.
It was a fast and intense way to learn, but not knowing the lan-
guage shouldn’t hold you back from moving to a new country. 
You go into ‘survival mode,’ and you find ways to communicate, 
whether it’s through body language, pointing to objects, or even 
using technology like Google Translate to help you say what you 
need.

When you go back to Sardinia, do you feel 

like you have to relearn how to live there? 

I only see my parents ten days a year. It is usually twice, for 
five days, maybe once in summer and once for Christmas, but 
usually summer. I like being there, but I struggle after two days 
because Sardinia has a very, very slow pace of life. Now that I’m 
used to meeting so many people, I struggle to stay there. In fact, 
this summer actually is the first time in eight years that I stayed 
there for the whole summer.
My mum almost killed me. I kind of entered this weird depressive 
mood because I didn’t have all the things that I’d got used to, the 
mentality of ‘Do whatever you want because nobody’s thinking 
about you’ just isn’t true there. In Italy, you are often judged.

It was a fast and intense way to 
learn, but not knowing the language 
shouldn’t hold you back from 
moving to a new country.

RICCARDO COSSU
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How does your experience at KISD compare 

to your time in Glasgow and Stockholm?

When I was in Glasgow, it was my first university experience, and 
it felt quite strange at first because it was very different from 
what I expected. In Italy, university is usually very structured – 
lectures, classes, and exams. But in Glasgow, we worked on one 
project a month, more or less, and we were free to approach it 
however we wanted. I liked this method, but it took some time 
to get used to.
When the time came for my first exchange, I remember telling 
myself that any place would be fine as long as it was somewhere 
new and I could learn from a different culture. I ended up choos-
ing Stockholm because I wanted hands-on experience, and that 
university had some of the best workshops in the programme.
And it was true! Once I arrived in Sweden, I was practically smil-
ing from the moment I landed until the day I left. The school was 
amazing, open 24/7, and I spent countless hours there. Everyone 
was supportive, and any idea you had, there was always some-
one willing to help you make it happen. My goal was to learn how 
to make shoes, to eventually start a shoe company, and I got the 
chance to really dive into that. It was hard work, but if you put in 
the effort, you could achieve what you wanted.
Then, I chose KISD because I wanted another vibrant environ-
ment. Stockholm was beautiful and very relaxed, but after three 
years, I missed the energy of London – never sleeping, always 
surrounded by people, constantly busy. Here, I feel a bit of that 
same energy, like a smaller London, but now with the awareness 
and experience I’ve gained over the years.
I’m not the same person I was four years ago, trying to find my 
footing in a fast-paced environment. I’ve been to different plac-
es and learned how to adapt to new situations. I surprise myself 
sometimes – I talk to so many people here, and instead of feel-
ing stressed, I actually enjoy it.
So yes, I’m really happy to be here.

To be honest, I hate being in my room.  
I try to avoid staying in the house as much 
as possible and I feel home when I‘m 
somewhere surrounded by people.

Do you feel more at home away from 

Sardinia?

I’m always more home when I’m outside of Sardinia, yeah.
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Each time you moved to a new city, what 

was the first thing you did to make your new 

room feel like home?

To be honest, I hate being in my room. I try to avoid staying in 
the house as much as possible and I feel home when I’m some-
where surrounded by people. So I never do anything to make my 
room cosy. My room is usually a disaster because I only use it to 
sleep, and I’m rarely in the house.

What was your biggest oopsie from 

anywhere?

I was in Portugal during the annual MEDes workshop and we 
were playing football at the beach.
In Italy, if you play as a striker you are called a bomber, okay? One 
of our team members was from the middle east, and without 
thinking I shouted ‘Bomber, Bomber, pass me the ball’.
Everybody that was around me, especially those from the UK, 
were like ‘What are you doing? Don’t say that’. To me, a bomber 
was the best player, so actually it was a compliment to the kid.
But it was a massive oopsie moment, very embarrassing and 
obviously not on purpose. 

RICCARDO COSSU
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What was the first sentence you learned 

abroad?

When I was in London, I was going through a rough time – I’d end-
ed a relationship, was adjusting to a new job, and feeling pretty 
overwhelmed. I had this Japanese coworker who I confided in a 
lot. I didn’t know her very well, but for some reason I really trust-
ed her. One day, she told me to ‘be positive’ and even wrote it 
down for me in Japanese with the English translation on a small 
piece of paper. It’s something I’ve carried with me ever since and 
a phrase that I remind myself of often.

So, does ‘home’ feel more connected to 

people for you? Is there a place in the city 

that feels like home?

Definitely. University feels like home, especially when I’m in the 
Stube or the courtyard, just talking with everyone. Being out 
at friends’ places for parties or gatherings also feels more like 
home to me. My own space rarely gives me that feeling, but as 
long as I’m around people, I feel at ease.
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You’ve moved quite a few times. How do 

you manage each move? Do you have a 

specific strategy for reducing the things you 

own to make moving easier, and does it get 

physically easier each time?

When I first moved to London, I only brought two suitcases – a 
big one and a small one. It wasn’t much, but I ended up staying 
there for four years. At some point, I thought: ‘This is it, this will 
be my home,’ and I started accumulating a lot of stuff, buying 
things I liked or found interesting. I think that was partly because 
I never really owned much back in Italy, so having my own mon-
ey felt like freedom.
When I moved to Glasgow I realised how much stuff I’d gath-
ered. I packed fourteen huge boxes and then had to hire a van 
and a driver to ship everything. It took forever, and I even called 
my parents at one point because I felt so overwhelmed by the 
quantity. My family had to help me pack because there was just 
So. Much. Stuff.
Then, when I started the MEDes programme, I decided to let go 
of a lot. Those fourteen boxes turned into eight, I left some of 
them with friends in Glasgow and shipped a few back to Italy. 
When I moved to Sweden, I took just three boxes, but I ended up 
collecting more things there, too.
Now, I’ve shipped some of those to Germany and a few back to 
Italy. So at this point, my belongings are scattered over Europe, 
and I realise more and more how little I really need.

I’m not the same person I was four years ago, trying to 
find my footing in a fast-paced environment. I’ve been 
to different places and learned how to adapt to new 
situations.

RICCARDO COSSU
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Since leaving Sardinia, have you discovered 

any favourite dishes or products abroad?

And in Cologne? Have you found a favourite 

here?

Margoug. It’s a traditional Kuwaiti stew that I first tried in London 
through a friend from Kuwait. It’s usually made with lamb, and 
instead of pasta or rice, it has a whole piece of dough that cooks 
in the stew. When you eat it, you cut the dough into whatever 
size pieces you want. I love making massive pieces that totally 
fill my mouth. It’s amazing.

In Cologne… oh, Currywurst.
My flatmate goes to this butcher, which is apparently one of the 
oldest in town, and some weekends he comes home with Cur-
rywurst made by this butcher – I love it.

And what are your plans for the future? My dream for the future is to start my own creative company. 
Moving and studying abroad has always been about meeting 
people, learning from them, and building connections that 
might help make this dream a reality. Even though I’ve been 
surrounded by designers, my interests lean more toward busi-
ness and marketing. I wanted to immerse myself in a creative 
environment, and MEDes has given me exactly that, helping me 
find people who share a similar vision. So, that’s the plan: to take 
everything I’ve learned, find a team with shared interests, and 
eventually run my own company.
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Do you plan to live outside of Europe? I don’t know. I think that might be a bit too much at the mo-
ment. One of the best parts about living in Europe is that I’ve 
built friendships across different countries, so there’s always 
someone I know here who could help me, even with things like 
storing stuff. I like being connected to people and keeping in 
touch with friends. I actually make it a point to regularly catch 
up with friends from France, Morocco, Italy, the UK, and even 
Australia. I schedule video calls nearly every day to stay in touch 
with everyone.
But if I go to America, for example, I think I would go crazy. So 
many new people… So right now, I would just stay in Europe.

Given your experience, would you do it 

again? And if so, how would you encourage 

someone else to move abroad or join the 

MEDes programme?

Honestly, I don’t know if I could truly ‘convince’ someone. But I 
can share my experience and hope that might encourage them. 
The MEDes programme has given me invaluable opportunities 
and brought so many interesting people into my life. But it’s 
something you have to want – it’s a commitment to continu-
ally push yourself outside of your comfort zone. Once you start 
doing that, you’ll never stop. I think that’s the biggest lesson 
I’ve learned from moving around: taking risks, trying things you 
thought you’d never do, and growing from that.

The MEDes programme is 
something you have to want – it’s 
a commitment to continually push 
yourself outside of your comfort 
zone. Once you start doing that, 
you’ll never stop.

RICCARDO COSSU
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Want to go abroad? 
Let your taste buds guide you.

What are the KRISPIES?

What counts as a crisp? 

How were they rated? 

Now what? 

The KRISPIES will help you to choose where to go as an exchange 
student. Stop thinking about whether you know the language or 
if the weather will be nice and instead start thinking about the 
snack options. Get to know the prospects of a place through 
salty, crunchy flavour combos that will broaden your horizons. 

We have conducted a totally scientific and thorough study 
of the weird and wonderful crisp flavours offered at some of 
our international partner universities. We asked KISDies to  
anonymously nominate a crisp from their home country or 
place of exchange as a must-try temptation to future travellers.

The parameters for entry are pretty generous, we accepted any 
nomination fried and served in a snack bag.

Each nominator was asked to rank their crisps’ saltiness, sweet-
ness, sourness, umami, bitterness and spiciness from 1 – 5.  
They were also invited to comment why their crisp choice is the 
best in world and where it can be found. * RARE * indicates that 
this crisp has not yet been located in Cologne…

Has anything caught your eye? Why not choose a place that 
sounds tasty, and check out KISD Abroad on spaces for more 
information.

KRISPIES
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Koikeya, Roasted ume plum   “They’re sour 
and salty but your mouth is not burning. You just want more 
with every single time eating it.”
* RARE *

Lays Bugles, Original   “Everyone likes them. They 
might not come from Denmark, but everyone eats them there.”
> Rewe, Zülpicher Platz

LATVIA

IRELAND

ISRAEL

GERMANY

JAPAN

DENMARK

Ādažu Čipsi, Dill   “They’re a national treasure. Since 
the 70’s, they have experimented with new flavours but there 
is one classic that has stood the test of time – dill. Latvia’s  
obsession with dill is well known. We put dill on everything sa-
voury (especially potatoes). We even combined our love of craft 
beer and our love of dill into an idyllic brew of dill saison. But 
nothing will beat the good old dill flavoured potato crisp. They 
are not too salty, not too oily, fully vegan and very flavourful.”
* RARE *

➌ Salty  ➌ Umami

➌ Sweet

➌ Salty  ➌ Umami

➌ Salty  ➌ Sweet ➍ Umami

➍ Salty  ➋ Sweet  ➎ Umami  ➍ Sour

Taytos, Bacon   “I tasted them for the first time in  
Dublin while sipping on a pint of Guinness. Those crisps have 
crack in them. Seriously. I ate an entire bag in one sitting. 10/10 
– Not too salty, they have just the right amount of crisp in every 
bite without being too dry, the bacon flavour creates a fine  
umami flavour which pairs wonderfully with any beer, especially 
stout!”
> British food shop, Schildergasse

Bamba, peanut flavour  “Their consistency  
reminds of the German ‘flips’ but with less peanut flavour.”
* RARE *

INDIA➋ Salty  ➎ Spicy  ➌ Umami

Bombay Spice Mix   “It has many different things 
in it (sev, peanuts, puffed rice, chickpeas and more) so if you are 
sharing it with friends everyone can pick out things they like. It’s 
very crunchy. Try using it as salad seasoning!”
> Most Asian shops and kiosks

➍ Salty  ➋ Sour

Kichererbsenchips, Meersalz   “They’re not 
so oily, so unbelievably satisfyingly crispy and not as intensely 
flavoured as regular crisps.”
> DM
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NORWAY

UKRAINE

ENGLAND

SINGAPORE

MEXICO

➍ Salty  ➎ Spicy ➎ Umami

➌ Salty  ➍ Spicy

➎ Salty  ➍ Sour

➍ Salty  ➋ Spicy ➍ Umami

➌ Salty  ➌ Umami

Sørlandschips, Spansk paprika   
“They have a huge range of flavours, but my personal favourite 
is the ‘spansk paprika’. They’re made from real potato slices and 
are therefore slightly thicker – Nothing else comes close to the 
taste. There’s also parsley on top, I think that might be the secret. 
A friend of mine goes to Norway once a year and always brings 
me back 5 bags – beats Christmas and birthdays put together.”
* RARE *

Walkers Squares, Salt & Vinegar   
“Crunchy, salty, totally processed and addictive. A must try 
crisp to all fans of vinegar on their chips. Best eaten with a  
cold coke or pint of lager.”
* RARE *

Hot nuts, Original   “Tastes like México <3 ”
> Hola Mundo, Luxemburger Straße

Ooh Mala, Potato chips   “Spicy and numbing, 
this is hot spicy noodle soup in form of a crisp! There is nothing 
better. Can’t be shipped to Germany but maybe I’ll order some 
to the UK, I forgot about them and now I want them so badly…”
* RARE * 

Suhariki   “Versatile flavours ranging from Cheese, Sour 
Cream, Lobster to whatever one can imagine, they’re easy to 
make at home too. Flavourful, perfect for snacking but also used 
as a topping. Comes in a small package size, but whenever you 
think ‘Oh no I finished my pack!’ You can extend the experience 
by eating the leftover crumbs.” 
> Mix Markt

USA➌ Salty  ➍ Spicy ➋ Umami

Pringles, Hot n Spicy  
> Most German supermarkets

IRAN➍ Salty

Pofak, Chitoz  “They’re so special.”
> Iran Impex, Marktstraße
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101MATEA VARVODIC

Matea is a Master’s student at KISD and the trail-
blazer behind the university’s Erasmus partnership 
with Zagreb. Matea set out to connect her aca-
demic studies with her Croatian roots, by forging 
a place for herself there. During our interview she 
explains the process of bridging two cultures, and 
how important this year abroad was to her personal 
growth and connection to her family and heritage.

Can you tell us a little about where and why 

you studied abroad?

Yeah, of course. During my bachelor’s degree I spent one year 
at the University of Zagreb in the Department of Architecture, 
where I studied industrial design – That’s what they call their 
design studies.
I grew up in Germany but both of my parents are from Croatia, 
so I really wanted to study in the country I come from. I’ve been 
there often for family visits and holidays, but this was some-
thing completely different.
First, I asked Lisa Janßen, ‘What about studying in Croatia? Is 
it possible?’ But when I started this journey, KISD didn’t have a 
partnership with any Croatian universities. Despite this, Lisa was 
so positive and offered to help arrange one, but she also warned 
me that it wasn’t the easiest process. To start, I needed to find 
a contact at the University of Zagreb that Lisa could commu-
nicate with. Another option was to go as a free mover, but then 
the financing and accreditation of the credit points would have 
been much more difficult. So, I was determined to try the Eras-
mus route. It turned out to be a very long journey. It took me 
about two years just to find out who was in charge of the whole 
Erasmus programme at the university in Zagreb. But after that, 
I was able to put them in contact with Lisa, who arranged the 
partnership that still exists today. 

GER     CRO     JAP



102 INTERVIEW

So, you started the partnership with Croatia 

and are the reason it exists? Cool!

Yes, I guess so! It’s actually hard for people to go to Croatia be-
cause the majority of the classes are in Croatian. But they adapt 
a little for incoming students. Since my family is Croatian, I al-
ready knew the language, which made it much easier.

Are there international students in Zagreb 

who don’t speak Croatian?

I was the second international student to go to Zagreb. One se-
mester before me, there was a girl from Turkey, and she couldn’t 
speak any Croatian at all.
The school assigned her a buddy who translated a lot for her, and 
some professors were able to hold parts of the class, like the 
feedback sessions, in English. But all of the theoretical courses, 
like design history, were in Croatian. So, yeah, it depends.
I think it’s possible, but don’t go with the expectation that all 
your courses will be in English. Actually, right now, I’m in a similar 
situation because all of my courses are in Japanese, and I didn’t 
know that before arriving in Japan. (Matea is currently in Japan 
as part of a Master’s exchange programme.)
If I had known beforehand, I would have had different expec-
tations and prepared better, but somehow I’m surviving. There 
are people who translate for me after class, or I use a translation 
app, so I know it’s possible. You just need to be motivated and 
prepared. It’s a really good idea to download a translation app 
and try to learn some of the language basics before you go.
I just want to say, if you’re not certain about the language, the 
professors are really understanding and open to find a way for 
you not to fail. It is not a barrier. You can find a way.

Zagreb sounds like a hidden gem – would 

you recommend students go there to keep 

the partnership alive?

Yes, yes, yes. I would recommend it because Zagreb is an incred-
ibly beautiful city. It was, I think, the best time of my life so far.
It’s the perfect size. It’s not too big, not too small. The city has so 
many things to offer. It’s close to the sea, you can do lots of trips, 
and it’s close to Budapest, Vienna, and many other capital cities, 
so it’s the best place to travel from. Their Erasmus programme 
is pretty well-organised, and I think the only thing to consider  
is the language.
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How did it feel to leave home, and how did 

other people feel about you leaving?

I think my situation is a little unique as I’m actually from Split, a 
city in Croatia. I was already really familiar with the country, but 
this time it felt different because I saw it from the perspective 
of actually living there. I was very curious as I had heard a lot 
of negative things about the structures and institutions before 
going, but I wanted to try it out for myself. Overall, I felt very 
positive and I was grateful for the opportunity – it helped that 
everyone encouraged me to go and my family fully supported 
my decision. My friends came to visit me while I was there too, 
so we went on so many cool trips together. 

In your opinion, what makes somewhere feel 

like home?

I think it’s the people surrounding you, which means you can 
find home anywhere, really. It’s about who you meet and how 
you get along with them, and also a little about how well you 
adapt to the surroundings. If you have the right people around 
you, home is with them.

So, I already knew Croatia, but this time it felt 
different because I went knowing I want to live 
there someday.
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What was the greatest difficulty you faced 

during your move to Zagreb?

I actually had a problem when I first arrived in Zagreb. It turns out 
that the dormitories require a doctor’s check. I didn’t know that, 
somehow I missed the information.
It took 12 hours to drive there from Cologne, and I arrived in the 
middle of the night, ready to head straight to sleep. However, 
when I got to my room, they wouldn’t let me in because I didn’t 
have the doctor’s check. I was lucky I could call friends in the city 
and crash at theirs for the first night. The next day, I paid what-
ever doctor I could find to sign off that I was healthy enough to 
enter the dormitory. Of course, they did a quick check, but that’s 
how things worked at the time. 
It was insane, and it was a pretty difficult start. Oh, and of course, 
the dormitory itself. You should know that it’s very cheap, but 
there are two people in one room. So, be prepared that you’ll be 
sharing a room of 11.2 square metres with another person. 
It’s hard. You have to really adapt and ideally find someone who 
has the same sleeping rhythm as you and similar interests. So 
maybe that was the hardest part – living in a dorm with some-
one I didn’t know at all beforehand.

Did you find that leaving your comfort zone 

like that also had rewards?

Of course, it’s a two-sided sword – is that how you say it in 
English? I had a lot of sleepless nights because my roommate 
woke up at seven, and I usually came back at two or three in 
the morning because that was when I wanted to experience all 
of Zagreb and did a lot of partying. It’s impossible not to wake        
somebody up at seven in the morning or when I came back at 
two or three in the morning to wake my roommate up because 
it’s such a small room. So, I was very sleepy for a lot of my stud-
ies, but we are still friends, so I think it worked out well in the end.

If you have the right people around you,  
home is with them.
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Did you feel like you had to relearn how to live 

in Cologne?

Actually, I don’t live in Cologne; I live with my parents, and that’s 
even harder – going home and having your mother say you 
should do the dishes after one year of independence. So it was 
very, very hard for me, and I want to go back as soon as possi-
ble, but first I have to finish my studies. I think it’s the biggest 
difference between studying for one semester somewhere and 
for a year. In one semester, I had only just got into my routine, 
found the places I liked, and discovered a café where I liked 
to work, that kind of thing. But then the routine became really 
established after one year there, and it felt very abrupt coming 
back to Germany.

So, you plan to head back to Zagreb soon? It’s the plan, but looking at the economy now, maybe it won’t 
work out right away. The prices for houses have been rising since 
2021, when I was there, and it’s very hard to find a flat.

Do you think that it’s possible to have 

multiple homes?

Yes, I think multiple homes are possible because my whole life, 
I’ve lived torn between two places. My whole family lives in  
Split – my grandparents, aunts, cousins, everyone. It’s just my 
parents, their siblings, and me who live here in Germany.
Growing up, I visited Croatia multiple times a year, and I formed 
friendships in both places. It’s very hard because you don’t know 
where you belong – you miss out a lot in both places. It feels like 
you can never have everything. So, I think it’s possible, but I have 
decided that I ultimately want to settle in one place.

Upon reflection, would you do it again, and 

how would you encourage someone else to 

put themselves outside their comfort zone 

and do an exchange?

It can only be positive because even if it’s a mess-up, you learn 
something. I think I grew a lot, I learned a lot, and I met some in-
credibly nice people. Especially in relation to Zagreb, it’s the per-
fect place to study. It’s not very big, but you experience a whole 
new culture that’s very different from life in Germany. Especially 
for anyone interested in travel because it’s such a well-connect-
ed part of Europe. The university itself has a lot to offer, including 
many hard-skill courses that are not available in Cologne, which 
really complimented my studies at KISD. They are very creative 
and maybe a little speculative too.



107

I think I grew a lot, I learned a lot,  
and I met some incredibly nice people. 
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How long did it take you to get there? I drove for maybe 13 hours. 12 and a half.

And how many suitcases did you take  

with you?

Only one.

And how many did you bring back? I don’t know exactly, but my car was full when I drove back to 
Germany.

What was the most important thing on your 

packing list?

I think it was my blanket.I have a very nice down duvet that 
keeps me warm in winter and not too warm in summer.
Honestly, I would recommend that everybody gets a great du-
vet. It’s quite expensive, but it’s totally worth it, and I brought it 
with me to Croatia.
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Was there something you forgot to pack? Loads, but only small things like camera lenses, so thankfully my 
family sent everything to me by post.

Did you discover a favourite dish or product? There were two restaurants that I visited the most: Batak, and 
my favourite, Noturno. It’s right in the city centre, and they really 
have something for everyone. You can’t go wrong.

What was the first thing you did to make your 

new room feel like home?

I bought battery-powered LED strip lights, which I put all over my 
bed. Then, when I arrived home at 3 AM, I didn’t need to use the 
big light. It gave the room a cosy vibe, you know?

What was your biggest ‘oopsie’ moment? Ooooh. Probably not finishing all of my courses when I was in 
Zagreb. I delayed a lot of exams until September and somehow 
managed to have them online, but technically, I should have fin-
ished university before the summer.
Actually, there was another thing that wasn’t great: My car num-
ber plates were from Split, another city in Croatia, and when 
some friends invited me to play rugby in front of the Zagreb Sta-
dium, I parked my car there. That’s something you shouldn’t do.
It’s like parking a Düsseldorf-registered car in Cologne – very 
dangerous – and I didn’t realise until I drove home that all four of 
my hubcaps were missing. Someone had stolen them because 
of the rivalry between the two cities!

How would you define home in three words? People, places, and the sea.
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111ARDA KERTMEN

We spent the afternoon with Arda, a 28-year-old 
from Istanbul who arrived at KISD as an exchange 
student, and never left.

Arda started his life over when he moved to  
Cologne. He’s now a regular student here and  
speaks candidly to us about the highs and lows of  
transitioning to a new city, country and culture.

Which semester are you in?

So, you arrived at KISD as an exchange 

student from Istanbul. What was your 

university journey before arriving at KISD?

Uh, it’s a bit complicated. Officially, I’m in the ninth semester, 
but I have actually studied for around ten semesters now. I first 
arrived at KISD as an exchange student and later, I applied to 
switch to a regular student, which messed with the timeline. 
My application was rejected the first time because I needed a 
one-year residency before being eligible. So, I stayed in Germa-
ny, took German courses, and reapplied. This caused a one-se-
mester break in my studies and why, technically, it’s my tenth 
semester, though there’s a one-semester gap in my timeline.

It was almost my last semester in Istanbul when I started my ex-
change with KISD. I studied two semesters at my first university, 
then transferred to my second university, where I studied for 
three years, or about eight semesters. I came here in the ninth, 
so if all goes as planned, I’ll graduate in my 20th semester.

TUR     GER
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Why did you decide to come to Germany? Actually, it was because of my ex-girlfriend. We were together 
for quite a long time, and she wanted to do an exchange se-
mester. I realised a long-distance relationship, for me, would be 
very difficult, so I decided to go to the nearest place to her that 
I could. She was heading to the Netherlands, so I checked which 
universities my school had exchange agreements with. The 
closest one was in Cologne at KISD, then Copenhagen, and then 
a few others like Greece. So it was really just a practical decision 
to go to the nearest place. And then we broke up, just before the 
last exam. So I was in this situation where I’d already completed 
all the paperwork – the exams, scholarship applications, visa 
process, and everything. I could still go, but did I want to if she 
wasn’t going to be there? I wasn’t sure. 
All my friends encouraged me, saying, ‘You’ve already done all 
this work, so just go!’ They even threw me a huge fuck-off party, 
and that’s what finally convinced me. I thought, ‘Alright, it’s only 
six months. Worst case, I’ll just come back.’ Yeah, that fuck-off 
party turned out to be a big joke because I never came back, ac-
tually. It’s been five years now. 

Yeah, that fuck-off party turned out to be a big 
joke because I never came back, actually.
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Do you feel comfortable here now? Yes, I do. I decided to stay.
The turning point for me was at the end of my exchange year. I 
applied to become a regular student at KISD – I wasn’t certain 
that I wanted to stay, but I thought I’d give it a shot and see 
what happened. I still remember waking up at a friend’s place 
and checking my phone, only to find a rejection letter. That was 
when I realised I didn’t want to go back to Turkey. It was a real 
wake-up call because my first application was weak; I hadn’t put 
much effort into the portfolio. At that point in my life, I wasn’t 
giving my best. But this rejection made me realise I needed to 
work harder if I wanted this.
So, I decided that for the next application, I would give it 
everything. I put in weeks of work to make a strong portfolio. 
Then I learned about another chance to apply for the status 
change in December, so I went for it again. But I was rejected 
by KISD a second time. I called KISD and had a long conversa-
tion with the committee head, and he shared three main points. 
First, he suggested that, since I was close to finishing my degree 
in Turkey, it might make more sense to graduate and then apply 
for a master’s at KISD instead. Second, he mentioned that, since 
I’d only been there for two semesters (one of which was disrupt-
ed by COVID), I hadn’t worked closely with most professors, so 
they didn’t know me well. Then there was a third point, which I’ll 
keep private.
After we talked, he said he’d take the weekend to discuss it with 
the professors again. Then, on Monday, he called me and said, 
‘Arda, go get yourself a bottle of champagne and celebrate –
you’re in.’ I didn’t have to apply again, as the second application 
worked out after all.
If I’d been rejected again, I probably would have gone back to 
Turkey. Germany is nice, but the main reason I wanted to stay 
was because of KISD. It’s been four years since then.

Why was KISD so important to you? It’s a combination of familiarity, a bit of home and quite a bit of 
escapism – in a very productive way. Even when things happen 
in my personal life, at KISD I know what I want to do. I work on 
those things, and that kind of keeps me sane, I can’t just sit and 
do nothing – I’d go crazy staring at walls
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How did everyone feel about you moving 

abroad? Was this your first time living away 

from home?

It was my first time living abroad, yes, but I’d already been rela-
tively independent. Before I left, I wasn’t home very often – I had 
an old truck that I used to travel around with and do different 
things. So, in a way, I was already used to being away from home; 
obviously now the distance has increased.
My relationship with my family, especially during my teenage 
years and early adulthood, was a bit shaky. But ironically, after 
I moved here, things improved. When I was in Turkey there was 
more friction, but moving away made me start appreciating 
them more. You miss them, you mature, and you gain perspec-
tive.
One of the hardest parts of living abroad is seeing my parents 
age and knowing that they’re gradually having less energy. Now 
that I could be spending quality time with them, I’m not there, 
which is a bit heavy for me. I feel it more each year.
However, when I chose to leave Turkey, my family was very sup-
portive, and so were my friends. Some close friends were sad 
because things would change, but it was also common to leave, 
some friends went to the U.S., some to the U.K., others else-
where. Some stayed abroad and others returned, so we were 
used to this process of saying goodbye and later reuniting for 
holidays and special occasions.
We’ve managed to keep those friendships going. I still stay in 
touch with them, but it does require mental effort to maintain 
friendships and, in a way, live two lives across two different cities. 
Besides family and friends, I also have business commitments 
back home that I try to manage from here, so it often feels like 
I’m splitting my attention and energy between two lives.
It can be overwhelming, even though I can go back and forth if 
needed. It’s always in the back of my mind.
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When you go back to Turkey, do you feel like 

you have to relearn certain things? Does it 

feel foreign in any way?

There are definitely some small nuances.
Occasionally, I wait at the red light in Turkey to cross the street 
and people make fun of me because it’s such a German thing to 
do. Or when I’m driving, I just stop and wait for someone to give 
me the way, which never happens in Turkey.

Would you consider Turkey your home? Yes.

Then, on Monday, he called me and 
said: ”Arda, go get yourself a bottle of 
champagne and celebrate – you are in.
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And Germany? Not Germany as a whole, but Cologne specifically – Yes.

So you can have multiple homes? I think so, yes.

How would you define ‘home’? I think it’s a mix of things – mostly how comfortable and familiar 
I feel in a place. It’s about how well I know and am used to the 
place, and also a sense of family. Having opinions and experi-
ences shaped by time spent there is important, too. There’s a 
collective experience that builds familiarity over the years, and 
it all adds up to a sense of home.

If you could define ‘home’ in three words, 

what would they be?

Cosy, safe, and intimate.
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Was there a moment in Cologne when you 

realised, it felt like home? Or was it more 

gradual?

I think it happened slowly. But I do notice it when I go far away 
and then return. It’s like the moment I see the Cologne Dom or 
the crane houses – it hits me that I’m home. Those familiar land-
marks bring a sense of comfort. I think it’s that visual reminder 
that grounds me and makes me feel like, ‘Okay, I’m back. I know 
where I am.’ It’s a relief, in a way.

Have there been moments when you felt 

more at home here than in Turkey?

No. Turkey is different, a part of my heart is there, and I think it 
always will be.

What about mistakes from moving abroad? 

Anything you regret or consider a big ‘oopsie’ 

moment?

I didn’t realise how hard finding a place to live would be. I spent 
months crashing on people’s couches – people I’d met at bars, 
even a Tinder date where I showed up with my luggage because 
I had nowhere else to go. It was tough, but in a way, I wouldn’t 
change any of it. One of the people who let me stay on his couch 
became one of my best friends here, and he played a huge role 
in my life in Cologne. So as rough as it was, it all worked out.

What was the first thing you did to make 

yourself feel at home when you finally found 

a place?

My bedsheets. I brought them with me and the first thing I did 
was put them on the bed. After that, it all fell into place. To me, 
everything else feels temporary, but bedsheets are permanent.

And how many suitcases did you bring? One.

What were the essentials on your packing list 

when you moved? Anything you felt like you 

absolutely had to bring?

I get cold very, very easily.
During the winter, I basically live in snow pants and a snow jack-
et, so I made sure to bring those. That was my entire approach 
to cold weather – just bundle up in snow gear. Now that I’m a 
bit more experienced, I’ve added thermal layers and all that, but 
back then, snow pants and a snow jacket were non-negotiable

Do you remember the first word you learned 

here in Germany?

Beyond the basics like ‘Danke’, the first one that stuck with me 
was ‘Umsteigemöglichkeit’. I was fascinated by how it sounded. 
I kept hearing it on the train, and for a while, I didn’t realise it was 
two separate words. Eventually, I had to ask someone to deci-
pher it for me.

Have you discovered any favourite dishes or 

foods since you’ve been in Germany?

Definitely. Weißwurstfrühstück. Fucking amazing! Incredible 
breakfast. Yeah, so simple, a few ingredients, but amazing.

Even when things happen in my personal 
life, at KISD I know what I want to do.
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Can you tell us about your time at the Food 

Lab?

Sure. I was the Food Lab tutor for two years, and we organised 
a number of events, from catering to workshops – like the KISD 
sessions. My main goal was to make the Food Lab feel like a big-
ger part of life at KISD. It’s physically located a bit out of the way, 
near the construction and prototype labs, so it felt distant from 
the main community and social life at KISD. I wanted to bridge 
that gap, not just by organising events, but by being the person 
who connected people to the Food Lab. I’m really happy with 
how it’s grown and especially with the person I passed the role 
onto – they’re doing an amazing job.

How did you get involved with food in the 

first place? Have you done anything like that 

before?

A little. When I was travelling, I’d sometimes work in kitchens at 
hostels or camping sites in exchange for food and accommoda-
tion, but it was pretty minimal experience. I didn’t have any for-
mal training – I just liked kitchens. I enjoy problem-solving and 
working with people, and when I saw Ronja, the previous tutor, 
organising dinner parties and other events, I went up to her and 
said, ‘Count me in. If you need anything, I’ll help.’ We did a few 
events together, and eventually, she had to step down, so she 
asked if I wanted to take over. I agreed right away, and honestly, 
it was one of the best decisions I’ve made.

Weißwurstfrühstück. Fucking amazing!



119

Do you think that German culture has 

influenced your sense of home?

I don’t know if this affects my sense of home, but I notice that 
people here move around much more often. In Turkey, it’s rare to 
move one flat to another.
So I think living here and seeing constant motion around me 
from house to house made me realise that a house is very 
temporary and perhaps the concept of home is not attached 
so much to the building or the physical space, but more to the 
things inside it. The furniture, objects… the things that we take 
with us when we move.
Another thing that’s still mind-boggling to me, is the speed and 
the pace at which people go from one city to another; I like 
Cologne and I don’t plan to leave the city for a while. If there was 
a nice opportunity in Hamburg, to me, it wouldn’t be a question, 
but many people here would close their entire life and move to 
Hamburg overnight. I still don’t understand this.

How would you convince someone to 

study abroad or participate in an exchange 

program? What would your argument be?

Starting a new life from scratch is empowering. Even if you 
don’t choose to stay there, you will develop self-confidence 
in the process of building something new. For the rest of your 
life, you’ll know ‘if everything goes to shit, I can do it again’. You 
can decide not to put up with bullshit any more because there’s 
power in knowing you can walk away.
It also changes your perspective on life back home. You realise 
that the challenges and pressures you face in your hometown 
aren’t as insurmountable as they seem. You might feel stuck at 
home, thinking you have to accept everything as it is, but once 
you go abroad, you understand that it’s okay to leave behind sit-
uations or people that don’t serve you well.
For example, after my first experience abroad, I returned home 
and cut ties with certain people I realised I didn’t want in my life. 
Before, I might not have had the strength or conviction to make 
those changes. But the experience gave me the confidence to 
assert what I truly want and need in my life.
So do it. This skill will change your life

ARDA KERTMEN
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Japan might be her home, but 22 year old Burco, has 
left her comfort zone to study at KISD for a year.                     
Throughout our talk we discover her passion for dance, 
and how she brings her creative energy from Musashino 
Art University to Cologne.

From culture shocks to rediscovering home in unex-
pected places, Burco’s story is filled with the small daily 
connections she makes between the life she left behind 
and her life at KISD.

When did you arrive in Germany? I came to Cologne about three months ago, but I left my things 
at my friend’s place and then went to Italy for a month before 
starting this semester.

How long do you plan to stay in Germany?

Why did you choose KISD

I’m here for one year, and I’m already two months into that.

Have you heard about the GDI, Global Design Initiative work-
shop? Every year, five partner universities, including my home 
university and KISD, hold the design workshop. Last year, the 
workshop was hosted at my home university, this year in Singa-
pore, and next February it will be held here at KISD.
I met some good-vibes KISDies, as well as Prof. Heidkamp and 
Prof. Sebastian, during the workshop in Japan. I loved their at-
mosphere, and the concept of KISD was interesting. 
Also, it was my dream to come to Germany.

Do you think KISD was a good choice  

for you?

Yes, definitely.

And is it your first time in Europe in general? Yes, it is. It’s quite a big change.

BURCO MORIHIRO

JAP     GER
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What was the biggest culture shock for you? I had one episode that gave me a bit of culture shock.
In my first week at KISD, I went to use a restroom on the ground 
floor and noticed that there was a toilet labelled ‘all gender’, 
but it looked like it was also a men’s restroom. I couldn’t find 
the women’s toilet (because it was behind the door near the 
security room), so I went in and suddenly a man walked in and 
used the restroom too. I ended up waiting in the stall for a while, 
thinking, ‘Oh, this must be the German way – very inclusive and 
open!’ I told myself it was just part of adapting to German cul-
ture. However, about a week later, I finally discovered that there 
was a women’s restroom in the corner all along, it was just out of 
sight! Looking back, I realise some guys were probably surprised 
to see me in there. I would even greet them in the restroom, cas-
ually asking if all-gender restrooms worked differently here than 
in Japan! I did wonder if people assumed I was transgender. 
I’d never experienced being misinterpreted like that before, so it 
was strange... and hilarious in hindsight.

I guess you never experienced that in your 

hometown?

We don’t really have an all-gender toilet like that in Japan. There 
was a place in the middle of Tokyo, Shinjuku, that tried to intro-
duce an all-gender restroom. It caused a lot of controversy on 
social media because the building was located right in the city 
centre, where the environment can be a bit rough. 
The feedback on SNS was,  ‘In an area where some people are 
aggressive, the same restrooms for men and women would  
trigger problems.’
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How did you feel before leaving Japan? I was worried that I might get homesick because when I was in 
junior high, I went to the U.S. for a summer camp. At the time, I 
couldn’t speak much English – just a little bit. 
During the camp there was no internet, so I couldn’t use any 
translation tools or message my family. This situation magnified 
my homesickness. I remember that I went to the centre of the 
lake with a paddle board and cried. I also went to Australia for 
half a year when I was in junior high, and I felt very homesick 
then too. So I thought, ‘Oh, maybe I’ll get homesick again’, but I 
didn’t so I’m feeling my growth.

Do you feel more comfortable going to other 

places now?

Cologne is very comfortable. I’m really enjoying so many new 
experiences and meeting new people. But I do miss my family 
and friends a lot. That doesn’t change. I’m not sad, but I do miss 
them.

Do you think at the end of your stay, you 

might call Germany a home?

I don’t know yet.

What do you think makes somewhere feel 

like home?

If there’s anywhere I want to go back to, it’s my home. That’s 
where my precious people are, and I want to go back to live with 
them. That’s what home means to me. This is about people.

So home is not just one place for you? No, I think it can be multiple places.

What is your favourite German word or 

phrase?

‘Wie heißt das hier?’

Can you think of one thing that you regret 

when you came here?

I didn’t decide on my daily tasks when I came here. Now, I’ve 
finally got into a routine of journaling, Duolingo, Drops, and ex-
ercise. Even on days when I don’t feel motivated, I am proud of 
myself for completing these tasks. It’s not a big regret, but I wish 
I had been able to start accumulating them from the beginning.

It was important for me to create a 
cosy atmosphere.
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Which object did you bring to show us? I brought a very convenient cabbage peeler and shredder. 
It’s called ‘キャベピィ MAX’ (Cabba Pee MAX). And also, soy 
sauce. If I have these two with me, I’m not going to struggle to 
eat good food.

Were these the only things that you really 

wanted to bring?

Oh, I do have some other things, like clothes, a laptop, and my 
camera, and so on, but I don’t really feel at home from those 
things. What really makes me feel at home is the sense of                        
taste – it supports me every day.

BURCO MORIHIRO
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That‘s where my precious people are, and I want 
to go back to live with them.
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Did you forget to bring anything with you 

from Japan?

Actually, I received a big package from Japan a while ago with 
all of my winter stuff inside. I thought it would be easier than 
bringing everything with me on the plane, but it turned out to 
be a huge hassle. I had to go to customs to pick up the package, 
but when I got there they told me I needed to bring several doc-
uments, so I had to go back again to sort everything out.

How many suitcases did you actually bring 

to Germany?

One suitcase, one duffle bag, and one backpack. But it wasn’t 
enough!

Was there anything you did when you first 

arrived in your room to make it feel more like 

home, even if only temporarily?

At first I focused on making the bed comfortable, with pillows 
and a nice blanket. Also, lights – not too white, but more relaxed. 
It was important for me to create a cosy atmosphere. I kept my 
suitcase hidden because it felt like I was still travelling.

How have your daily routines changed since 

your move from Japan to Germany? Are 

there any differences?

Yes, it’s been different for me. My motivation for health has 
changed. I can see a lot of nature, so I’m very eager to be active. 
Also, we have many opportunities to attend sports classes, so 
I’ve been going to a lot of dance classes.

What kind of dancing do you do here? Classical ballet, contemporary dance, and Zumba.
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Did you bring an interest in dance with 

you from Japan? Was it something you 

anticipated doing in Cologne?

Yes. Actually, I didn’t bring my ballet shoes with me, but when I 
arrived here, I found a ballet class, and then my parents sent me 
my ballet shoes along with other things.

Does dancing here feel the same as it does 

at home in Japan?

Dance goes beyond borders and we don’t need words when 
dancing, it’s a form of body language. I do ballet, but I also love 
improvisational dance. It always gives me a good feeling. Com-
municating through my body makes me feel closer to others, 
more easily than with words.

Are you comfortable showing us some of 

your dancing?

Yes, I have a lot of videos on my Instagram (@gobouburco) 
including from the Tokyo Art Festival, where we did the Tokyo 
vegetable dance.

BURCO MORIHIRO
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Which restaurant was that?

Do you have photos that remind you of 

home?

Takezo. It’s here in Cologne, and I can highly recommend it. 
Everyone working there is Japanese.

This is a beer, a draft Kirin Ichiban. I drank this last Sunday, and 
the flavour reminds me so much of Japan. As soon as I tasted 
the beer, all the memories from Japan suddenly came flooding 
back – drinking with my friends, with my family, at festivals, in 
the car, and many other moments. It was like an unconscious 
wave of memories. It made me feel connected to my past, even 
though I’m far away.
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Would you recommend studying or living 

abroad to others?

Yes, definitely. Only by stepping away from home can you really 
find yourself.

How would you define home? For me, home is all the people who have been part of my life. 
Coming to Germany, I left behind all my friends and family in 
Japan. At first, it was like a completely new world, with a sense 
of freedom, but at times, I also felt a bit ungrounded, like I was 
floating. However, there have been moments here that have 
helped me feel connected to both my past life and this new one. 
It feels like life is always connected by invisible threads. That’s 
why, for me, home is not one place. It’s wherever those threads 
lead.

BURCO MORIHIRO

Dance goes beyond borders. We don‘t need 
words when dancing.



Erasmus exchange

program

Language courses

The Erasmus Program is a European Union initiative that allows 
students, educators, and young people to study, work, or volun-
teer abroad. Now part of Erasmus+, it funds millions of partici-
pants from both inside and outside the EU.

TH Köln offers free language classes in German, Chinese, Eng-
lish, French, German Sign Language, Italian, Swedish and Span-
ish. There are sometimes integration courses offered by KISD 
Abroad, just join the Space to be notified of any upcoming pro-
grams.

The Fulbright Scholarship is a prestigious international exchange 
program funded by the U.S. government and operating in 160 
countries. It offers grants for students, scholars, and profession-
als to study, research, or teach abroad. 

If you, or someone you know, is struggling to cope and needs 
someone to talk please access the free resources available to 
you. Scan the QR code to be directly linked to them.

The DAAD Scholarship is a German government-funded 
program supporting international students, researchers,  
and professionals to study, research, or gain training in Germa-
ny. It offers financial aid, living allowances, and opportunities  
across diverse fields.

The MEDes network encompasses seven European universities 
in Milan, Helsinki, Glasgow, Paris, Aveiro, Stockholm and Cologne.
Students can choose to study the ‘European design’ route at 
KISD and after their fourth semester they will study the follow-
ing two years at two partner universities, before returning to 
KISD to complete their masters.

KISD has more than 45 partner universities, which means stu-
dents have access to the study programs of universities from 
around the globe for no added cost. It is also possible to nom-
inate new partnerships, read more and enquire using the KISD 
Abroad Space.

Fulbright scholarship

Mental health and 

wellbeing

DAAD scholarship

MEDes program

Partner universities
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