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Kylee’s Adventure Abroad – Studying in Florence, Italy 

--- 
 

Venturing Abroad 
April 30, 2015  

Hi everyone! My name is Kylee Johnson and I am currently a junior studying Management and 

International Business at the Shidler College of Business. I grew up in Seattle, Washington (GO 

HAWKS) but moved to Oahu after I graduated high school, and then to Maui for my sophomore 

year of college. Each move I’ve made has opened my eyes, expanded my world view and taught 

me a lot about myself, so the chance to live in another country for 3 1/2 months was an 

experience I couldn’t pass up. I’ll be studying in Florence, Italy at Lorenzo de Medici and I hope 

that my blog entries will help future students thinking of studying abroad to make their decision 

and to get excited, as previous Johnson Scholars’ blogs have done for me. 

I’d like to express my gratitude to Mr. William Johnson for such a generous gift. The William R. 

Johnson, Jr. Study Abroad Endowment is enabling me to pursue a life changing experience that 

will expand my knowledge of business and culture. I would also like to thank Vanessa Chong 

Kuna from the Study Abroad Center. I don’t know how she does it but her help and support has 

made this process run so smoothly, and I know I speak for all study abroad students when I say 

that. Lastly, I’d like to thank Rikki Mitsunaga for her continued guidance, not only during this 

process, but also throughout my time at Shidler. 

I’ll wrap this post up by saying that I’ll miss these islands! But I’m looking forward to this 

experience more than anything. 

 

 
 

--- 
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Arriving in Firenze 
September 2, 2015  

Aloha from Italy! 

 

I just arrived in Florence yesterday afternoon and I’m so stoked to be here. I was feeling all sorts 

of emotions before I left- anxious, excited, confident and nervous. But as soon as I started 

driving through the city it finally hit me- this is my home for the next 4 months! I made it, it’s 

finally real. 

 

About the travel: I went home to Seattle for a couple weeks before coming out here and that 

really helped break up the trip. I flew about 10 hours to Amsterdam and then a little under 2 

hours to Florence. No delayed flights and no lost luggage! Smooth and seamless. A word of 

advice to anyone making the trip out here- take the most direct flight that you can! I booked 

through Delta airlines and even though my flight from Amsterdam to Florence wasn’t operated 

by Delta, my bags were checked through all the way to Florence and all the baggage restrictions 

were the same for both flights. A 10-hour flight sounds like a long time and I honestly thought 

about having a layover in New York to break up the trip even more, but trust me, just pound it 

out! You get much better service on international flights anyways: a complimentary meal and all 

the free drinks you need to help you get some sleep on the plane. 

 

I really lucked out with my homestay. My host mother and host father live just steps away from 

the famous Ponte Vecchio and from their living room you can see the Arno River. I think it’s 

going to be great living in the city: just outside my bedroom window I can hear a man playing 

live music on the street and everything is within walking distance. Wifi here is better than I had 

expected, so that’s a plus for skyping with my family and boyfriend. Also, iMessage to iMessage 

is free with wifi so I’ve been very easily able to communicate with my mom and let her know I 

got here. 

 

I can already tell that I really need to work on my Italian! I didn’t expect to be fluent when I got 

here but I thought maybe I had a good enough base to have a few conversations. Wrong. A lot of 

people here speak English but I hate having to ask in English because then I’m not practicing the 

language. I wish I would have studied more Italian this summer in preparation- sure I know some 

common words and phrases but after I use them and someone responds to me in Italian I can 

only catch about 3 words that I recognize, at most. Hey if that’s my biggest problem then I’m not 

complaining. I’ve only been here for 1 day anyways so really I’ll only get better at it. My host 

family said they would speak some English with us for the first few weeks and then Italian only, 

so that will definitely help me learn! My suggestion is language tapes or Italian soap operas and 

movies with subtitles. You can go through as  many flash cards as you want but then when 

you’re here and someone’s speaking super fast Italian, you’re going to be like “wait what?” 

 

More to come! 

 

--- 
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Settling In 
September 15, 2015  

Ciao, 

 

I can’t believe I’ve only been here for two weeks. I’ve already done and seen so much that it 

feels more like I’ve been living here for a month. 

 

On our first weekend in Italy my roommate and I decided to figure out the train system right off 

the bat, so we booked a day trip to Pisa (about 1 hour train ride from Florence). Now the train 

doesn’t sounds like a tricky or challenging thing until you realize that there is no platform 

number specified anywhere on your ticket (and it’s all in Italian). We ended up running from one 

side of the station to the other in order to catch our train in time, but that’s part of the adventure 

right? Our motto has been “as long as it’s hilarious, it’s all good.” And two american girls 

looking completely lost trying to translate our tickets using our pocket sized dictionaries and then 

sprinting full speed across the train station definitely fell into the category of hilarious. 

 

We made it to Pisa and of course had to take the touristy picture where you pretend to be holding 

up the leaning tower. It was pretty funny to look around and seeing hundreds of people doing the 

same thing. 

 

  

 

This past weekend we just stayed in Florence and explored. I’ve found this rose garden on the 

way up to Piazzale Michelangelo that I absolutely love! You can bring a blanket to lay out in the 

grass, surrounded by roses and overlooking the city. Its a perfect place to study or crack open a 

bottle of wine and watch the sunset. Also just a nice escape from the city, especially if you are 

from Hawaii and missing a little nature. 

 

 
 

We walked up to Forte Belvedere which is the highest point in the city and got a full panoramic 

view of Florence. Absolutely gorgeous. We went with our resident director Kathryn who we are 

so lucky to have here with us! She knows everything about this city, so its practically like having 

a local guide. In fact, other tourists will stop just to listen in while she explains to us a famous 

work of art or famous building. 
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^The human exhibit at Forte Belvedere 

 

One thing I really wanted to add is that for anyone who is gluten sensitive or gluten intolerant, 

please don’t let anybody convince you not to study abroad in Italy!!! I have celiac disease and 

have to stay away from gluten all together and when I told people I was traveling to Italy I got a 

lot of questions like “what are you going to eat?!?” I was worried but I’ve found more gluten free 

options here than anywhere in Hawaii or the mainland! Gluten free bakery’s with slices of pizza 

for 2.50 euros, restaurants with gluten free pasta and pizza everywhere, even the supermarket 

sells gluten free bread, cereal, noodles, etc. It makes sense that they have to cater to people who 

are gluten free in a place where the main courses are spaghetti and pizza! Even my host mother is 

willing to cook gluten free food for me, although she informed me today that she is going to need 

me to pay her extra for meals because my food is so much more expensive. But hey, that’s ok 

with me as long as I still get to experience her cooking! Gluten free is always more expensive. In 

our world, if you have a disease or ailment, businesses see an opportunity to profit off of you. 

Isn’t that lovely? 

 

On a brighter note, the Arno river at sunrise and sunset is an unbelievable sight. We got so lucky 

to live so close to the Arno. A couple mornings ago I woke up super early to watch the sun rise 

over the Arno and boy was it worth it. When you are in a foreign country you have to find things 

that still make you feel at home and for me that is watching sunrise and sunset. 

--- 

Classes and Food 
October 3, 2015  

 
^at the top of the Duomo 
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Now that I’ve been living in Florence for 1 month I’ve started to get into the flow of things. I 

have a favorite cafe and library for studying, I’ve discovered the fastest routes to class (I use the 

side streets and back alleys to dodge the mobs of tourist groups), and I’ve even made a few 

Italian friends. 

 

I’ve fallen in love with the food culture! Apertivo is a drink meant to stimulate the appetite. Here 

in Italy you go to a bar before dinner (around 6 or 7 pm) and once you buy a drink you gain 

access to a buffet of incredible meats, cheeses and veggies. As a broke college student, this is 

perfect for dinner on the weekends. Whether procciuto is just a fancy word for ham or not, it is 

my absolute favorite appetizer and unlike any ham I’ve ever tasted.  My host mom cooks 

amazing dinners. Our first course is always pasta, followed by meat or eggs (eggs are eaten here 

for dinner, not breakfast) and we always finish with a salad or some fruit. Belissimo! 

 

I’m very happy with all of my classes. Of course I say that now, before midterms, but I honestly 

feel I lucked out. I chose all of them purely because they would transfer back and help me to 

graduate on time, but I’ve found that I’m genuinely interested in all of the topics we discuss. 

 

I have 4 classes total: 

 

International Marketing (transferring back as MKT 381): I could never get this class during 

registration for Shidler but it really worked out for the best because it’s a great class to take 

abroad. My teacher is from Germany but she has worked all over the world, from Taiwan to LA. 

I find that the real world examples she can give really enhance the topics she’s teaching us. The 

work load in this class is very similar to Shidler- one individual presentation, one group 

presentation, one group project, a midterm and a final. I volunteered to go first for the I 

individual presentation and I’m so glad I just sucked it up and got it out of the way already. 

Work hard in September and cruise the rest of the semester. 

 

Cross-Cultural Communication in the Workplace (transferring back as BUS 367- IB): Right now 

we are studying each of Hofstedes’ dimensions in depth, so my previous knowledge from MGT 

341 and 342 has helped me through that class so far. My teacher is from the UK but had also 

lived all over and so she highly values the tolerance and understanding of difference between 

cultures. 

 

Workplace Psychology (transferring back as BUS 367- G): I added this class at the last minute 

and I’m so glad I did! This is my favorite class by far. We are spending the whole first half of the 

semester examining the strengths and weaknesses we personally bring to an organization, the 

values that are most important to us, what we believe our life purpose is, and what kind of work 

makes us truly joyful. I could go on and on, but I suggest you take this class for yourself and find 

out. I think everyone in every college should be required to take a class like this. How often do 

students just choose the major or occupation that they feel they are supposed to choose, rather 

than what will truly make them happy and fulfilled? When we feel connected with our work we 

are bound to work harder and smarter, therefore to be more successful. 

 

Devil and Hell (transferring back as a WI): I’m not the biggest fan of writing so lately I’ve found 

this class pretty challenging, but still very interesting. As a logical and rational person, it’s 
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difficult for me to wrap my head around some of these “out there” topics, such as Dantes’s 

detailed descriptions of hell in the Inferno. But hey, we never get better at things in life unless we 

are challenged. Florence has the largest depiction of the Devil in all of Italy on the ceiling of the 

Baptistry, which we had the opportunity to see 2 days ago on a class field trip. One of the things 

I love about this class is that we have already been out of the classroom twice to go and 

experience the things we are learning about. 

 

Well, that’s all for now! I’m on the bus headed to Cinque Terre. I’ll have to fill you all on my 

travel experiences thus far in my next blog post. Arrivederci! 

--- 

Travel – Triumphs and Struggles 
October 20, 2015  

Ciao a tutti! 

 

I have been traveling just about every weekend since I’ve been here which has been both 

incredible and exhausting at the same time. The first few weeks of school everyone was asking 

me “are you doing the Bus2Alps trips?” and “have you booked with Smart Trips yet?” These are 

two prominent tour companies in Europe/Florence. Of course, it depends on the person, but I 

found that my gut was telling me that the organized tour group style was just not for me. I feel 

that part of the experience is making mistakes and running into challenges, that’s what makes it 

all so rewarding. With that said, the “do-it-yourself method” is also a bit more stressful, time 

consuming and expensive! Just some things I’ve learned that I figure will be useful for future 

students planning on studying abroad. 

 

Sept 18-20 – BARCELONA 

 
 

This trip my roommate and I planned together. We were proud of ourselves for making it to 

Barcelona, as our travel plans included a train to Rome, a taxi from the Rome train station to the 

Rome airport, a flight to Barcelona and the bus to our hostel. We were missing the beach and the 

ocean, so the highlight for me was jumping in the Mediterranean Sea. The hostel experience was 

also pretty awesome- very safe and we met people from all over the world including Brazil, New 

Zealand, Germany and Canada. Hostelworld.com is a useful site; they have thousands of reviews 

to help you pick the right one. 
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Sept 26 & 27 – CAPRI/SORRENTO/POMPEII 

& 

Oct 3 &4 – CINQUE TERRE/PORTOFINO 

 

 
 

These trips were arranged by the school and included in our program cost. 

 

Pros: There is no way I could have done these trips for 260 euros a piece if I had planned to go 

on my own or with friends. All the transportation and accommodations were organized for us. 

We even got to take a private boat tour around the island of Capri. 

 

Cons: All the transportation and accommodations were organized for us. Ha! It sounds silly, but 

to me, this is both a pro and a con. There is beauty in the struggle. Also, we were constantly on a 

tight schedule. I wish I could have spent a lot more time exploring Cinque Terre (we only made 

it to 3 out of the 5 towns) and I would have loved to have more time on the island of Capri. 

 

Overall though, I had a great time, met a lot of fun people from LdM and saw some jaw-

dropping sights. 

Oct 16-18 – PARIS 
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This trip I took on my own to Paris to meet up with my boyfriend (Josh). Would I suggest 

traveling the weekend before midterms? Absolutely not! But hey, we hadn’t seen each other in 

two months and, well, I couldn’t pass up the chance to be with him in Paris. Friday and Saturday 

were perfect. We went to the Louvre Museum and to the top of the Eiffel Tower. We stayed in a 

cute little Airbnb apartment just outside of the city center. We drank great wine and ate amazing 

food. 

 

Then came Sunday… Josh had rented a car because he traveled to Europe for a few surf contests 

and thought it might be the easiest way to transport his boards. My flight left at 3:30 pm from the 

Paris airport back to Florence, which I thought was a pretty reasonable, responsible time to leave 

considering I had two midterms the following day at 9am. Well, we left for the airport around 

12:45 and the car broke down. Yup. Murphy’s Law will get you when you least expect it. The 

worst-case scenario (missing my flight and therefore missing both of my midterms) was 

threatening to become a reality. This is the kind of situation I was referring to when I mentioned 

traveling on your own. It can be very stressful but it can also show you what you are capable of. 

 

In Paris, there is no specified number that you can call to get a taxi pickup. With now less than 2 

hours to make it to the airport and check in on time, I made the split second decision to take the 

metro, and since Josh had to stay with the rental car to get it towed somehow, I had to go alone. I 

was in a sketchy neighborhood. I mean the “hold onto your bag tightly and walk very quickly” 

kind of sketchy. But I figured it out. I took 4 different metro lines to make it to the airport just in 

the knick of time, practically guessing on which line to take each time. I almost cried of joy 

when I made it onto that airplane headed to Florence, and I seriously considered kissing those 

Renaissance streets when I finally arrived. It was, to say the least, a very proud moment. 

 

That’s what traveling through foreign countries does, and really what this study abroad 

experience does in general. You get pushed to your limits, you grow so much and you really 

learn what you can handle. 

 

Oh and just an endnote, I aced those two midterms on Monday. 
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^ceiling of the Baptistery. (Devil is on the bottom of the right pannel) 

 
^ my roommate Kona and I at sunset on the Arno 

 
^The Ponte Vecchio 

 
^SUNRISE 

Arrivederci! 
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--- 

Midterms 
November 3, 2015  

Midterms were pretty tough. I’ve got to say that I will never complain about another Shidler 

multiple choice test again. 

 

I mentioned before that I aced my midterms on Monday (Workplace Psychology and Cross 

Cultural Communication in the Workplace), but it took a lot of work. Each test was 2.5 hours 

long and I needed the whole time. Both classes asked for 4 essays each, so I ended up writing 8 

mini essays non-stop from 9am-2:30pm. Not to scare anyone away from studying abroad in Italy, 

but definitely don’t expect it to be easier than your home institution. 

 

Luckily I have Tuesdays and Wednesdays off so I used those days to do some more studying for 

my next two midterms on Thursday (International Marketing and The Devil and Hell). The 

International Marketing midterm was probably my easiest one, but still challenging, as I ended 

up writing about 4 pages for that one too. I don’t think it helps that I really dislike writing. That 

class is a lot more straightforward for me, with definitions and concepts that are easy to apply to 

real life business situations. The Devil and Hell class is a lot less straightforward for someone 

who likes a lot of structure. The topic was fairly broad and basically asked us to connect what we 

had learned so far using different themes and descriptions. However, for this class the midterm 

only involved one question and one hour of writing, and my teacher (who is also my resident 

director) really eased the stress by making the midterm worth just as much as any other writing 

assignment we’ve done throughout the semester. Thank you Kathryn! 

 

Overall, I feel pretty good about all four of my finals. It actually really helped that I traveled the 

weekend before midterms (in some ways) because it forced me to prepare a couple weeks ahead 

of time, which honestly doesn’t happen often. I am a huge procrastinator, but hey, the stress 

drives me to get it done. May not be healthy, but it works for me. Although in a paper I’m 

working on for my Workplace Psychology class I’m currently analyzing how this is one of my 

biggest weaknesses and energy drainers. Did I mention already that I love that class? It’s so 

insightful. 

 

More to come soon! I went on a pretty awesome Fall Break trip to France and Morocco. Yes, we 

get a fall break over here, and it’s much needed after those grueling midterms. I’m looking 

forward to writing about it and adding some pictures. 

 

Ciao a tutti! (Goodbye all) 

--- 

Morocco 
November 27, 2015  
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It’s crazy to think we only have 3 weeks left here in Italy. As usual, all school work seems to be 

piling up as the end of the semester draws closer. There are still a few places I would love to 

travel to such as Switzerland and Ireland, but sometimes you just can’t do it all. Europe is huge, 

but I’ll be back to tackle the rest of the places I haven’t seen. Unfortunately, we only have a few 

more weekends left and plenty of papers to write and finals to study for. It’s all a balancing act 

when you’re studying abroad. 

 

I apologize for not writing in here in a while. My family and boyfriend recently visited Italy 

which was so much fun but also incredibly busy. Again, more balancing between school work 

and enjoying Europe. For the week my mom and her husband were here we got to visit Rome, 

Venice and Cinque Terre. We also saw the Pope when he came to Florence, which was a really 

cool experience even though I’m not Catholic. Everyone was crowding the streets just to catch a 

glimpse of the Popemobile rolling by. After my mom left, my boyfriend Josh and I took off to 

paddle board in Athens, Greece and then took short visits to Amsterdam, and London. I don’t 

even know if it is possible to have a favorite of those places, each has its own vibe and I loved 

them all. 

 

I wanted to briefly talk about my experience in Morocco over fall break, as it was probably the 

most memorable of my trips thus far. I never thought I would get the chance to go to Africa 

while studying this semester but when my boyfriend told me he had a friend who lived near Safi, 

Morocco, we decided to just go for it. I got plenty of warnings from people about the potential 

dangers in Morocco, but I knew we weren’t going to be in any major cities. Morocco was 

different than any place I’ve ever visited. The first night we bought our dinner from local 

fisherman, who sit on the side of the road with their fishing poles out as a sign that they had fresh 

fish for sale. We got an unofficial tour of a local pottery operation. We drove down the coast to a 

tiny surf town called Imessoaune, where we surfed during the day and ate authentic Moroccan 

food at night. One thing I couldn’t help but notice was how kind and generous everyone was 

there. My boyfriend’s friend, Karim, took us in like family, showing us all the best places to eat 

and surf, even teaching us the language. All of the other locals we met were eager to sit and talk 

story with us, to share their culture and favorite foods. I was just blown away. I hope Karim 

comes out to the islands some day so we can show him the same hospitality. 
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--- 

 

Bittersweet  
December 12, 2015  

I’ll be leaving Italy in about 6 days and it’s hard to believe this journey is coming to an end! I’m 

so grateful for the time I’ve spent here and all the incredible places I’ve gotten the chance to see 

and experience. 

 

Lately, Florence has been going ALL OUT for Christmas. There are Christmas trees by the 

Duomo and in Piazza della Republica, all the streets are lit up by Christmas lights and recently 

they’ve been projecting a picture show onto the Ponte Vecchio. 

 

It’s definitely hard to study for finals while also trying to get the most out of my last week here, 

but it will all come together. One of my biggest priorities right now is stuffing my face with as 

much prosciutto and gluten free pizza as possible 
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--- 

 

Wrapping Up 
January 11, 2016  

 Now that I’m back in the States I just wanted to wrap up this blog with a reflection. It was 

difficult to leave Florence, my host family and the friends I made there. My host parents stayed 

up until 3 am just to see me off. I couldn’t help but cry when saying goodbye to them and 

wondering if I’d ever see them again. My host dad and I are friends on Facebook so at least we 

can keep in touch. 

 

My time in Florence involved a lot of self-actualization and opened my eyes to different cultures 

around the world. I went there looking for answers to questions like “what am I supposed to do 

with my life?” and instead I found the tools that will help me answer questions like that. I got the 

chance to eat authentic meals with Moroccan, Greek and French families, and see the different 

ways they use certain ingredients or different methods for cooking. I talked to people from 

Germany, Barcelona, New Zealand and Brazil about their goals and values in life. I tried to get a 

sense of the values of every new person I met, realizing that most of us understand the power of 

relationships, knowledge and love. I noticed that people for the most part just want to be happy 

and find a way to do what they love all the time. 

 

I have compiled a list of tips that will hopefully help future study abroad students, especially 

students going to Florence. 

1. Book your trips, especially flights, in advance and you will save so much money. 

Research the cities you want to go to and plan it out early. I wish I would have looked 

into the cities and countries I wanted to visit beforehand. Sky Scanner is a great resource 

to book flights through. It searches all the budget airlines for the cheapest flights. 

2. Set your schedule up to fit your style- I like having classes two days out of the week and 

having all other days off but some people like to spread their classes out. 

3. Shopping at the grocery stores is a great way to save money on food and they have really 

tasty food there. Get the fresh cut prosciutto from the deli counter it’s the best and about 

the same price as the packaged stuff. 

4. Get to know the city quickly. Explore your city. Go down a different street everyday. 

Florence is such a walking friendly city, which was one of my favorite things about living 

there. 

5. There are plenty of events listed in The Florentine. From color festivals to outdoor 

shopping markets, you can find something going on just about every day of the week. 

6. Commit yourself to learning the language as much as possible. There is nothing like 

actually living in a place and hearing how certain words are used in every day 

conversation. It’s uncomfortable at times to put yourself out there but practice with 

whomever you can. 

7. Get a mobile phone with a data plan. You will get lost sometimes or need to look 

something up and it was nice to have a data plan. 

8. The train system is a great way to travel around Italy. Your platform isn’t assigned until 

right before the train departs. 

https://kyleesadventureabroad.wordpress.com/2016/01/11/wrapping-up/
https://kyleesadventureabroad.wordpress.com/2016/01/11/wrapping-up/


Taken from: https://kyleesadventureabroad.wordpress.com/ 

9. Take a fun class. If you can fit it in your schedule take a class that you couldn’t take back 

home like an Italian Cooking course or Pairing Food and Wine. 

10. Keep a journal. I had people tell me this before I went abroad and I’m really happy I have 

all those entries to look back on. The only thing I would have done differently is tried to 

journal more often, even if that meant shorter entries. My advice is to write something 

down everyday. The entry can be just a sentence or bulleted list outlining what you did 

that day. When you look back, those things will jog your memory. 

 

And lastly, soak it all up. It really does go by faster than you think. 

Thanks for following me on my adventures  

 

Ciao, 

Kylee 

 

Pictured Below from left to right: Host Mom (Maria), Host Dad (Paolo), Myself, Roommate 

Kona 

 

 

 

 

 


