
Equity, 
diversity and 
inclusion in 

student 
mobility

www.uva.nl/ambassadors

UvA Study Abroad 

Cultural 
Exchange Express



ne
pa

l f
la

gs
 - 

G
oo

gl
e 

Zo
ek

en
 

https://www.google.nl/search?q=nepal%20flags&tbm=isch&tbs=il:cl&hl=nl&sa=X&ved=0CAAQ1vwEahcKEwjIuKn8ppfxAhUAAAAAHQAAAAAQAg&biw=1263&bih=610#imgrc=F_EhZ9f19e4VjM


Introduction 

Dear reader, 

This edition of our semesterly Exchange express, which covers all things 
Exchange, features three interesting articles written and designed by our 
beloved Ambassadors. DIGIPASS is an exciting Project, the multi-university 
partnership initiative is designed to improve the impact of mobility experiences 
for students and expected to be launched in the  Fall  semester of 21-22. 
The  ambassadors got a preview and reviewed the project whilst in its final 
stages  of development.  Contrary to Digipass, The new  Erasmus charter 
has already been published, putting strong focus on social inclusion, the green 
and digital transitions, and promotion of young people’s democratic 
participation. All details you’d possibly want to know are brought together in an 
interesting overview. Also, on the topic of inclusion, the introduction of the 
student disability platform, provides an examination of the goals, ambitions, and 
visibility of the UvA’s representing body for people with disabilities.  

Other than these ambassador’ constructed articles, this semester’s 
Express looks at the initial decision of the UvA’s board of commissioners to 
cancel the exchanges for the 2021-2022 fall term. In virtual conversation with 
affected students, Tineke Wiering, managed to take stock of the attendees’ 
interests and produce a strong and condensed article that echo’s the 
disappointment  felt  by a significant portion of the UvA’s student population. 
Though eventually not relevant anymore, because of the amendment that 
was later published, we felt that it was important to provide insight in the 
heartfelt  frustration among our students about not only the cancelation 
decision but also the process leading towards it.  Since exchanges, both 
physical and of thoughts, are above all, interesting and stimulating 
experiences with an unprecedented potential  for growth, a page dedicated 
to the top scoring posts on our social outlets, couldn’t miss out. Last 
Semester's EDI-festival proved an enormous success. UvA-ambassador Dila 
and Birmingham-Ambassador Kamil reflect upon hosting a webinar, about 
inclusive cities, which kicked off of the series revolving around the 
celebration of equity, diversity and inclusion, founded to honor the unique 
identities of the UK's second largest metropolis and the Dutch Capital and 
emphasizing the special relationship between the city's institutions.  The 
genuine reports of a select number of our Ambassadors make for a nice and 
touching end of both the Express and the current academic year of 
international mobility, or the saddening lack thereof.   

Let’s hope that next year’s editions are set in a less harsh reality that 
allows for continuation of our core practice of facilitating 
adventure, growth, and wonder. 

Have fun reading! 

The Ambassadors 
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DIGIPASS
A V I R T U A L E N V I R O N M E N T  T O S U P P O R T S T U D E N T S

A N D S T A F F T H R O U G H O U T E A C H S T A G E O F T H E

M O B I L I T Y L I F E C Y C L E

DIGIPASS is a multi-university partnership

project designed to improve the impact of

mobility experiences for students. The six

institutions that are part of the project are

the University of Edinburgh, University

College Dublin, University of Amsterdam,

University of Granada, the University of Pavia

and Jagiellonian University. The project

provides a virtual environment to support

students and staff throughout each stage of

the mobility lifecycle and is co-founded by

the Erasmus+ Programme of the European

Union.

DIGIPASS will offer a unique online student

training programme, including online tools

and open educational resources, which will

support students during each stage of the

mobility life cycle: orientation, pre-departure,

during and after mobility. 

Furthermore, webinars and a staff toolkit will be

developed in order to support both academic and

administrative staff working in the area of

mobility. 

The project will provide students with the

opportunity to engage with mobility through

additional customised support, including

students from underrepresented communities as

well as students with special need requirements.

Furthermore, DIGIPASS has the goal to enhance

students’ employability prospects through

reflective learning based on mobility experience. 

About DIGIPASS

Project Description

Written by Nicole
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Going somewhere you have never
been before?

The DIGIPASS module about
cultural awareness prepares you

for cultural differences. 

DIGIPASS CAPSULES

As the core of Digipass is the Student

Mobility Lifecycle, the project concerns

issues areas that students will

encounter while abroad. Health &
Wellbeing and Cultural Awareness
are two examples. Based on these

topics, two capsules have been

developed in order to help and educate

students regarding these areas. The

capsules contain theoretical and

practical work and emphasize self-

reflection as each personal experience

differs from others. 

The DIGIPASS module about health
& wellbeing helps you, among

others, with mental health while
abroad.
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' ' I M A G I N E G O I N G T O A N O T H E R C O N T I N E N T , S O M E W H E R E Y O U H A V E

N E V E R B E E N B E F O R E , A N D I N S T E A D O F G O I N G T H E R E J U S T F O R A

S H O R T E R A M O U N T O F T I M E , Y O U W I L L H A V E T O L I V E T H E R E , S U D D E N L Y

B E C O M I N G A W A R E O F A L L T H E C U L T U R A L D I F F E R E N C E S . ' '

I F Y O U W A N T T O P R E P A R E Y O U R S E L F F O R T H I S , P L E A S E C O N S I D E R

P A R T I C I P A T I N G I N T H E D I G I P A S S C U L T U R A L A W A R E N E S S M O D U L E .

 

Making up the balance: does the module do what it promises to do? 
First of all, I do believe that every aspect that helps you as a person to become more aware
of yourself or your surroundings, is a good thing. And indeed the cultural awareness
module helps you to do this! Nevertheless, the module sometimes has a bit of an
inconvenient structure and is not always fully able to motivate you. It is hard to find the
motivation to complete a quite intense course, at the moment that you are not even sure if
you will be able to study abroad, and if so, where you will be going to. However, even if you
are still unsure of this, the module is fun to participate in. It has a nice balance of activating
assignments and educational parts. In a short amount of time, you will learn a lot about
your own (indirect) perceptions and those of others. 

The cultural awareness module 
In the cultural awareness module, which only takes you a total amount of five hours to
finish, you will start thinking and learning about your new (cultural) environment. The
module is designed to take in the orientation phase and is designed to make you aware
of cultural and linguistic differences between you and your future temporary new home.
The course will help students to explore the process of cultural adjustment and develop
their intercultural intelligence. This intercultural intelligence refers to your ability to
detect cultural rules and adjust to these rules to function fully in these new intercultural
situations. The course ultimately promises you that after fulfilling the module you will be
able to deal with cultural differences, increase your knowledge on cultural dimensions,
reduce stereotyping, and last but not least: it will help you to choose or prepare for a
specific study abroad destination. 

C U L T U R A L A W A R E N E S S

R o s a

''We may have different religions, different languages, different colored
skin, but we all belong to one human race”
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N O T O N L Y C U L T U R A L A W A R E N E S S I S I M P O R T A N T D U R I N G Y O U R S T A Y A B R O A D ,

A L S O Y O U R M E N T A L H E A L T H I S A N I S S U E T H A T Y O U S H O U L D C O N S I D E R

P A Y I N G A T T E N T I O N T O . G O I N G O N A N E X C H A N G E , A L L B Y Y O U R S E L F , I S

S O M E T H I N G V E R Y E X C I T I N G , B U T A L S O S O M E T H I N G T H A T M I G H T B E S C A R Y

A N D L O N E L Y A T T I M E S . L U C K Y , Y O U A R E N O T A L O N E A N D T H E R E A R E A L O T O F

P E O P L E T H A T A R E A B L E T O H E L P Y O U O U T . T H E D I G I P A S S M O D U L E A B O U T

M E N T A L H E A L T H P R O V I D E S T O O L S T O H E L P Y O U A L O N G R E G A R D I N G Y O U R

M E N T A L H E A L T H A B R O A D .

‘ T H E R E  A R E  A  L O T  O F  P E O P L E  T H A T  A R E  A B L E  T O  H E L P  Y O U  O U T ’

J U S T L I K E T H E P R E V I O U S M O D U L E , T H I S M O D U L E T A K E S A C O U P L E O F H O U R S

T O F I N I S H . Y O U W I L L B E I N T R O D U C E D T O P R A C T I C A L I S S U E S R E G A R D I N G

M E N T A L H E A L T H , L I K E W H O A N D W H E R E T O G O W H E N F E E L I N G L I K E T A L K I N G

T O S O M E O N E A B O U T Y O U R M E N T A L H E A L T H . B U T A L S O H O W T O S T A Y W E L L

D U R I N G Y O U R S T A Y , L I K E T A K I N G U P S P O R T S A N D P R E P A R I N G T O M E E T

P E O P L E . Y O U W I L L B E A S K E D A B O U T Y O U R S O C I A L P I T F A L L S A N D H O W T O

O V E R C O M E T H E M .

A T T H E E N D O F T H E M O D U L E Y O U A R E A S K E D T O P R E P A R E Y O U R A G E N D A

F I R S T T H E F I R S T W E E K . T O M A K E T H E M O S T O F T H I S M O D U L E , Y O U C A N S E E K

O U T A L L T H E T H I N G S T H E Y A D V I S E Y O U T O , A N D M A K E P L A N S F O R Y O U R F I R S T

W E E K ’ S S T A Y . T H I S W A Y , Y O U K N O W W H A T Y O U A R E A B L E T O D O A N D W H A T I S

O U T T H E R E , S O Y O U D O N ’ T M I S S A N Y T H I N G T H A T Y O U M I G H T H A V E L I K E D T O

P A R T I C I P A T E I N .

‘ T H E  D I G I P A S S  M O D U L E  A B O U T  M E N T A L  H E A L T H  P R O V I D E S  T O O L S  T O

H E L P  Y O U  A L O N G  R E G A R D I N G  Y O U R  M E N T A L  H E A L T H  A B R O A D ’

Not to forget: Mental Health
Dewi
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#ItsNotTooLateToReverseYourDecision 

On April 22, the University of Amsterdam announced they were 
cancelling all exchanges in the first semester of the new academic year 
due to the continuing uncertainty of the pandemic. This decision was 
made now, opposed to in a few months' time, to allow students to 
change their plans and sign up for classes. The university is justified in 
its decision as they remain responsible for all exchange students. 

However, many of the students who were supposed to go on exchange 
disagree. Especially now, as the current situation begins to improve, 
many students are angered by the decision to cancel everything. The 

cancellation announcement was followed up by the announcement that 
the university expects to return to classes on location next September. 
Understandably, these two announcements seem to contradict each 

other since places such as Australia or New York are handling COVID-
19 better than the Netherlands. In our eyes, there is no more risk to 

study abroad (in most countries) than studying in Amsterdam.  

The students that we talked to, feel that the UvA’s Executive Board 
made their decision too abruptly and that they did not consider all 

options. Instead, they immediately pulled all applications from the host 
universities, making it nearly impossible to reverse their decision. On top 

of that, they also did not listen or interact with any of the students 
involved. These students were more than willing to sign responsibility 
waivers and do whatever necessary to go on a safe exchange. Most 
importantly, they want to be heard and given the opportunity to go on 

exchange at their own risk. 

We, the exchange ambassadors, know the effort, hard work and joy that 
goes into the preparation of studying abroad, and we cannot imagine a 

more heartbreaking scenario. We hope that everyone will get the chance 
to safely study abroad and have the experience of a lifetime. 

**Update: Fortunately, the UvA has decided to reverse their decision, 
and the Office of International Student Affairs is working hard to send 

students abroad. We decided against changing the message above as 
we believe it is essential for the UvA to reflect on their mistakes, 

especially as not everybody may be able to study abroad as a result.  

Written by Tineke Wiering 
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ENRICHING LIVES, OPENING MINDS

That’s what the Erasmus Programme (Erasmus+) is set out to
achieve. And it has succeeded in this for over 35 years. Simply put,
Erasmus+ enables students, faculty and staff to spend time at other
European universities as part of their studies and work. For this
article, we talked to both sides of the story: on the one hand
students partaking on an exchange adventure, and UvA Erasmus
office officials on the other hand. Specifically, we were curious
about their views and experiences from right before the actual
exchange, and what is relevant in the phase after their return. 

This article gives you, passionate and studious goal-getters, a peek
behind the curtains of Erasmus+ and first hand experiences of
students who walked this path before you. In particular, this article
shares insights on two phases: before- and after going on exchange
(before/after mobility). From both students' and Erasmus office
officials' perspectives. Read on for interesting insights that could
help you in deciding on your student exchange adventure!

THEMES OF THE NEW
CHARTER

In order to gain first-hand
information on the intentions and
effects of the Charter, we talked to
Carine de Wilde, currently the
Institutional Erasmus & Financial
Aid Coordinator at the UvA. In the
15 years that she has been working
on the harmonization of the UvA’s
exchange services with the
Programme, she has seen the
possibilities under the Charter
grow. Not only in terms of time
spent abroad or countries to be
visited, but also in regards to types
of students (from Bachelor- to PhD
students). All this is in line with
ongoing efforts to make the
Programme as inclusive as
possible. 

Apart from inclusivity ,  sustainable
mobility  has been a main point of
attention. How can we decrease
our environmental footprint while
enabling more students to go on
exchange? These matters are being
pressed top-down from the
European Commission to all
member Universities and a lot of
emphasis is put on best practices
undertaken by students
themselves during their exchange. 

June 2021

Sieuwert Kiewiet de Jonge & Kasper Moes

BACKSTORY

Before diving into the specifics, some context. Are you a student in
Europe and do you plan on going on exchange at some point during
your studies? Big chance you’ll get involved with Erasmus+. The
programme, EU funded, is a grant that makes it financially possible for
students to complete part of their studies at another university.
Whereas initially it facilitated inter-European exchanges, the
programme’s reach today extends further than Europe alone. People
from all over the world can access her opportunities. The guidelines for
the programme are laid down in the European Commission’s Erasmus
Charter for Higher Education (the Charter). It is updated every 7 years
and this year marks the start for the newly revised provisions (2021-
2027). This time the programme puts a strong focus on social inclusion,
the green and digital transitions, and promoting young people’s
participation in democratic life. All this in the context of conducting an
exchange period abroad.

What's your next destination?

Matthieu conquering the Scottish hills
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UVA ERASMUS OFFICE
INSIGHTS

BEFORE MOBILITY

The UvA, under the current Charter sees it as her role to
timely inform the students about the financial aspects
of going on exchange. While Erasmus+ provides grants
to students, this will not cover all the costs. However,
the increased fluidity of Erasmus+ is geared towards
lowering this financial threshold so that more students
can experience a study abroad. If you think you're not
eligible for an exchange due to financial reasons, get in
touch with the UvA Erasmus Office. Let's explore the
possibilities together!

In upcoming years, the application process will be
made easier: there are talks about creating a
centralised digital platform on which students can
effortlessly track the proceedings of their application
and review all documents involved. This platform,
called Digipass, will also provide modules on cultural
education as a way of making the prospective
exchange students aware of the norms and values in
their country  of exchange. This preparation, whether
done by the students themselves or with guidance
from the UvA will ensure students get the most out of
their adventures abroad.  

AFTER MOBILITY

Close communications between the student and
the university is as important upon returning from
your studies abroad as it is before your exchange.
In previous editions of Erasmus+, this has been a
somewhat neglected aspect.  During your time
abroad you undergo life changing adventures, all
in a relatively short period of time. 

Meanwhile back at home, things carry on as they
did before you left. Upon your return, you will
have endless stories to tell. In upcoming years, all
parties involved in the Erasmus programme seek
to further open the floor to discussions and the
sharing of insights when it comes to the
implementation of the programme. In this
pursuit, student feedback will be even further
applauded in which their input will be evaluated
and taken along in future decision-making in the
programme. Collaboration is key, amongst the
institutions involved, but also increasingly with
student communities. Together, we can continue
to improve the programme. 

With the increased flexibility of the
Programme, we hope to enable even
more students to go on exchange.’’ 
- Carine de Wilde

ALL ERASMUS+ COUNTRIES

As mentioned before, Erasmus+ continues to
expand year by year, not only in terms of the
provisions laid down in the Charter, but also in
terms of eligible partner and programme
countries you can choose to go to. At present
(June 2021) these countries are:

EU member
states
Belgium, Bulgaria, Czech
Republic, Denmark, Germany,
Estonia, Ireland, Greece, Spain,
France, Croatia, Italy, Cyprus,
Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg,
Hungary, Malta, Netherlands,
Austria, Poland, Portugal,
Romania, Slovenia, Slovakia,
Finland, Sweden

Non-EU member
states
Republic of North Macedonia,
Serbia, Iceland, Liechtenstein,
Norway, Turkey

Camille  (left) exploring Aix-en-Provence, France 
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STUDENT INSIGHTS

BEFORE MOBILITY

With the hands-on experience from 2 students that
participated in the Erasmus+ exchange, we hope to
provide you with some valuable insights. This might
prove useful to you! Even though Europe can be
considered to be quite similar across countries on
several aspects, there are still many cultural differences
that lead to very diverse exchange experiences. For
example, the experience of Matthieu, was very different
from that of Sieuwert. We are talking about an
exchange in Scotland versus Milan, respectively. One
can perhaps imagine the  differences, for example, the
food culture of both places are at opposite ends of the
spectrum. On the other hand, the student life can be
comparable because we all know what students do on
the weekends...

However, because of the charter for the Erasmus+
programme, there are some similarities regarding the
procedures a student needs to go through in order to
actually partake in an exchange. Generally, most
students will say the exchange was an awesome time
but that preparing the documentation before leaving
can be quite laborious. In the experience of Matthieu
and Sieuwert, you have to actively organize and
arrange your documents without having a clear picture
of when you have satisfied all requirements. Could this 
 perhaps be solved by improving the platform through
which students upload their documents?

A great aspect of the Erasmus programme is that
students will receive a grant which definitely has
an influence on participating in the programme,
according to Matthieu and Sieuwert. They were
considering to live abroad and even though they
thought about living outside of Europe, for a brief
moment, they both decided to stay in Europe and
the grant they received guided this decision, at
least to some extent. It's not as if they wouldn't
participate if they didn't receive the grant, but it
sure makes things a lot easier. Since all students
receives this grant, the programme could be
considered to be inclusive. 

According to Matthieu, there is room for
improvement. Currently a student receives 70% of
the grant during the exchange and 30% upon
completion of the exchange (with some
requirements). However, the programme could be
more inclusive if this 30% could be received
during the exchange as well. Some students
might depend on this financial aid more than
others but there should be possibility to give the
structure of the grant a touch more inclusivity. 

Rome
Roeter's Island

Istanbul

Your Dirty Dishes
Matthieu in Scotland

Maartje at her host university in Segovia, Spain.
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STUDENT INSIGHTS

AFTER MOBILITY

A common feeling of exchange students when
they come back home from their exchange is that
they have to get used to their own environment.
That place called home suddenly might feel a bit
strange because for some students it could be
hard to share their experience with friends who
haven't been on an exchange. This is believed to
be only natural and being aware of this reverse
'culture shock' means that you now know what it
means to have lived abroad. This is not to say that
going on an exchange is only for those who are
able to cope with these differences! In fact,
everyone is able to participate in the Erasmus
program and those that are willing to take the
challenge will  develop themselves in such a deep
way. This makes the exchange really valuable. 

Of course, there are people that are not as
conscious about their self-development, and
perhaps for those kind of students the experience
could be more challenging. Therefore, if  you are
aware of the opportunities of self-development:
then by all means, go on an exchange!

It is worth mentioning that there is always
room for improvement. The Erasmus
Charter is revised and updated every 7
years in order to improve the program. But
as far Matthieu and Sieuwert can
remember, they were not actively asked for
feedback when they finished their
exchange. Some vague memory about a
questionnaire came to mind when they
were asked about their experiences. Does
this mean that the Erasmus organization
doesn't receive any feedback? Probably
not. However, the two would have liked the
possibility to meet with other students
that came back in order to share their
stories. 

A similar meeting/session like the one they
had before leaving. This relates to the
reverse culture shock mentioned earlier:
who better to share your stories with than
with people that went on an exchange as
well? Such a meeting shouldn't be a big
issue to organize right? Additionally, a
feedback form or a digital platform to
share your thought on improvement could
be established as well. For those students
that might have valuable insights
regarding the improvement of the
program. Giving all students the proper
opportunity to share their experience
could be a focus point in the future
programme. 

FUN FACT:

Former Erasmus students are more likely to have
transnational relationships. 33% of former Erasmus
students have a partner of a different nationality,
compared to 13% of students who stay home during
their studies. Source: www.trainingexperience.org

Sieuwert at a music festival in Milan

The Duomo in Milan
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ERASMUS 2021 AND BEYOND

In this Summer's edition of the Exchange
Express, we cannot avoid dealing with the
elephant in the room: the cancellation of all
student exchanges for upcoming semester,  be
it under Erasmus+ or through a global
exchange. After opening discussions with the
affected students, the university's Executive
Board has decided to revise this decision. In the
upcoming period, the UvA will  work hard to
make a physical exchange possible for in- and
outbound students during semester 1 .  This
decision is not entirely up to the UvA alone, and
agreements must be made with partner
universities to explore what the possibilities
are, if  any. While the matter isn't entirely in our
hands alone, which makes this so complex, it is
now top priority of all  UvA's international
offices to see what can be done. These are
unprecedented times and the health and safety
of us and those around us are paramount.
COVID-19 is still  among us and we must take all
precautionary measures to prevent further
break outs. Even in the worst case scenario,
please do not let go of your goals and
ambitions of going on exchange. Instead,
postpone these until times when we as global
citizens have taken control of the pandemic. All
students involved will  of course be kept posted
on any proceedings regarding the semester 1
exchange. We won't make promises we can't
keep, but we do promise to leave no stone
unturned in this endeavour.

If  anything, your time spent at home could be
of a reflective character.  Reflect on the
academic path you took, and what steps are
needed to get to where you see yourself in the
future. Which courses could you take at another
university that would help you become the
person you want to be? Just imagine how it
would be for you when preparation and
opportunity meet. Simultaneously, we won't be
sitting still  ourselves. While we hold our hearts
for the countries far worse off than ours, we will
continue to make Erasmus+ more inclusive,
sustainable and enriching as ever before. This
will  go hand-in-hand with efforts towards
digital- and green transitions. 

Since the establishment back in 1987, the
programme has come a long way. But there are
still  steps to take. And that is where you, the
student, come in. With your input, we can
continue to make the programme more
inclusive for people with fewer opportunities,
and more sustainable to our planet. The
amount of knowledge that is gained by going
on exchange through Erasmus+ is immensely
valuable. Not only to yourself ,  but for the
improvement of the programme and enjoyment
of future exchange students. Let's shape
Erasmus+ 2021-2027 with students, for students!

Below: a map showcasing all universities involved
with Erasmus+ (please disregard Morocco and
Israel). The numbers indicate the amount of
universities within a particular region. The
graduation hats indicate there is only one university
in that region. 

FURTHER INFORMATION

For Erasmus+ 2021-2027 in a nutshell, please see:
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/ff1edfdf-8bca-
11eb-b85c-01aa75ed71a1/language-en. 

For a more general knowledge source, please see:
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/

For programme updates related to the coronavirus:
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/resources/coronavirus-
impact_en. 

The view of Verona
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Selection of popular social media posts
Provided by our UvA Global Chan g emakers!
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ALL YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT THE STUDENT 
DISABILITY PLATFORM 

This article is based upon an interview that we conducted 
with Maurits, history student and ambassador at the 
UvA's Student Disability Platform. Maurits acts as the 
platform's representative and talks about the struggles 
and future of  both accessibility in general and the 
platform in particular. 

We talked with Maurits about the role of the platform which mainly 
serves as a signaling body. Whenever there is a complaint or something, 
people turn to the platform. In a way, the SDP functions as the eyes and 
ears of lived experiences and report back to the student counselors  what 
is going on at the forefront. This is really valuable.  

	This initiative is all about connecting students both with and without disabilities to help 
each other out. Specifically, among students with varying disabilities, the Peer-to-Peer 
initiative has the potential to be extremely empowering and inclusive. For it helps to 
create a social platform and facilitates mutual understanding. Another concept that the 
student disability platform is considering, is organizing a small activity during the 
introduction week. Aside from being present at one of the bigger events, the platform 
aims at organizing fun activities and hopes to  enable people to experience what ‘it is like 
to have a certain dissability’.Maurits: "whilst mirroring the exact same experience of being 
disabled is of course impossible, simulating some experiences might bring people closer to 
a form of understanding." Besides, activities like the "what's it like"-experience create a 
space where participants can interact with people who are, for example, in a wheelchair 
or blind.  

One of the struggles when it comes to accessibility is the wide range of disabilities, be it 
visible or not. Maurits, who uses a wheelchair, jokingly notes that he is the literal 
representation of disabilities, yet, he also recognizes the invisibility of other disabilities. 
Think about mental illness, neurodiversity or other disabilities that cannot be seen. This 
divide between disabilities can be difficult to navigate especially as everybody has a 
different experience studying with their respective disabilities. As for Maurit’s personal 
experience; he explains that the hardest part of studying with a disability isn’t necessarily 
the actual matter of accessibility, which is arranged and solved via the University of 
Amsterdam, but rather the social dimension that comes along with studying. Because of 
his wheelchair and his reliance on a taxi service socializing can be difficult at times, 
Maurits often struggles when his classmates and peers go out for a drink after class.  

The first generation of the student disability platform primarily focused on policy within 
the UvA. Student outreach, while important of course, was not the platform’s top priority. 
But this is about to change. Maurits enthusiastically shares with us the platform’s plans on 
implementing changes. The building of a student community through the Peer-to-Peer 
initiative is one of these changes

	“Mirroring the exact same experience of being disabled is not 
possible, but organizing fun activities and letting people 
experience ‘what it is like’ comes close to understanding it.” 
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Last but not least, we asked Maurits if the platform plays a role in the exchanges of 
students. He explains that there are many similar student platforms across various 
countries. For example, recently the platform was in touch with a counterpart-
organization from Luxembourg. The people there asked whether it was possible to study 
with a disability at the University of Amsterdam. These sorts of questions are often 
handled by the student counselors. But Maurits tells us that he offers to talk with 
students to exchange experiences and explain how things are structured for students who 
are willing to study at the University and who have a disability. The platform is happy to 
connect exchange students with students with a disability and Maurits says that it would 
be nice to create an international network for students with a disability. Besides, it might 
be good to look at and learn from other Universities to see how they go about creating a 
more inclusive and  accessible  studying experience. 

And with this we conclude our short article about the student disability platform.
We were very excited to be able to talk with Maurits about the platform and hope to see 
more of them in the near future.  

This	Interview	was	conducted	by	Exchange	Ambassadors	Evelijn	Haster,	Tineke,	Nima	

One thing to be mindful about is that the platform is still in its early stages, yet has been 
making progress rapidly. In fact, currently at its second generation, the platform is already 
in the process of reshaping and redefining itself. This imperative even stretches to the very 
name and logo of the platform. Seeing that the term ‘disability’ is undergoing revisions, we 
asked Maurits to reflect on ‘diffability’ (differently abled) , an alternative term, of which 
the usage has been growing.  

Maurits: Well, my personal take on the term is that it is not the right way forward, because 
it cloaks the meaningful differences in between the ability that people have and downplays 
the role that disability has as a constituent part of someone’s identity by suggesting that 
everyone is different. When using this or similar terms, one needs to consider that while 
promoting empowerment (which is a progressive thing), they might be unintentionally 
pushing for a certain narrative regarding how one ought to define and experience their 
disability. I would suggest a more social model that does not view disability as something 
an individual must overcome, but instead opts to look at it as a challenge for society. 
However, I must emphasize that this is my opinion on the matter, and other people with 
disability might find it inspiring. I would advise you to talk to people who have lived the 
experience of being disabled prior to using the label of ‘differently abled’.   

“I would suggest a more social name that does not view 
disability as something an individual must overcome, but instead 
opts to look at it as a challenge for society.” 
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Reflections on Intersections of Cities: 
Amsterdam meets Birmingham 

Dila Gormus and Kamil Rog, student ambassadors from UvA and 
UoB, reflect on the joint EDI Festival exploring broader 
conversations about fostering a more inclusive and cohesive 
community in our diverse cities. 

The Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) Festival is an annual 
celebration of the aspects of Amsterdam and Birmingham that 
make both our Universities and cities great places to be. Student 
ambassadors of each University collaborate to share knowledge, 
experience, and best practice across our international communities 
through the partnership. 

Our student ambassadors supported and co-developed four 
webinars in this year’s first-ever virtual festival, which centered on 
the theme of Intersections of Cities: Amsterdam meets Birmingham. 
You can access the recordings of the webinar series via the EDI 
celebratory website1 

1 Virtual EDI Festival 2021 - University of Amsterdam (uva.nl).1
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Personal reflections of ‘Embedding EDI’ from Dila, 
University of Amsterdam 

I am Dila, 20 years old and a second-year Communication Science 
student at the University of Amsterdam. When I first heard about 
the opportunity of joining the Cultural Exchange Ambassador 
Programme, it immediately sparked my interest as there is a big 
focus on celebrating cultural diversity, promoting equal access to 
study abroad and stimulating students to engage with their student 
community, all of which I am very passionate about. 

As a Global Changemaker, I got the chance to host the ‘Visualising 
the Diversity of Amsterdam and Birmingham’ EDI Festival webinar. 
Even though I have often spoken in public for school-related events, 
this was a very different experience as it was fully virtual due to 
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COVID-19 and had an international audience. The webinar series 
was great as everyone was actively participating and sending in 
questions, which led to very interesting discussions and insights of 
Anne de Graaf and Jo Duberley, the strategic equality leads of both 
universities and our guest speakers of the finale webinar. 

One beautiful quote that stuck with me is: “diversity itself is critical 
to education because part of education is getting to 
understand different perspectives, that people come from different 
backgrounds and have different views”. This sentence perfectly 
represents the theme of the webinar series. I think all in all this was 
an amazing way to connect with students and staff from the 
Universities of Amsterdam and Birmingham and also very 
innovative: hosting a webinar with students and staff of another 
university in a different country is the newest modality of study 
abroad! 
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Personal reflections of ‘Inclusive Cities’ from Kamil, University 
of Birmingham 

As an Urban Planning student, I jumped at the opportunity to co-
host the ‘Inclusive Cities’ webinar, which combined a broad panel of 
academics and governance stakeholders to understand how the 
fabric of our two cities brings people together. My career ambitions 
to create urban spaces which benefit all people as an urban 
planner. 

Cities like Birmingham and Amsterdam are melting pots of different 
cultures, enabling people of all backgrounds to share physical 
space. The interactions between city residents are essential for 
acknowledging identities different to our own and the subsequent 
awareness of existing within something more significant than our 
independent selves. Dr Justin Varney of Birmingham City Council 
acknowledged that creating inclusive communities is both “a 
science and an art”, requiring a combination of supportive 
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infrastructure provided through decision-making and the presence 
of community voices that celebrate the differences that make cities 
unique. 

Simion Blom from Amsterdam’s Green Party (GroenLinks) evoked 
the importance of comparing national perspectives. Simion’s visit to 
Liverpool’s International Slavery Museum highlighted an apparent 
openness in the UK to disseminate understanding of the issues of 
colonialism amongst the public, an approach which could support 
the Netherlands in addressing its on-going political tensions. 
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TESTIMONIAL TIME 

Each year, we ask our Ambassadors to write a short testimonial. These students have recently 
enjoyed, or are in the middle of, an exchanges experience and, as the executive body, facilitating all 
forms of exchange, our Bureau is very curious about the Ambassador’s take on the value of 
intercultural cooperation and practices.  

Rather than telling them what to write about, we give our ambassadors the license to freely shape 
their own stories. We do ask one thing however, namely, to remain true to one’s own unique 
experiences. Sometimes this means to not shy away from the negative incidents that will 
inescapably be part of most journeys.  

For just like the rest of life, exchange experiences too, contain not so desirable situations, loneliness, 
practical struggles, language barriers, and more. However, overcoming hurdles and dealing with 
difficulties conveys an innate empowering quality that helps one to learn and grow in life.  

The following three honest stories are touching in their vulnerability but show that an exchange 
experience will almost always be defined by the positive things rather than by what, at the time, 
might have been perceived as failing.  

All three reports make us truly proud of the perseverance and flexibility shown by the students that 
we receive or send to our partner universities and they help reinvigorating the desire to keep on 
facilitating dreams. 

The Bureau of International Student Affairs 
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Exchange Student Testimonial: Copenhagen 

Lois van der Kroft 
Bachelor Communication Science at UvA 
Exchange to University of Copenhagen, MA Film and Media Studies 

Exchange to Copenhagen 

Before my exchange to Copenhagen, I had 
never been to Scandinavia. I was not sure what 
it would be like, but my mom convinced that I 
would love it. She was absolutely right. 
Copenhagen felt like coming home. The climate 
might not be the sunniest, but I’m used to that 
here in Amsterdam. However, it is a beautiful 
city with lovely people and amazing food. 
During my daily walks I was amazed by all the 
beautiful buildings around me. I never knew I 
could love a city this much. 

Learning a lot in a small amount of time 

Even though I followed some courses in 
Copenhagen, I think I learned the most outside 
the University. My exchange taught me about 
becoming independent, being proactive and 

how to deal with many different cultures. When I arrived in Copenhagen, I knew nobody. So, during 
the first couple of days, I tried walking up to as many people as possible, finding friends. As an 
introvert and overall shy person this was new to me and quite challenging. However, after two days I 
already met some amazing friends from all over the world. My closest friends where from Canada, 
Germany, Italy and The Netherlands. Learning about each other’s cultures was really interesting and 
the language barrier made for some funny jokes. We almost came up with our own language.  

My advice 

One of the most important parts of any exchange is to have fun. Try to go to all the events that are 
planned and meet new people. It is the best way to learn about cultural diversity and to get a diverse 
group of friends. Also, be open to every culture. Don’t try to only find friends from your own culture, 
extend your horizon and learn. It is really an eye-opening experience. Enjoy! 
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Exchange Student Testimonial: Amsterdam 

Be brave 

One thing I’ve learned over these 
past few months abroad can be 
summarized in two words: be brave. 
During my first month here in 
Amsterdam, I found myself getting 
confused, lost, and overwhelmed by 
many of the small things that 
influenced me throughout my day. 
And my response to these 
confusions was to retreat into 
myself and hope things would work 
out on their own. 

Go out there 

Word of advice: don’t do that. 
Instead, I’ve been realizing every 
day how important it is to step 
outside of myself and “be brave” 
during my exchange. Whether it’s a 
small thing, like buying a new, Dutch 
SIM card. Or maybe it’s something big, like putting myself out there to a new friend and opening up 
emotionally in a way I hadn’t before. Honestly, I think being brave is the one way to ensure that you 
get the most out of your experiences abroad. Bravery leads to experiences that change your life, 
especially when you’re in a new place. So, if you’re thinking of doing an exchange program, don’t be 
like me and waste time holding yourself back. 

Embrace the present 

Also, during COVID, I believe it’s still possible to have a fun and productive time on exchange. Of 
course, everything’s different, but I get to be a part of this new landscape and experience this 
unprecedented time alongside all my new acquaintances. My experiences, no matter how small, 
have changed me as a person, more than I probably even realize. And, if you think about it, 
everyone’s dealing with something new and scary during this time, and life is shaking up for 
everyone. We’re all on the same journey, trekking through the same adventure. But I still believe 
there’s beauty in these unpredictable experiences, beauty that wouldn’t have been found in any 
other capacity. And for that I’m excited. 
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Exchange Student Testimonial: Singapore 

Hello! 

My name is Nicole and I´m a Global UvA Ambassador. I´m Italian-Dutch and almost five years ago I 
decided to leave my beloved city, Rome, and move to Amsterdam for my studies.  
At the UvA, I followed a Bachelor’s in business administration and, during my last year, I had the 
opportunity to study abroad.  
Travelling is something fundamental to me and I strongly agree with Sant’ Agostino’s quote: “the 
world is like a book and those who do not travel reads only one page of it”.  

Therefore, one and a half year ago, I decided 
to apply for the Global Exchange Programme, 
and I had the opportunity to spend one 
semester in Singapore, at the Singapore 
Management University.  

I’ve been to Singapore before and I fell in love 
with the city. However, what pushed me to 
pick this destination is the diversity that 
characterizes Singapore. The Singaporean 
population has a mix of Chinese, Malay, 
Indian and Eurasian origins. This diversity is 
reflected in the spoken languages (English-
Singlish, Malay, Mandarin, and Tamil), in the 
food culture and in the city itself. I explored 
different areas of the city and, every time, I 
had the feeling to be in a different country. 
What inspired me the most was seeing how 
these different cultures harmoniously blended 
into society. Thanks to this diversity, I’ve had 
the most exciting time of my life. I met new 
people and learned about different cultures. 
This intense experience deeply enriched and 

inspired me both on a personal  
and on an educational level. Studying abroad 

thought me to go out of my comfort zone and to think ‘out-of-the-box’. I would definitely 
recommend it to everyone.  

Afterall, the magic happens out of your comfort zone! 

My flatmates and I during one of our weekend trips in I
 
ndonesia, 

on top of the Ijen Volcano. 
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