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In a couple of weeks you will be coming to the 
Netherlands to start a new adventure. Your exchange 
will introduce you to new places, customs and people 
to meet. Some of them you will love, others you might 
have to get used to. But together they will form your 
exchange experience. You will be living in a new 
environment where many things will be new for you 
and might seem strange. A new family, new friends, a 
new school, a new language; your time in the 
Netherlands will bring all those things. To help you 
prepare for your journey, we are sending you this 
welcome letter. Hopefully it will answer some of your 
questions and maybe inspire some thoughts. 
Please remember to take this letter with you when you 
come to the Netherlands; the information can be useful 
during your exchange as well.  
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Official name: Kingdom of the Netherlands 
Capital city: Amsterdam 
Government seat: Den Haag (The Hague) 
Languages: Dutch (official); Frisian (spoken in the 
north); local dialects spoken throughout the country 
Official currency: euro (€) 
Population: 16,5 million 
Land area: 41.526 sq km (16.033 sq miles) 
Landscape: the country is flat, with over 25% of it 
below sea level. There are some hills in the southeast. 
The lowest point is 6,76m below sea level and the 
highest point is 323m. 
 

    Amsterdam 
Den Haag 
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Within YFU The Netherlands there are several people 
who will be there to support you during your 
exchange. 
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The Netherlands is divided into 20 YFU districts. Each 
district has its own area rep (Dutch: districtsvertegen-
woordiger or DV) who is responsible for all that goes 
on within their region. If you have any difficulties or 
questions, they are the ones to talk to. Keeping in 
touch with your DV is very important. They can help 
solving problems before they get out of hand. Keep in 
mind that your DV would also like to hear from you if 
you are doing well, so give them a call or write them 
every once in a while. In many areas there are several 
regional meetings throughout the year that are 
organised by your DV and/or other YFU volunteers. 
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The Committee Inbound Students (CIS) is responsible 
for the orientation meetings and a language test during 
your exchange. 
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The CIS will help you on your way with the post-
arrival orientation a few days after your arrival. During 
this meeting we will discuss Dutch history and culture, 
talk about being an exchange student and make a start 
with learning the Dutch language. For the language 
classes we use ‘De Delftse Methode’ , a book for 
learning Dutch as a second language. We ask you to 
pay a €80 deposit for the use of these books and will 
reimburse half the amount if you return them later 
throughout your exchange year.  
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At the beginning of February you will meet the 
students that arrived in the Netherlands during the 
summer of 2010. They will have their mid-year 
orientation then. During this meeting, we talk about 
your experiences so far and make plans for your stay. 



What are the things you want to achieve and how are 
you going to do so?  
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At the end of May we meet again for the re-entry 
orientation of the summer arrival students. For some of 
you, those who will be returning at the end of 2011, 
this will be your mid-year orientation. We evaluate 
your time in the Netherlands so far. We talk about your 
experiences and the things you want to change or 
achieve and how you are going to do that.   
�
If you are staying for a year, you will join the post-
arrival orientation of the students arriving in the 
Netherlands that summer. You will help the staff to 
teach the students about the Netherlands, the culture 
and the language. In December we will meet one last 
time for your re-entry orientation. We evaluate your 
time in the Netherlands and talk about what you have 
experienced. We will also talk about how to bring your 
exchange experience to a close and look ahead and talk 
about your expectations about returning home. 
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YFU in the Netherlands, like in all countries where 
YFU is involved, is a volunteer organisation. Besides 
the many experienced volunteers, there is a national 
office in the Netherlands, where a small team of 
professional staff coordinates all activities involved 
with the exchange programs. They can also be 
contacted when you cannot get in touch with your area 
representative. 
The YFU office can be reached at: 

YFU the Netherlands 
Postbus 25 
3645 ZJ Vinkeveen 
Phone +31 (0)297 264 850 
info@yfu.nl 
www.yfu.nl 
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You will receive information about your host family 
before your departure. You can be placed anywhere in 
the Netherlands, though placement in the main cities, 
like Amsterdam, Rotterdam or Utrecht, is rare. Your 
host family could be a family with young children, a 
single parent family or a family where all children 

have already moved out. To us, it is not important 
what the family looks like or where they live. We think 
it is important that they are willing to open up their 
home and their heart for you. Whatever your host 
family looks like, they will help you adjust to your 
new Dutch way of life.  
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Just as this is an exciting time for you, your host 
family is also looking forward to your arrival. It is a 
good idea to send them a letter, write them an email or 
give them a call when you get your placement 
information. Communicating with your host family 
before you arrive will give you an idea of the people 
you will be living with and the environment that will 
become your new home. This will be a good way to 
start preparing for your exchange. 
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Your host family will be a very important part of your 
exchange experience. Your daily life will involve a lot 
of home activities with them. Most Dutch families 
share the responsibility for household tasks like 
keeping the house clean, doing the dishes and 
preparing diner. You will probably be assigned some 
chores in the house. Your new parents will appreciate 
it if you ask what you can do to help out. Please realise 
there are many unwritten rules in any household. This 
also applies to how certain chores are done. Do not 
always think you know how things are done; ask your 
host parents or host brother/sister to explain things to 
you first and be open to advice.  
Don’ t be offended when the Dutch give their opinion. 
Dutch families are usually very open towards each 
other and anything can be discussed, from schoolwork 
to heartaches. When you come home from school your 
host mother will probably ask you many questions 
about your school, your friends and the things you 
have done. Do not think she is being nosy; she is 
simply interested. Furthermore, the Dutch are very 
direct and will state their opinion as the truth. 



The Netherlands is only a small country; still, it holds 
many different people, landscapes and accents. 
Moreover, every family is a unique entity. Thus we 
realise it is hard to give a description of the ‘ typical’  
Dutch family. After all, one of the purposes of an 
exchange experience is to overcome prejudice and 
preconceived ideas about cultures, so we ask you to be 
open-minded and not take everything for granted. 
You will learn about the Dutch culture and will learn 
how things are done in our country, but your host 
family would also like to learn about your home 
country and the way you do things at home. Talk to 
your host family about your life back home and let 
them know if you are uncomfortable about doing 
things a certain way. You need to adjust to your Dutch 
life, but you need not always compromise; you have a 
right to have your own opinions too. 
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The currency in the Netherlands is the euro (€). This 
currency was introduced in the Netherlands and 11 
other European countries on January 1, 2002. The 
amount of spending money you need will depend on 
your own lifestyle. Be honest about this when you 
discuss spending money with your natural parents 
before your departure. Past students have needed an 
average of €150-200 per month. At the start of your 
exchange year you will need a lot of money. You will 
have some expenses for school and for registration for 
your residence permit (needs to be done shortly after 
your arrival).  
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Regarding visa fees and fees for your residence permit, 
three different procedures are used. The overview 
below is based on the current situation, but procedures 
and fees may change before the start of your exchange: 
 
EU and EER citizens (except Bulgar ia and 
Romania): Dutch law requires that you register 
with the Immigration Service. According to the EC 
treaty, however, your stay in the Netherlands will 
be lawful without registration with the Immigration 
Service. As a result there is no fee for registration 
with the Immigration Service (except for students 
from Bulgaria and Romania; the costs for them are 
€ 30). 
Citizens from countr ies with whom the Dutch 
government has a special treaty (USA, Australia, 
Canada, Japan): no visa is required to travel to the 
Netherlands, but a temporary residence permit needs to 
be applied for after arrival. The fee is currently €433. 
YFU the Netherlands will reimburse you with €250. 
 
Citizens from other  countr ies: a visa is required to 
travel to the Netherlands. YFU The Netherlands pays 
an advance fee of €250 to the Dutch Immigration 
Service. After your arrival in the Netherlands you have 
to apply for a temporary residence permit. The fee for 

this permit is currently €188 and needs to be paid by 
the student.  
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Your responsibility will be: 
- Transport to school (if any) appr.  €60 p/mth  
- School excursions  appr. €25-400 
- Other school costs  appr. €100-200 

Dutch government is currently drafting and 
implementing some regulations that will affect 
school costs. School books will now be paid for by 
the state, but other school costs will still be charged 
to the students.  

 
Post-arrival orientation, mid-year and re-entry are 
included in the programme fee. You are responsible 
for the cost of transport to and from these activities, 
approximately €100 in total for all activities. 
After your arrival you will receive a discount card for 
the Dutch train. This card gives you a 40% discount on 
your train tickets after rush hour. 
We advise you to bring a small amount of cash. Money 
can also be transferred to a bank account. Most bank 
cards will work in The Netherlands, but some students 
prefer to bring a credit card. This could be useful for 
obtaining cash advances. If you are considering taking 
a credit card we advise you to bring a VISA or 
MasterCard, as they are the most widely accepted 
cards. American Express is not. 
To give you an idea of the cost of living here we have 
made this list of examples: 
 
Cinema   €7-10 
Soda   €2 
Magazine  €2-5 
Haircut   €20-25 
CD   €20 
Paperback book  €12 
Levi’s jeans  €80 
T-shirt   €20 
Sweater   €35 
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The Dutch educational system is quite extensive, and 
there are many schools at different levels of education. 
Primary school starts at age 4, although children are 
not formally taught how to read and write until age 6. 
School is compulsory for children aged 5 to 18, so 
even after graduating some levels of secondary school, 
Dutch youth has to continue vocational training. 
Primary school ends at age 12, so all Dutch children 
will attend some form of secondary education. The 
type of school they attend depends on their academic 
level. There is VMBO, a four-year course of study that 
prepares for secondary vocational training; HAVO, a 
five-year course that prepares students for higher 
vocational training; and VWO, pre-university training 
that lasts six years. As an exchange student you are 
most likely to be placed in HAVO or VWO.  
 
 

 
 
The Dutch school system allows you to choose a so-
called profile. Each profile consists of a number of 
subjects that are compulsory and a number of 
electives. There are four profiles: 
 
·  Culture and Society: 
Languages, history, mathematics, art, and philosophy 
·  Economics and Society: 
Economics, bookkeeping, mathematics, geography, 
and history 
·  Nature and Health: 
Biology, physics, chemistry, and mathematics 
·  Nature and Technology: 
Physics, chemistry, and mathematics 
 
 
 

 
All students must take:  
Dutch, English, a second modern language (usually 
French or German), science, social studies, art, and 
physical education.  
 
The electives are usually: 
management & organisation, Latin, Greek, theory of 
physical education, computer science, and philosophy. 
 
The first three months in school are the hardest for an 
exchange student. If you are willing to work hard on 
picking up the Dutch language you will be fine. 
Furthermore your teacher will expect  
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you to work hard. As students in the Netherlands are 
usually quite serious about their schoolwork, you will 
be expected to do the same. If you miss classes or 
refuse to do your homework you will get a very bad 
reputation among other students and teachers. 
It might be a good idea to talk to your teachers about 
doing a presentation about your home country or help 
out with lessons if you are a native speaker of one of 
the languages taught at the school. This is a nice way 
to meet more people and a way to show your gratitude 
to the school for taking you in.�
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The Dutch grade on a scale from 1 to 10, 1 being the 
worst and 10 the best grade, 6 being the lowest pass 
mark. The American equivalents are: 

10 -  Excellent - A+ 
9 - Very good - A 
8 - Good  - A- 
7 - Amply sufficient- B 
6 - Satisfactory - C+ 
5 - Almost satisfactory- C- 
4 - Unsatisfactory - D 
3 - More than insufficient- D- 
2 - Bad  - F 
1 - Very bad - F 

YFU does not expect you to be the best of your class, 
but we do expect you to make a serious effort. Taking 
on a full school schedule is a compulsory part of the 
exchange programme. 
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Autumn holiday  1 week in October 
Christmas break  2 weeks in December 
Spring break  1 week in March 
May holiday  1 or 2 weeks in May 
Summer holidays 6 weeks in July/August 
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As the Netherlands is only a small country, you can 
travel from one side to the other in about four hours. 
There is an extensive public transport system that can 
take you to almost any place in the country. YFU will 
buy you a discount card for the railways; this will 
allow you to buy tickets at a 40% discount outside rush 
hour.  
The main way of transport in the Netherlands is the 
bike, so plan to do a lot of biking during your 
exchange. Especially young people take their bike 
everywhere; it is the cheapest way to get from A to B. 
Most people bike to school, so you will see large 
bicycle sheds around the school yard.  
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As a YFU student, you are not allowed to drive a car, 
so if you have to go somewhere a little further away, 
you will need to take a bus or train to get there. As 
said, the public transport system can get you to most 
places, so you do not need to rely on other people 
giving you a ride. 
�
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Because YFU is responsible for you during your 
exchange, and because your visa and insurance only 
allow limited travel, there are strict rules about travel. 
Not complying with these regulations might result in 
your immediate expulsion from the programme and an 
early return to your home country. It is very important 
to send in a “ travel request form”  to get YFU’s 
permission for a trip well before you plan this trip; at 
least 3 weeks in advance. Every request is considered 
on a case by case basis. We would like to remind you 
that applying for travel permission is NOT a guarantee 
that your trip will be approved. YFU will not be 
responsible for any costs you will make for cancelling 
tickets, so do not book tickets or make reservations 
before you have received consent. 
Please note that all travel should be within school 
holidays or weekends. You are not allowed to take 
time off school. Even if your school gives permission, 
YFU will not. 
Moreover, it is very important YFU is always aware of 
your whereabouts. In case of an emergency we need to 
be able to contact you, either directly or through your 
host family. 
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·  Trips with your host family  
·  School trips 
·  Overnight visits to a friend’s house (must be 
approved by your host family) within the Netherlands 

In all cases leave contact details with YFU unless your 
host family can be reached at their home 
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·  Trips to friends/ relatives in another country 
·  Trips to another country WITH a responsible adult 
·  Staying overnight at a hotel, camp-site, youth hostel, 
etc. WITH a responsible adult 

More information on how to apply for these trips will 
be given at the post-arrival orientation. 
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·  Hitch hiking 
·  Trips during school periods 
·  Trips to another country WITHOUT a responsible 
adult 

·  Visits to your home country 
·  Staying overnight at a hotel, camp-site, youth hostel, 
etc. WITHOUT a responsible adult. 
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As the mother tongue of 21 million people around the 
world, Dutch ranks 34th in the list of spoken 
languages. However, in terms of importance Dutch 
ranks in the top 20. The Dutch language is not 
particularly easy to learn. Still, with some effort and 
the right motivation, you should be able to reach a 
comfortable level within two to three months. You can 
also take advantage of tutoring through school or 
community courses. YFU will help you on the way 
with the Dutch language during the orientation at the 
beginning of your exchange year. If you would like to 
get started straight away, here are a couple of words to 
practice with: 
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The best way of learning a language is by using it, so 
the best advice we can give you is to talk to as many 
people as you can. Try to use whatever Dutch you 
know and don’ t be afraid to make mistakes; you’ ll 
laugh about them later. Most Dutch people are able to 
speak English, so you will receive plenty of help in the 
beginning of your exchange. Be aware though that the 
longer you will keep using English, the longer it will 
take to pick up the Dutch language, while that is one of 
the reasons you are here for. To learn an entirely new 
language is hard work but an accomplishment you will 
benefit from the rest of your life. 
Please understand that learning the Dutch language is 
of the utmost importance, not only for your integration 
in Dutch society and your host family but also to be 
able to do well in school. Schools expect you to fully 
participate in all your classes. YFU The Netherlands 
will monitor your progress in mastering our language 
closely, and your participation in school as well. You 
will be given a language test, after you have been in 
the Netherlands for about 3 months. We expect you to 
pass this test. 
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The Dutch cuisine offers simple and straightforward 
foods. Breakfast prepares you for the rainy, windy, 
cold or radiant sunny day that lies ahead. People 
usually have bread with butter, cheese, ham, jam, 
peanut butter or ©hagelslag© (chocolate sprinkles; it is 
no joke!). Often there is also ontbijtkoek (breakfast 
cake) on the table, a cake containing cinnamon, cloves 
and ginger. Most people will have coffee or tea with 
their breakfast. Around 11 am it is time for more 
coffee and tea. For lunch the Dutch will have bread 
again, usually with more cheese and sliced cold meat 
than for breakfast.  
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After coming home from school during the week you 
are likely to have tea with a cookie. If one of your  
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host parents is home at that time, you will sit down 
together and talk about your day. Most exchange 
students find it odd that we usually gather around the 
dinner table for coffee or tea.  
For dinner you can have anything from traditional 
Dutch dishes to Asian, Mexican or Italian food. 
Traditional Dutch food can be potatoes, vegetables and 
meatballs or mashed potatoes and vegetables with 
sausages. For dessert you are likely to get yoghurt and 
vla (a vanilla flavoured dessert). After dinner you often 
will have coffee again. 
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On weekends Dutch people love to go for a walk in the 
park, in the forest or on the beach with their family. 
Others visit relatives, go to a museum or just relax 
around the house.  
Young people often go to a pub or a disco on 
weekends. Minimum age is usually 16, though 
sometimes 18 or even 21. Also, they gather to go to the 
movies, watch videos at a friend©s place or 
occasionally shoot some pool. When going to a disco 
or a pub, Dutch teenagers do drink a beer or two. This 
is only ‘social drinking’ . It is not considered cool to 
get drunk here, on the contrary. If you do not feel 
comfortable with drinking beer, it is very accepted to 
just order a soft drink. When you go out, your friends 
might buy drinks for the whole group. This is done by 
a different person every time and is called ‘een rondje 
geven’  (‘ to give a round’ ). Do not forget to ‘een rondje 
geven’  yourself! If everybody does it, you will all end 
up paying about the same amount. Many pubs have a 
large bell by the bar. Don’ t ring it! It means you have 
to give a round to everyone in the bar.  
 



Sports are also very popular in the Netherlands. 
Popular sports are soccer, tennis, swimming, field 
hockey, ice skating, cycling, sailing and surfing. For 
almost every sport there is a sport club; every town has 
at least a soccer team. They usually practice once a 
week in the evening and have a competition in the 
weekend. Joining a sport club is not too expensive 
because they work with volunteers a lot, and it will be 
a good way to meet new people.  
The most important sport however is watching our 
national soccer team play. The Dutch just love their 
national team and if they play an important game half 
the country is watching it on television. With almost 
16 million ‘coaches’  supporting the Dutch Lions, you 
would think we can’ t loose… 
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We realise the Dutch are known for their liberal drug 
policy. First of all, we would like you to realise that 
NO drugs are legal in our country. We have a tolerance 
policy for some soft drugs. In practice this means that 
the police will not interfere if you have less than a 
certain amount on you for personal use. It is however 
never tolerated to sell drugs. Although the Dutch drug 
policy is very tolerant, YFU IS NOT!! Any use of 
drugs will result in your expulsion from the 
programme and an immediate return to your home 
country. 
Dutch law does permit you to drink alcohol. Beer and 
wine are available from age 16 and spirits from age 18. 
We remind you again that it is not socially accepted to 
get drunk. YFU will permit you the occasional beer. 
We do want to emphasise the fact that your host family 
has a big say in this. Should they forbid you to drink, 
you are not allowed to break their rules. Any excessive 
use of alcohol or disregard of host family rules might 
result in your expulsion from the programme and an 
immediate return to your home country. 
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Participating in an exchange programme can be hard 
work, especially before your departure. Here are a few 
reminders of things you should think about before you 
leave. 
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You will get information about your visa and/or 
residence permit from your national YFU office before 
departure and from the YFU office in the Netherlands 
after arrival. You will need a valid passport. Please 
follow all instructions you get from your own national 
office exactly! This is essential in order to get through 
the procedures successfully. Otherwise you risk to be 
refused into the Netherlands or to have to leave after 
only a few weeks.  
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The weather in the Netherlands is unpredictable. In the 
summer, days of beautiful sunny weather and days of 

rain follow each other. We would advise you to bring 
clothing for both types of weather. Warm clothes and 
good shoes are required in winter. Furthermore you 
may be a little surprised at the styles of clothing the 
people wear when you first arrive, even dislike it. 
After a certain time, you©ll become accustomed to 
fashion in the Netherlands and will even like certain 
styles. Maybe it is wiser not to buy a whole new 
wardrobe before coming, but instead save a little 
money to buy at least one outfit here, as this might 
help you feel more part of the culture (advice from 
former exchange students). 
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Airlines have strict luggage restrictions and 
overweight is very expensive with most airlines. So, 
pack wisely! It would be advisable to take only what 
you really need. It is a very good idea to take along a 
few small presents for your host family and your new 
friends. You can also bring books and pictures from 
your family, neighbourhood, town and country. 
Do not forget to bring a prescription for contact lenses, 
glasses or medication if you need any. It is advisable to 
ask your doctor to write down the exact composition 
(generic name) of the medication you take, so a 
pharmacist can figure out what you need even if the 
brand might be different. Also bring along a copy of 
your health insurance policy and claim forms as well 
as the exact name, address and phone number of your 
affiliated insurance company in the Netherlands. This 
will save you and your host family a lot of trouble in 
case of medical emergency. 
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Your first contact with YFU will be at the airport (or in 
some cases at the train station). YFU volunteers will 
be waiting for you and will introduce you to your host 
family who will be there to take you to your new 
home. You will spend a few days in your host family 
before the orientation meeting starts. Your school will 
start the Monday after the orientation meeting. 
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Well, it is all going to happen very soon now. We 
know that you will be very excited and maybe even a 
little nervous about what is going to happen to you. 
We advise you to read the materials for students going 
abroad thoroughly.  
If you are sincere in your efforts to adjust, and if you 
keep an open mind, we feel confident that you will 
have a great experience. Don©t forget that you will 
never be on your own here. There is a large staff of 
YFU volunteers, who are always willing to help you; 
together we will try to make the best of everything. 
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