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was on a stay on a farm in the Midwest. Everything was going very 
well, but one day sitting at the kitchen table drinking coffee the 
American farmer said to his young Danish student: 'There is one 
thing I don't understand. Why do you go to work with other people 
when you back home in Denmark could work at the family farm?"'3 

I don't know what the young man's reply was, but the simple 
answer to the question is deeply rooted in the fact that in Denmark 
there is a 150 year old tradition to seek inspiration and new ways of 
doing things away from home before you take over the family farm. 
Another main reason is related to the Marshall Plan days and the 
unspoken American attitude: "The Europeans can learn from us, but 
we can't learn anything from them". This was true then, but is by no 
means valid today-as a matter of fact it is in many ways completely 
the other way around in several areas of the agricultural trade. In the 
year 2000 the travel agency sent 60 Danes abroad and placed 130 
foreign students in Denmark. As in many other areas, fashion also 
changes as far as popular destinations goes, and right now it is 
Australia that is in-30 to 40 Danish agricultural students go there 
every year whereas only 10 to 15 choose to learn more about farming 
in the U.S. 

All in all agriculture is the trade in Denmark where most students 
-about 25% of all agricultural students--:spend some of their 
education in a foreign country. 

The Large and Traditional Institutions Organizing Student 
Exchange 

The American Embassy in Denmark does not know for sure but 
estimates-based on the issuing of visas-the number of Danish 
high school students traveling to the U.S. to be about 1,000 annually. 
The actual number might be as low as about 400 though according to 
the Danish AFS-office. American students visiting Denmark are 
fewer-last year in 2001 it was all together 652 persons. According 
to official statistics supplied by the Danish government-The Danish 
Immigration Service4-no more than 739 (the y~ar 2000) and no less 
than 421 (the year 2002) American students-and not just 
teenagers-have over the last 10 years annually been awarded a 
student visa in Denmark. Obviously these figures are not directly 
comparable and only give a general picture. No easy accessible 
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statistics are available form the period 1950s to 1993. Three private 
organizations arrange the major part of the student exchanges 
between Denmark and the U.S.-they are Rotary, Danish AFS and 
YFU - but there are also several smaller organizations. 

Rotary5• This organization, founded in 1905 in Chicago, annually 
exchanges about 150 to 200 students between foreign countries and 
Denmark. This makes Rotary one of the largest communicators of 
exchange students between the two countries. Rotary' s goals are: 
"to forward international understanding by giving young people a 
chance to stay in a foreign country for a longer period of time as 
ambassadors for goodwill and international understanding"; "to 
arrange a one year stay in a foreign country in order to make it 
possible for them to learn how life is lived in another part of the 
world different from their own"; "to make young people more 
mature and broaden their horizon by living together with people 
from another culture." 

Every year between 150 and 200 youth from Denmark are 
exchanged with an equal number from other countries. In this 
ongoing school year 49 are to/from the U.S. and 108 to/from other 
countries. The exchange idea as far as Rotary is concerned originated 
in 1929, but it did not become large scale until the 1960s. The 
popularity of the different countries fluctuates over time. Interest in 
the U.S. is-and has for many years-been quite stable with a small 
downward tendency. Countries like Australia, New Zealand and 
Middle-and South American countries are on the contrary getting 
more and more popular. Interestingly enough the September 11th 

incident did not have any effect on the young Danes seeking the U.S. 
to be their exchange country. As a matter of fact, ten percent more 
Danish students went to the U.S, for the school year 2002-3 than the 
year before. 

Danish AFS-AFS Intercultural Programs.6 American Field 
Service was started as early as in 1914 by voluntary American 
ambulance drivers taking the wounded soldiers away from the 
battlefronts in WW I. As neutral persons coming from the U.S., these 
men experienced close up how lack of tolerance and cultural 
understanding could lead to a bloody and meaningless war. This 
recognition marks the starting point for the first ever exchange 
organization in the world. And since then AFS has, just like YFU by 
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the way, arranged 250,000 exchanges of young people all over the 
world. Today the organization counts 50,000 volunteers in more 
than 50 countries. The Danish branch-founded in 1957-has 2,000 
volunteers and 40 local offices in Denmark, the Faeroe Islands and 
Greenland. 

The first Danish student exchange to be arranged by AFS-the 
American branch-was in 1954; it is unclear if one or two students 
participated. Three years later the Danish AFS was founded by the 
first students who went to high school in the U.S. in 1955-56. From 
then on and until the 1980' s it was mostly a bilateral exchange 
between the U.S. and Denmark, but over the last 20 years the 
participating number of countries has grown to 29. "From a two 
string deal to a spider web" as a spokesperson from the AFS puts it. 
In the year 2000, 80 Danish students were sent to the U.S. while only 
9 Americans went to Denmark; a low point in the student exchanges 
between the two countries was reached in 1990-92 caused by a 
political pressure-widely adopted by the parents-to make young 
Danish people finish their education as fast as possible. Seen from 
this perspective a year spend on an American high school was a 
wasted year. This attitude is changing now. The Danish government 
has recently suggested the federal funding-25,000 Danish kroner or 
about 3,350 American dollars-now given to students who attend 
the Danish efterskoler, a type of private boarding school, can be given 
also to students who choose to go to a foreign school for a year. This 
is the case in Norway where this change in the rules concerning 
funding several years ago has resulted in a sixty percent increase in 
the number of Norwegian students attending an American high 
school for a year. 

Youth for Understanding (YFU) was started in 1951 by an 
American, John Eberly, who got the idea to offer teenagers from the 
war tom Germany a year of high school studies in the U.S. Fifty-one 
young German teenagers (ages 15-18 and therefore too young to 
have been members of the Hitlerjugend) were chosen by officers in 
the American army, and the project was funded by the American 
government. Mr. Eberly had traveled in Europe right after WW II 
and had seen the miserable conditions under which the youth in 
Germany were living. A stay in the U.S. attending American school 
and living with American families should, in Eberly' s words, "help 
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the young people to break the evil circle of bitterness, hopelessness 
and despair." In 1955 the first American teenagers were sent to 
Europe on a ten-week summer trip where they stayed with families 
from which the first German youth came. Out of this grew YFU, and 
today it is one of the largest and oldest student exchange 
organizations in the world. 

Individual arrangements and au pair girls 
With the exception of a few states, there is a legal requirement 

from the U.S. that student exchange at the high school level be 
arranged by certified organizations like AFS, Rotary, and YFU. This 
has been in effect since the 1980s. For college students there are no 
legal restrictions of this kind. This means that very few young 
people can go on a longer stay in the U.S. even if they have good 
contacts-for example family with roots reaching back to the mass 
immigration before WW I. Immigration authorities in the U.S. as 
well as in Denmark are tough and difficult to work with so this puts 
a natural brake on the individual initiative. 

This is also the case as far as the au pair girls are concerned. This 
used to be a popular way of gaining valuable life experience and 
learning a foreign language for young teenage girls. Today the au 
pair work is a slowly but surely disappearing trade for two major 
reasons. Firstly, today, when compared to years ago, there exist 
more opportunities for those seeking adventure in between high 
school and what ever additional education they may want to start. 
Secondly, as already mentioned, the immigration authorities, and 
this does not least apply to the U.S., are tough to deal with. Quite a 
few Danes make arrangements on their own to go to the U.S. for a 
year of au pair work, but many of them never obtain permission 
from the American immigration authorities. This has almost 
knocked out the au pair business, at least for a while. 

Student exchange then and now 
Today traveling to the U.S., or Australia, or South Africa or where 

ever is no problem. Air fares are fairly cheap-a ticket from Odense 
to Omaha costs less today than it did 30 years ago. Mentally it is the 
same general picture-music, movies, Danish TV with more than 
one channel (TV2, the second national TV-channel in Denmark, is 
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