
 

 

This past semester has been an incredible experience being able to live in Florence, Italy. I have 

learned so much about Italy as a whole, the city of Florence, the food, the people and myself that 

I would have never expected to! Each and every day was a learning experience whether just by 

walking to school, interacting with my host family, or getting dressed in the morning. I was 

constantly figuring out differences between the Italian and American cultures. One huge factor 

that helped me throughout my experience was living with a host family. I had dinner with them 

almost every night where I would try new foods, practice my Italian while talking about my day, 

enjoy listening to the family in their usual conversations, and discussing Italian culture. It 

surprised me how I automatically learned things even when I was least expecting it, even if it 

was through mistakes and getting weird looks as I walked down the street for wearing a rain 

jacket, which I eventually figured out is only worn for camping or sports.  

 

My favorite thing about living there was the fact that everything that I was learning about was 

within walking distance. In my art history and architecture classes almost every week we would 

be out seeing things in the city. If we were discussing a specific  architect in my Renaissance 

Architecture class, we would go out in the city and go look at and discuss the various buildings 

that architect worked on. This was a completely different experience than looking at a picture on 

a slideshow. By seeing architecture and art in person, I was able to better understand the context 

and the effect of it on the viewer. 

 

Being an art history major, I loved really being able to understand not only the city but the art 

that has been created in this city in the past 800 years. The history surrounded me wherever I was 

in the city. It was so easy to go into a museum after class or walk into a church that has many 

masterpieces that I’ve studied for a long time now. I could take a study break and go to the Uffizi 

spending an hour in only one wing; something you definitely can’t do when only visiting it. It 

was a treat to be able to not feel rushed spending time appreciating the city little by little, yet 

being able to see more than most people see when just spending a few days in Florence. I felt 

such a connection with the history that was a part of the city.  

The classes in general were great. My favorite was my Michelangelo Seminar, where we met 

once a week for three hours, all ten of us, discussing one of the most famous Florentine artists of 

all time. We almost never spent a class inside a classroom, but instead we visited museums, 



 

 

seeing all of Michelangelo’s works and influences in Florence. It was such a great experience. I 

loved being surrounded by other art enthusiasts, something I definitely will miss when returning 

back to Santa Clara. Through my classes and program in general, I was able to do things only 

possible because of my professors’ relationships, and otherwise not open to the public. Through 

my classes I was able to get a tour of the Medici Archives, go into the internal structure of the 

Baptistry, as well as climb the scaffolding in Santa Croce where I got to experience the frescoes 

up close and personal. All of these as well as many others made my experience that much more 

unique.  

 

Abroad was the place where I was able to try new things every day. I swam in the 

Mediterranean, visited castles, found new ways to class, tried tons of food, and met so many 

people that I would have never met otherwise. I would stay up late to experience one side of 

Florence, while waking up at the crack of dawn to see another, all while studying in between. By 

the end of my semester I felt like I really knew Florence like the back of my hand. Florence 

became more than just a place to live and learn, it became my home.  

 

Besides just living in Florence, I was able to travel to other Italian cities, especially in the 

Tuscany region, and other countries during my abroad experience. I am so fortunate to have been 

able to experience all that I have. I want to thank the County of Santa Clara/Province of 

Florence Sister County Commission so much for helping me make this experience possible. 

I truly have gained confidence to live in a foreign city as well as going beyond my comfort zone 

in order to grow as a person and for a greater learning experience. I know that this was a once in 

a lifetime opportunity that I will remember forever. 

 

Thank you for all of your help! 

Sincerely, 

Ashley Hemstreet 

Santa Clara University 


