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Polish exchange students had a great time in Övertorneå 
”The teaching here is more student-centred” 

 

For three weeks, twenty students from Poland have been studying at Utbildning Nord – the Arctic 
Vocational Foundation – in Övertorneå, Sweden. They now have a big dose of experience and new 
knowledge to take home. They have also met some challenges.  

-  The weather, they answer after some thought, when asked. But they add that not even that was 
that a major problem.  

The students are from the Technical Electronic Secondary School in Rzeszów and are aged 17-19. The 
school can be compared to Sweden’s vocational upper secondary school or Finland’s vocational 
college. However, the Polish variant provides a longer education than the above-mentioned. Studies 
there last for 4 years. In Övertorneå, four of the Polish students have studied automation under the 
supervision of Tapani Alajärvi and Ali Saukkoriipi. For their part, Arto Hyvärinen, Jari Ylitapio and 
Harry Toolanen have taken care of specialised IT education for 5 students. Reidar Nilsen has been 
teaching 11 students in subjects that include Web design and 3D drawing. Iiris Matela has given 
beginners’ lessons in Swedish.  

-  Some have been very quick to pick up Swedish greeting phrases and words to comment on the 
weather and so on, says Iiris Matela, who has also been the organiser behind the exchange, arranged 
under the Erasmus programme.  
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Dream students 
 

 

The Arctic Vocational Foundation 
provided lunch for the Polish guests 
and their teachers, as well as the 
teachers who have instructed them 
during their stay in Övertorneå. 
School head Leif Lahti awarded 
certificates and tried to read and 
pronounce the names as correctly  
as possible.  
 
 

 

All the instructors who have been involved with the students have praised their learning motivation. 
Reidar Nilsen agrees. 

- It has been a dream to teach these students, quite fantastic! They are conscientious, hard-working, 
good listeners and excellent at English. 

The Arctic Vocational Foundation, which has had exchanges with the Polish school for twelve years, 
is a popular destination among the students. It was no problem to get together the twenty who would 
make the journey, one the contrary, a selection had to be made.  

The fact that only male students have come to Övertorneå can be explained by the small number of 
female students choosing technical specialities. Today they comprise only one per cent, but their 
numbers are growing.   

Nice experience even for the teachers 
The teachers too are happy to visit the northerly exchange school. During the three weeks the students 
have been staying in Övertorneå, the teachers have been replaced weekly, so that as many as possible 
have been able to participate. For the last week, IT instructor Zbigmiecs Niedbala and maths teacher 
Anna Kozdeba have been here.  

- We have excellent experience with our cooperation, and the exchange gives our students good 
opportunities to learn more about different subjects within IT, electronics and automation, as well as 
the design of Web pages, say the teachers, who also like the beautiful but cold winter weather.  
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English works 
 

 

Macies Papciak, Krystian Kot, 
Karol Sitarz and Kamil Drozo 
belong to the 20-strong group of 
Polish students who for 3 weeks 
have been studying at the Arctic 
Vocational Foundation in 
Övertorneå, Sweden. They have all 
enjoyed their stay and would gladly 
return.  
 

 

The students are very pleased with the education and make some comparisons with their own school. 

- The teaching methods are different. Here you are learning more individually, say Karol Sitarz, and 
his friends next to him, Kamil Drozo, Krystian Kot and Macies Papciak agree.  

The have all had time to get to know the neighbourhood and meet the local people, whom they 
describe as open and communicative. 

- Everyone speaks good English and people are friendly in the shops and everywhere.  

At weekends the students with the teachers have made longer journeys in Arctic Scandinavia and the 
Torne Valley and among other things have visited Santa in Rovaniemi and the Arctic Circle. They 
have also used the indoor swimming pool and sports centre frequently in their spare time. 

The Polish students have been able to meet upper secondary school students on both sides of the 
border by spending one day studying at the school in Finnish Ylitornio and one day with students at 
Gränsälv Upper Secondary School in Övertorneå.  

When asked what the biggest challenge was, after long consideration, they answered: 

- The weather! 

Not even that seemed insurmountable. When it was time for the group photo, the guys went out 
without outdoor clothes, even though it was 12 below zero. These young people would gladly come 
back some time in the future. Above all it is the atmosphere, the beautiful landscape and the people 
that they like.  

 

Text and photo: Hannele Kenttä 
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