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I flew to Sweden for my exchange at Uppsala University in August 2008. Uppsala is in my opinion 

one of the better places to study while in Sweden. The climate isn’t too severe and you are just 50 

kilometres north of Stockholm meaning there’s a load to see nearby. The airport is between the 2 

cities and this makes Uppsala an ideal location to travel from, as there are loads of cheap flights 

from Sweden to other European countries. Uppsala itself has about 190,000 people of which, 40,000 

are students. It has a familiar feel as everything in the city is around the university much like 

Dunedin. Many people complain that it’s hard to interact with the local Swedish students and spend 

most of their time with the other exchange students in the big Flogsta complex. Swedes are 

definitely quiet and somewhat reserved but it’s up to you to change that. I basically made a point of 

avoiding the exchange students and mingled with as many Swedes as possible. Many people found 

that strange but it has its rewards. Be as outgoing, friendly and interesting as possible.  

A really cool way to get to know lots of people is by becoming active in one of the student nations. 

Basically these student organisations organise activities and have bars, clubs, sports teams, choirs 

and many more things you can get involved with. It’s compulsory to join one of these nations of 

which there are 13 or so, each representing a province of Sweden. Be careful which you choose as 

they all have their pros and cons. If you’re looking to party I suggest you join one of the larger 

nations such as Vdala. As a member you won’t have to pay entry fee when they have their club 

nights or bands playing. Basically all of the student clubs have entry fees of around ($10-15NZ) which 

is super cheap by Swedish standards. Beers and wine in these places aren’t too expensive either. 

Going out in public clubs is far too expensive for a Dunedin student. In order to get my hands on 

some cheap alcohol I made a boat trip with a random group of people to Estonia from Stockholm. All 

you need is a return ticket ($NZ40) and an empty rucksack! 

I joined a much smaller nation called Gotland’s and got elected as the DJ, which means I earned a 

little money and got to know a whole group of Swedes from the small island of Gotland. I even went 

away with the other elected members of the nation to a forest in the middle of nowhere for a 

weekend to discuss important issues and drink. Being the only New Zealander is always popular and 

people will want to make you feel welcome. Each nation hosts numerous gasques (formal dinners) 

throughout the year. Definitely make a point of going to these as you meet loads of people and drink 

lots of schnapps. 

As for the countryside of Sweden I unfortunately didn’t see too much of it, I chose to travel in 

warmer climes. I would definitely recommend you head to Sweden during summer when university 

is on holiday (June-mid August). This is when the weather is best and the sun is up for most of the 

day. Travel to the far North is probably an amazing thing to do but unfortunately rather impractical 

from October onwards, unless you’re properly equipped. I would also recommend you travel to 

Sweden in the spring semester (January to June) as this is when the weather improves and the light 

returns. I found the lack of light and sunshine from October to January rather hard to deal with at 

times. Even the Swedes become rather glum during these months. Of course when it snows things 



can improve dramatically as skiing and ice skating becomes a possibility. Make a point of organising 

a ski trip with one of your nations sooner rather than later to get a good deal.   

Oh yeah, I forgot about the studying side of things. I took some Master’s courses somewhat by 

accident. Basically level A and B papers are aimed at undergrad students while C and D papers are 

more for postgraduate students. I found the Swedish system to be relatively relaxed compared to 

Otago. There weren’t as many internal assessments as in Dunedin and you weren’t expected to do 

too much in your own time. However, some of my Swedish friends who were involved in humanities 

and arts found the opposite to be true. They seemed to have very little class time but lots of 

readings to keep up with. Relations between students and teachers are very informal and we were 

even allowed to snack during our exams!! In many classes you even get a chance to resit an exam 

should you fail.  

As for the language, you can take a basic course but unless you’re there for more than 6 months one 

of these course won’t do much. I’ve travelled through much of Europe and found the Swedes to 

have the best language skills of any nationality. American sitcoms and films are all in English with 

Swedish subtitles and Swedes learn English from a young age so language is no issue. 

So that’s about it. If you choose to go to Uppsala be prepared to feel a little cold but embrace it. Be 

outgoing and show interest in people.  You won’t enjoy it unless you let go of your nerves and 

preconceptions. 
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