
 1 

Danielle M. Knudson 
2011 Scholarship Recipient 

Santa Clara University 
 

On September 4, 2011, I boarded my flight for Florence, Italy.  Change for 
me is extremely difficult.  I don’t know what came over me when I decided to 
apply to participate in a study abroad program.  I think I sensed that it’s just one 
of those opportunities that happen once in a lifetime.   So, I applied to study at 
Syracuse University in Florence, Italy.  When I was accepted, it didn’t hit me that 
I would be studying abroad until the week before I left.  I became nervous.  I 
didn’t know what it was going to be like living in a foreign country and in a small 
city, especially since I grew up in a suburban beach town.  I worried about who I 
would be living with, the classes I would take and the people I would meet.  So, 
with my heart in my teeth and eagles in my stomach, I boarded my flight.   
 I arrived in Florence the next day.  Andrea Massai, a family friend, picked 
me up and drove me into Florence. The anxiety I felt when I first boarded my 
flight had eased slightly while I was with Andrea.  It was dusk and the weather 
was humid, and we were hungry.  We left the airport and went to find a place to 
eat.  It was rush hour, and I had my first taste of Italian driving!  Mopeds sped in 
and out of lanes, drivers honked and yelled, the cars were half the size of 
American cars, the music playing from car stereos was Italian rap and pop.  It 
was so similar to American traffic, yet so different. And coming into the city, I was 
stunned by it’s beauty.  To think that this city is thousands of years old!   

We finally made it to other side of the city, far from the airport.  Andrea 
took me to a restaurant where I ordered pasta.  A perfect dish for my first meal in 
Italy!  Era molto buono.  It was very good.   
 That night, after Andrea dropped me off at my hotel, I looked out my 
window over the Arno, the river that runs through the city of Florence.  I could 
see the Duomo, the Catholic cathedral of Florence, the Piazza dell’ Michelangelo 
and the famous Ponte Vecchio, a medieval bridge that crosses the Arno.  I was 
stunned; it didn’t feel real.  I was actually in Florence! 

The week of orientation went by so fast.  It was only when I finally met my 
host family that my anxiety finally disappeared.  I was so blessed to have been 
placed with them—they became my family and my home away from home.   
 Simona, Aldo, Tommaso and Marta became my family.  They are loving 
and supportive with a wicked sense of humor—sarcastic, clever, goofy.  We 
immediately connected, each of us telling jokes that neither of us understood.  
Their home--that came to be my home--is located at the bottom of Fiesole, an 
Etruscan settlement that was eventually conquered by the Romans, and a ten-
minute walk to my school.  It is a 25-minute walk to the city center.  It is in a 
perfect location central to where I needed to be.  The neighborhood has its own 
bars (coffee shops), librerías (bookstores), and private business. 

My walk to school and to the city center was always an adventure.  
Simona showed me around the city, took me for a ride on her moped and taught 
me the few basics I needed to know immediately, such as basic Italian words and 
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phrases and where to find stores for personal and school supplies.  I came to 
Italy without being able to understand the Italian language.  Simona spoke 
English well, and she helped me learn Italian.  Aldo, Tommaso and Marta spoke 
only some English, so I had to learn quickly in order to communicate with them.  
It was so much fun to learn the language and then be able to get to know them.   

But it was not without its frustrations.  I had to learn to be much more 
patient, understanding and trust in my intuitions and instincts.  I struggled the first 
few weeks, but I adapted fairly quickly and communication became easier each 
day. 
 My first weekend with my family was amazing.  Simona and Aldo took me 
to meet their extended family for a Sunday lunch.  There must have been 15 
family members in total.  We picked grapes to make homemade wine!  I spoke 
with Simona and Aldo’s families and helped prepare la tavola, the table, while 
Aldo’s sister cooked lunch.  It was one of the best meals and experiences I ever 
had!  Penne con ragú, finocchi, insalate pane con olio and homemade vino, vin 
santo e biscotti!1  The atmosphere was warm and comfortable—they took me 
into their family.   
 The majority of the rest of my time in Florence was spent with my host 
family.  SImona and I went for walks in the evenings, I went to Marta’s volleyball 
games with Simona and Aldo, I watched soccer with Tommaso and they took me 
to family lunches and dinners every week.  We spent the evenings watching 
movies—sometimes in English, sometimes in Italian.  They helped me with my 
Italian homework, and I helped Marta with her English. 

Dinner was at 8:30 p.m. every night, and a family affair.  It was then that 
we’d talk about our day—how it went, the good and bad, and what we had 
planned for the next day.  Dinner usually ended with all of us clutching our 
stomachs and crying—Aldo’s jokes always made us laugh. 

Not only did I love the family with whom I lived, but I loved the courses I 
took at Syracuse.  I took Italian I, Art History, Business Ethics and Classical 
Mythology.  I fell in love with art history.  My class consisted of lectures and site 
visits every week.  I learned about the art of the Etruscans, Greeks, and Romans 
from before Jesus’ time all the way through the Renaissance!  I was living in 
Florence—the center of the Renaissance!  The art, sculpture and architecture 
that I saw was amazing.  I ate lunch next to several hundred-year-old statues!  I 
went on day trips with my school and visited Siena, Pisa, Ravenna, Rome, San 
Gimignano and Assisi.  I was blown away by the history and beauty of each 
place.  I wasn’t just learning about things in a classroom and seeing pictures in a 
book—I was walking the same streets and touching the same walls as great 
artists did hundreds of years ago before me. 

Studying abroad in Florence reignited my love of learning.  Before I went 
to Florence, I would stay on top of my schoolwork because it is what I had to do.  
Italy changed that.  It encouraged, inspired and amazed me.  I brought those 
feelings home with me.  They’ve made my senior year enjoyable and a 
                                                 
1 Penne pasta with meat sauce, fennel, salad, bread with olive oil and homemade wine, 
vin santa and biscotti.   
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challenge—not just something I want to get over with or get through.  Not only 
did Italy revive my love of learning, but it also made me see and appreciate my 
family in a whole new light. 

While I was abroad there were times when I was homesick and felt very 
lonely.  I was isolated physically and verbally from what I knew.  But, I was able 
to accept and overcome these feelings.  And when I came home for Christmas, 
seeing and being with my family was the best present I could have asked for.  
Yet, it was bittersweet.  It was hard leaving my family in Italy—Simona, Aldo, 
Tommaso and Marta.  It was hard leaving the friends I made at Syracuse 
University in Florence and the teachers I came to know.  It was hard to leave 
Firenze–the city , its people, language , art and culture.  These things became a 
part of me. 

When I left Florence, I was leaving one home for another.  But when I 
came home to my family, I was able to share my experiences with them.  And I 
still keep in touch with Simona, Aldo, Tommaso and Marta.  I feel so blessed for 
being able to have the experience of studying abroad. 

I want to thank the Sister County Commission and their generosity for 
making my study abroad experience possible.  Words cannot express how 
grateful I am, but I want to thank you from every fiber of my being.  You helped 
give me something that I can neither fully explain and articulate--a family and 
their welcoming love and support; a love for the Italian culture, people, art, and 
language; and a reminder of what I already have—my family and education.  My 
study abroad experience has changed the way I view others, the world and 
myself.  

I know one day I’ll go back to Firenze to see Simona, Aldo, Tommaso, and 
Marta, and to see the city’s art, eat the delicious food, and walk the same streets.  
I look forward to that day, but not with my heart in my teeth or eagles in my 
stomach.  I’ll be eager and assured, feeling that I’m coming back home again. 

 


