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Overall I had the most amazing experience as an exchange student to the University of Iceland, 

although I suffered a few hiccups I realized it was life and it made my exchange experience all the 

more exciting. I would not give up my experience as an exchange student and would recommend 

it to everyone; although Iceland may not be the place for everyone, I wouldn’t want to have gone 

to any other country or to have had my experience any differently. So although the next few 

paragraphs may outline some negative facts, there just there to warn people of what to expect 

and so they don’t make the same mistakes as I did. 

 

Visa 

My exchange experience started well before leaving Dunedin with trying to organize an Icelandic 

visa so I could obtain an Icelandic resident’s permit, possibly one of the worst experiences of my 

life. This is a hard process that involves getting a lot of documents and paying a lot of money, 

also difficult when you can’t pay in Icelandic Krona (ISK) from a New Zealand bank and mail 

takes over 3 weeks to get from New Zealand to Iceland unless you pay like $90 for fast post. Any 

way when I arrived in Iceland in August, a couple of months after sending these documents in I 

was informed that I did not have my visa as one of my documents had not been apostled by the 

New Zealand immigration department or something ridiculous, so spent a lot of money trying to 

get this document sent over immediately. Unfortunately I was therefore illegally in the country and 

so had to leave before they would process my documents for my visa, Iceland is just as isolated 

as New Zealand and costs a lot to get to another country, so where was I to go? I didn’t know, but 

I spontaneously decided to go to Greenland and randomly talked a couple of people id met in my 

class and had known for about a week into coming with me. This turned out to be one of the best 

decisions I’ve ever made and I got to see a magical country, with absolutely stunning geology, 



perfect for my degree. Coming back to Iceland was weird though as I ended up missing the first 

probably 3 weeks of semester being an illegal immigrant, luckily in this time I only had one paper, 

the Introduction to the Geography of Geology of Iceland, and so was able to catch up pretty easily. 

 

Papers 

Introduction to the Geography and Geology of Iceland, (Otago Credits 18 200 level Geog) 

This paper screams exciting and that it was, we spent the last week of August which is the end of 

summer in Iceland, doing a tour of Southern Iceland. This trip took us to some of the most 

beautiful sights in Iceland and included a boat ride on a Glacial Lagoon. This trip was specifically 

for international students coming to study earth Sciences at the university to give us a general 

overview of how Iceland is a “geowonderland” and also gave us a chance to meet other students 

who were here for the same reasons. 

   

On returning to Reykjavik, we had 4 weeks of lectures of four 3 and a half hour lecturers a week, 

unfortunately due to my deportation I didn’t attend many of these, but from others I herd they 

were pretty interesting. The paper was then examined via a field report worth 20% and a take 

home exam for the other 80%. 

 

Introduction to Geophysics, (Otago Credit Geol261) 

This paper was extremely worth while, definitely my favorite paper whilst on my exchange. 

Classes started after the commencement of the Introduction paper, consisting of two 1 and a half 

hour lecturers per week and one 1 and a half hour practical per week. One field work practical 

was also completed where we measured gravity anomalies over a small hill in Reykjavik; this 

data was then used to write a field report that was worth 20% of our total grade. The rest of the 

grade came from weekly assignments, usually based on calculations and a three hour end of 

semester exam. The lecturer who took this paper was amazing, it was extremely well structured 

and he made it very interactive, making us write on the bored etc. Our class only had about 20 

people in it and so it was more like a class room environment style learning rather than lecture 

hall style. 

 

 

 



Current Crustal Movements, (Otago Credit Geol371) 

This paper had some interesting facts but I felt it was rather repetitive and involved a lot of wrote 

learning of where plates were moving in relation to each other rather than actually understanding 

ideas and processes involved. This was my largest class with about 40 people and so wasn’t as 

interactive as the other papers and also had a few Icelandic students in, who are not very good 

with dealing with in group work. This paper was accessed 100% externally, i.e. via 3 hour exam 

at the end of semester, although we had a field trip in which we had to write a group report on 

and weekly assignments, but these were not part of the overall grade. Lectures were held twice a 

week for an hour and a half (including one at 8 o clock on Friday mornings, extremely hard to get 

up for especially when the sun doesn’t rise till 11.30) with one tutorial per week. 

 

Igneous Petrology (Otago Credit Geol264) 

Well this paper was definitely the worst; there were two lecturers who took this paper and both 

were not very good at English communication. The subject they were teaching was hard for 

starters but with the lack of communication it made it even harder, they were both very intelligent 

but it was extremely hard for me to understand there ideas they were trying to get across, most of 

the time I would take the text book to class and try and read it as they were teaching to try and 

understand but it was still very hard. Luckily I passed, just, but I feel I would like to do some more 

back at Otago due to the fact I still have no idea what they were talking about the majority of the 

time. Lectures for this paper were also held twice a week for 1 and half hours each plus a tutorial/ 

lab for the same amount of time. The paper was assessed by weekly assignments, usually based 

on the lab work and a 3 hour examination at the end of semester. 

 

University in General 

Háskóli Íslands is the main University in Iceland, there are actually only two in the country. My 

first impressions of the university was like wow the buildings look boring and look like they were 

built in the communist era. But when you go inside you realize that there like this to keep them 

warm for the coldness and darkness in the winter months, which is the majority of the year in 

Iceland, I don’t think summer really exists here, just like winter doesn’t really exist in New Zealand. 

Any way there is a pretty cool student environment here and they do really good student deals 

like a hot lunch every day for 650kr (around $7nz) and coffee cards for 1500kr (working out at 

about $0.60nz per cup, amazing!!!). One thing is that the library shuts at 10 on weekdays and at 5 

on weekends, so don’t be thing you’ll be doing late night studies there although you can pay 

1000kr to get after hours access to some of the other buildings in which you can study in. 

 

 

 



Accommodation 

Whilst in Iceland I stayed at Gamli Guður (Picture to right) which is a 

hotel during the summer months and student accommodation during 

the semester time. It is on campus and I literally could see the Earth 

science building (Askja) from my bedroom window, great for getting up 

five minutes before class. This hall is reserved mainly for non-EU 

students as it’s hard to get a visa without proof of accommodation, 

there are also some local Icelandic students who live there due to not 

living in the Reykjavik greater area. Gamli was perfect for what I 

needed; it was warm, not too expensive, very central and very social. Gamli was a great way to 

meet people, just like being in a hall of residence in New Zealand although a lot smaller and we 

made our own food. Each floor had around 12 people with girls and boys separate bathrooms, 

and a shared kitchen. My floor had 6 girls and six guys making a good mix and had people from 

all around the non-EU world; USA, China, Canada, Japan, England, Estonia, Iceland and of 

course NZ!!! Moving back into a hall after time flatting in NZ was weird, but also cool. It was good 

being able to cook for ourselves and we would often had people make traditional dishes from 

their country and we would have shared meals, I made a Pavlova and Anzac biscuits. Gamli also 

has this large room in which we used for parties and study and whatever needed a big room. The 

rooms had everything you would need including a sink, wardrobe, bed with bedding provided, 

desk, lamp shelves and mirror; I actually thought It was better than my hall room in Selwyn when I 

was living there. The bathrooms and floors were cleaned by cleaners and so it was just your own 

personal room that you had to keep clean. 

 

Social Life 

Reykjavik is known for its night life, the ESN (Erasmus student network) has an amazing part of 

exchange student life in Reykjavik with them holding weekly parties at Batterið with subsidized 

drinks, especially important as Iceland has horrendous taxes alcohol, making it a very expensive 

country to drink in. These parties allowed me to meet people from everywhere and I mean 

everywhere, some of my new best friends are from places such as Switzerland, Germany and the 

USA.  My favorite bar was Zimsen as on Monday nights it is best friends night, so you can get 2 

beers for 900kr which is cheap!!! Well in Icelandic terms. The weekends are mad with pretty 

much the entire of Iceland hitting the streets to party, they don’t spend long in bars and you’re 

aloud to take your glasses outside, so watch out for broken glass. There are seriously a million 

bars in this small city but there all really small so people don’t tend to linger in one for too long 

during the weekends. I much preferred student nights as we often got abuse from locals on 

weekends for being foreigners and speaking English. ,  

 



Traveling 

Before coming to Iceland I spent 6 weeks traveling Europe in summer which was amazing. When 

I got to Iceland I also found it a great place as a base for exploring other countries and I had a 

week in Greenland as explained due to visa reasons but would recommend as its so close to 

Iceland its criminal not to go and from Iceland I did a week in Scandinavia after term ended. 

Iceland is definitely a country you need to hire a car/ decent 4wd and explore on your own. I saw 

pretty much the entire country except the far East. Some of  my best memories were eating 

Pönnukökur (Icelandic pancakes) and drinking strong coffee served from a local up after being 

stuck in an emergency shelter for two days in a very remote area of the West Fjords after 

tramping/ camping in the artic circle. Another area I particularly enjoyed was Myvatn, whilst there 

we encounted a lot of snow, over a meter deep and in this weather we went to the natural 

geothermal pool and had snow falling around; hence we had to have a snow fights in our togs. 

The introduction to the Geography and Geology of Iceland field trip took as to a lot of amazing 

places including the infamous Geyser, Laumanalauger, Vik, Vantajökull, many foss’s (Icelandic 

name for waterfalls), Laki (an eruptive fissure) and Hekla, a very active Volcano in the center. 

One place I wish I got to was Vestmanyar (Westman Islands) but time and daylight hours were 

limited and hence I will definitely return. 

   

 

Iceland in General 

Food and alcohol  

Alcohol is very expensive as the government imposes three taxes on it saying this I still drank far 

too much and so a large proportion of my budget was therefore spent on alcohol. Local brews 

that must be tried include Viking beer, Lava Beer and Brenivinn (aka Black Death). Brenevinn is 

Icelandic schnapps and by the name you can tell it’s potent, it takes a while to get use to but it 

grew on me and I came to love it. Food is also relatively expensive as not much grows in the 

country so has to be imported. The country has some very interesting national foods including; 

sheep’s head, fermented (rotten) shark, whale (which I was very much apposed to and so didn’t 

try), puffin and strange sausage like thing things that are apparently a lot of blood with all the bad 

bits of sheep (these actually didn’t taste that bad). The Icelandic people love pysler (Icelandic hot 

dogs, slight variation on an American hot dog) and skyr (similar to yogurt but way better and 

healthier some how, less sugar and fat). They also eat a lot of fish and hardly any red meat even 



though they claim to be all about there sheep, but they only have 500,000 of them, nothing 

compared to New Zealand. 

  

 

Weather and Nature 

Iceland’s name is very misleading, although 10% of the country is covered in Ice and it does have 

Europe’s largest glacier. The majority of the country is just barren with moss and exposed rock 

covering much of the surface and no trees, which was quite a shock to me when I first arrived. 

The main reason for this is the lack of sunlight (I ended up suffering from a Vitamin d deficiency 

rash) and the occasional snow falls which were so pretty. Also during my last month in Iceland I 

spent a lot of time on the lake as it was frozen. Iceland is a very lucky country to have natural 

geothermal areas in which they use for power generation and to heat water. This means power is 

dirt cheap and you can shower forever but they do smell like sulfur, (Rotorua) but after a few days 

I became use to it and didn’t bother me, can’t say the same about my hair though. 

 

Locals 

Talking to locals whilst sitting in the hot tub was one of my favorite past times, the older 

generation were lovely however the younger generation, in there early 20s were quite rude as we 

were foreigners and it was right after the recession, where Brittan declared them terrorist. So 

especially in weekends we would be abused if we spoke English, due to this I didn’t make as 

many Icelandic friends as I thought I would. 

 

Christmas and folk law traditions 

 

I ended up staying for Christmas and I discovered that in Icelandic 

Christmas tradition there are 13 Yule Lads (offspring of the horrible trolls 

Grýla and Leppalúði) who descend from their mountain home each year 

around Christmas (one each day beginning on December 11) to wreak 

havoc on townsfolk. Each lad is named after his mischievous action. I 

thought it was very cool, they have some really whacked stories and 

traditions here but I guess that makes this place special from any other part of the world. 

 


