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Introduction 

Founded in 1583, Edinburgh University is one of the world’s prestigious universities and one of the 

ancient universities of the UK.  It ranks 5th in the U.K. and 20th in the world.  It is both a privilege and 

an honour to have been able to attend on exchange and I count myself extremely lucky that I have 

had this opportunity.  To put this in context, Edinburgh University accepts only about one in nine 

applicants.  Aside from the quality of the institution, Edinburgh itself is one of Europe’s great cities, 

steeped in history.  I cannot recommend an exchange here highly enough. 

I used this opportunity to complete my BSc (Economics & Statistics).  Exchange students from Otago 

are required to do a full year’s course of study, comprising 120 credits.  My 120 credits comprised six 

courses1: four Economics (three third year2, one second year) and two Maths (one third year and 

one fourth year).  The comments I make below need to be considered in this context. 

The Really Important Things to Know 

Before selecting Edinburgh University, applicants should be aware that it comprises three colleges: 

Humanities & Social Science (HSS); Science & Engineering (SCE); and, Medicine & Veterinary 

Medicine (MVM).  I had nothing to do with the last, and therefore none of my comments should be 

interpreted as applying to MVM, but my programme of study did straddle both HSS and SCE.  The 

Economics courses were in HSS, while the Maths courses were in SCE.  In general, students are 

allowed to select courses from either college but this has several consequences about which 

applicants should be aware: 

Course Credit and Contact Hours 

Most courses in HSS are one-semester 20-credit courses, taught 3 hours per week3.  In contrast, 

most courses in SCE are one-semester 10-credit courses, taught 2 hours per week.  However, in my 

opinion, the two 10-credit Maths courses that I took required as much effort as my 20-credit 

Economics courses, if not more.  Basically, the one-hour less teaching time in Maths had to be made 

up for by at least an extra hour’s self-study time each week. 

Different Colleges; Different Campuses 

Most HSS courses are taught at the central campus in George Square, which is on the south side of 

the Old Town; so very centrally located, near plenty of services.  Most, but not all, SCE courses are 

taught at the King’s Buildings campus, which is a brisk 15-20 minute walk south of the central 

campus.  King’s is considerably more isolated and self-contained, and has far fewer services nearby 
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 What we at Otago would call a ‘paper’ is called a ‘course’ at Edinburgh. 

2
 Courses are referred to by year level, rather than stage. 

3
 An exception was my second year Economics course, which was a full-year 40-credit course, taught 3 hours 

per week. 



(or within it), although it is not far from Cameron Toll, a large shopping centre.  A free shuttle basis, 

departing every 20 minutes, connects the two campuses but, nonetheless, travelling between the 

two is inconvenient and time consuming.  I did not enjoy it and no-one else I know who commuted 

between the two campuses enjoyed it either.  Most importantly, the university will not allow 

students to enrol in courses with consecutive lectures at different campuses, and this restriction can 

severely constrain one’s choice of courses (as I discovered). 

Greater Emphasis on Self-Study (Less on Coursework) 

I found that there was relatively less emphasis on coursework at Edinburgh compared with Otago.  

In the Maths papers there was none and no formal tutorials at all, whereas the Economics papers 

had compulsory 2-hour tutorials every fortnight4 and some element of plussage (either a multiple 

choice terms test or essay, depending on the course, but nothing in respect of the tutorial exercises 

themselves).  This, coupled with the next point, means that it is essential for students to stay on top 

of lecture content while it is being taught, rather than trying to make up for it prior to exams. 

Most Exams at Year-End 

With few exceptions, exams are held at year-end, regardless of the semester in which a course is 

taught.  If one hasn’t learnt first-semester material as it is taught then it is extremely difficult trying 

to catch up one half-year later when the material is stale. 

Tougher Marking Scheme; Sometimes Negative 

Some schools mark negatively, meaning that in multiple choice exams marks are deducted for wrong 

answers.  In any event, getting high marks is universally difficult and students are told at the outset 

that marks in excess of 60% are considered very good.  In the British grade system, a grade between 

60%-69% qualifies for a 2:1 degree (upper division of second class honours).  A grade 70% or above 

qualifies for a 1st (first class honours).  This grading system can come as a surprise to Australasian or 

American students used to achieving A’s. 

Edinburgh University: General 

EASE, MyEd, WebCT and EUCLID 

EASE is Edinburgh University’s web login service, through which a number of web-enabled 

applications are accessed.  MyEd is the student portal that sits under EASE, which enables students 

to access anything and everything to do with their university life.  All course content is maintained 

on WebCT (equivalent to Otago’s Blackboard) through MyEd.  EUCLID is equivalent to Otago’s PIMS, 

and is accessed through MyEd. 

Course Planning 

The website, http://www.drps.ed.ac.uk/, contains Edinburgh University’s ‘Degree Regulations & 

Programmes of Study’, which is the definitive source for all courses offered, and their associated 

pre-requisites and co-requisites.  It is from the DRPS that an Otago exchange student will select his 

or her preferred course of study, which will then have to be submitted via EUCLID for approval (see 

next section). 
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 The second year Economics paper had 2-hour tutorials weekly. 

http://www.drps.ed.ac.uk/


I read somewhere that Scottish universities tend to offer less subject choice outside of a candidate’s 

major subject than their English counterparts, and I suspect that this is probably true.  However, 

offsetting this is a great deal of structure and cohesion around the major subject (at least, that is 

what I found in the School of Economics). 

Application and Enrolment 

An applicant needs first to enrol for EASE access, and once that is obtained then enrolment is 

managed through EUCLID, which is accessed through MyEd.  In the first instance, all of this is done 

from New Zealand.   

Like all computer-based enrolment systems, everything goes swimmingly well unless there are non-

standard elements to resolve.  In the early stages of dealing with Edinburgh University, the most 

likely non-standard element to be encountered is the negotiation of pre-requisites if a candidate 

does not satisfy all of them.  I had to deal with this problem and it was done so through the Visiting 

Student Office (in HSS5).  Subject to the following paragraph, the Head of VSO makes all course 

enrolment decisions, not the individual school or department. 

Enrolment is technically a two-stage process.  The first is registration, which for Otago exchange 

students will all be done online, leaving only the University Student Card to be physically uplifted 

from a designated location on a designated day.  The second stage, to obtain full matriculation, is to 

meet with one’s Director of Studies (DoS) – see next section – to be formally admitted to the 

programme of study.  If all goes according to plan, the DoS should simply be endorsing the 

programme that has already been pre-approved by the Head of VSO.   

Director of Studies (DoS) / Personal Tutor 

Every student at Edinburgh University has their own Director of Studies, who is usually a member of 

the faculty in the department or school in which the student is majoring (in my case, Economics).  

The DoS is the student’s first point of contact for almost everything to do with his or her academic 

programme. 

There is some discussion that Directors of Studies will soon be replaced by Personal Tutors. 

Library 

Edinburgh University’s main library is located in the central campus in George Square.  It is a large, 

fully featured, modern facility.  One’s University Student Card is needed to enter it, otherwise there 

is a sign-in procedure at the security desk.  This year, a large area was refurbished, considerably 

adding to the study-seating capacity.  Even so, I heard that the library was still popping at the seams 

at exam time, and seats could not be left unattended for more than 20 minutes, otherwise another 

student could rightfully occupy it.   

I hardly ever used the Library myself, only because my flat was located right next to the campus, 

most study materials were available online, (either through WebCT or the library portal on MyEd), 

and I was inclined to buy my own textbooks in any event.   
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 I believe that there is also a Visiting Student Office in SCE. 



Course Notes & Textbooks 

With only one exception, all lecturers of the courses that I took posted their lecture notes/handouts 

on WebCT, along with other relevant material.  Textbooks were required only for supplementary 

reading, and all were available in the High Use Books (HUB) collection on the ground floor of the 

main library (equivalent to Otago’s ‘closed reserve’). 

Otherwise, for students who prefer to buy their own textbooks, all are available from Blackwells on 

South Bridge.  Blackwells themselves describe the South Bridge store as ‘one of the finest bookshops 

in Scotland’, and this is no exaggeration.  Any book not in stock can usually be obtained without any 

additional charge within 3 days. 

Clubs & Societies 

There are clubs and societies at Edinburgh University for almost every conceivable activity from 

philosophy to pole dancing.  Importantly, for anyone interested in remaining in the U.K. post-

exchange to work, the clubs and societies are where recruitment often takes place.  This is especially 

true for the commerce subjects, where the Edinburgh University Trading & Investment Club is the 

main conduit for employment.  Office holders seem to be guaranteed internships or full-time jobs, 

so positions of office are highly sought after. 

The Basic Necessities 

Accommodation 

This will be sorted out as part of the exchange process.  The main single students’ halls of residence 

is Pollock Halls, which is about 10-15 minutes walk away from either the central campus or King’s 

Buildings.  As I had my teenage son with me, we were allocated a family flat in a tenement right next 

to the central campus.  Rental was around £7,600 for a full year, but it is considerably cheaper in the 

Halls. 

Accommodation is well managed by the University; any problems are attended to quickly.  Family 

flats come described as fully-furnished, but nonetheless I bought a number of home comforts, and 

quite a few necessities, myself.  These included a television (which has to be licensed in the U.K.), 

printer and router, woollen underlays and feather duvets, and several items of kitchenware, 

including a china dinner set.  The flat came with whiteware, basic kitchen utensils and there was a 

shared laundry (£1.50/wash and £1/dry).  Quite thin, polyester bed-linen was supplied but no bath-

towels, bathmats, tea-towels or oven mits.  The plates and cups supplied were made of melamine, 

which was like eating at a picnic every day, hence my purchase of a decent dinner set (bought dirt-

cheap in a sale at Jenner’s, Edinburgh’s premier department store). 

Basic broadband and internet telephony services are available in most University accommodation, 

which can be upgraded to a faster speed at additional cost (£100, if I recall correctly).  I paid the 

extra fee but doubt whether there was any distinguishable difference.  Different types of 

accommodation may have different heating arrangements, but in our flat night storage heating was 

included in the rental.  The storage heaters had booster fan-heaters, which could be activated 

separately at extra cost.  We never found it necessary to do so. 



Note that Edinburgh University’s academic year commences just as the Edinburgh Festival draws to a 

close.  During the Festival, Edinburgh’s population more than doubles and accommodation is at an 

absolute premium.  As the University itself hires out accommodation during the Festival, it is 

important that one either plans to arrive only once official accommodation is available (usually the 

weekend before registration) or alternative plans are made for accommodation beforehand.  As my 

flat did not become available until 3 weeks after lectures started, and because my son started 

secondary school 2 weeks before the University’s registration week, I had to find temporary 

accommodation, which I did through http://www.gumtree.com/edinburgh.  I was very lucky insofar 

as the owner of the flat that I rented temporarily was a lecturer at Edinburgh University and the rent 

was very reasonable.  However, 3 day’s hotel accommodation in Edinburgh beforehand cost me as 

much as one month’s rent in the flat itself. 

Food 

The cost of living in Edinburgh is expensive, compared to New Zealand.  Meat-eaters should be 

prepared to turn vegetarian for their time here (although New Zealand lamb can be bought for the 

same price, if not cheaper, than British lamb)!  Depending on one’s accommodation arrangements, 

regular meals may come as part of the package.  The student union has quite a good cafe with 

reasonably priced food in Teviot, the student union building on the central campus (an architectural 

wonder in itself). 

Most of the major supermarket brands are represented nearby.  The two middle of the road 

supermarkets are Tesco and Sainsbury’s.  Both stock a bewildering array of prepared foods, usually 

of pretty good quality, though not cheap.  Morningside, southwest of the University across The 

Meadows and Bruntsfield Links recreation areas, has both a Marks & Spencer and Waitrose, which 

are the better (and more expensive) supermarkets. 

Medical 

There is a medical centre and dispensary on campus, although technically it is a private practice.  

Students may enrol at the medical centre, which is usually done during matriculation, and they (and 

accompanying family members) are covered by the NHS, so it is free.  Application for an NHS number 

is made during enrolment at the practice.  Note, however, that once the on-campus medical centre 

roll fills up then students will need to register at some other practice, which might not be so 

conveniently placed.  Therefore, early registration is advised. 

Money 

Opening a bank account in the U.K. is one of the great nightmares to be faced.  It is less of a problem 

if one is staying in University accommodation, because then the University will automatically provide 

a letter (via MyEd) confirming one’s address, which can then be presented to a bank.  Personally, I 

found Barclays to be the most accommodating (after trying HSBC and RBS first).  Barclays opened an 

account requiring only a passport and evidence of matriculation.  They provided a debit card with 

the account, but there was no hope of obtaining a credit card or overdraft facility. 

Also, shopping in the U.K. is especially well-served online (which includes the famous Boxing Day and 

January sales).  Goods purchased will be delivered within a day or two.  So, not having a debit card is 

a major drawback. 

http://www.gumtree.com/edinburgh


Passport/Visa & Working 

I hold dual New Zealand/Irish citizenship so I was able to enter the U.K. as an ‘EEA National’ and 

exercise my European Treaty rights to live and study (and work) in the U.K.  Those who hold only a 

New Zealand passport will almost certainly need a Tier 4 visa to study.  However, an exception might 

apply for New Zealand students with at least one grandparent born in the U.K.  A Tier 4 visa usually 

permits part-time work while studying.  Anyone working will need to obtain a National Insurance 

number (equivalent to a New Zealand tax number).  Holding a National Insurance number is not in 

itself evidence of the right to work.  For anyone in a situation similar to myself (i.e. an EEA national 

other than British) should consider obtaining an EEA1 Registration Certificate, which does provide 

evidence of being in the U.K. exercising one’s Treaty rights.  While an EEA1 Registration Certificate is 

not necessary, it can make certain dealings with authorities much simpler. 

Transport & Driving 

Edinburgh has a particularly good bus network, and one day will have a limited tram network 

(between the airport and the city centre).  Unlike Glasgow, it has no underground tube.  Bus fares 

are, at time of writing, £1.40 per trip regardless of distance travelled.  There are two bus companies, 

Lothian and First, and they operate their own concession schemes.  Most students will be on a 

Lothian bus route.  Do not rush in to buy an electronic concession card; determine whether it 

represents good value first because the cards are time-limited and really designed for every-day 

commuters.  Unlike London’s brilliant multi-transport Oyster Card, concession cards in Edinburgh are 

peculiar to each company and do not extend to different modes of transport. 

I never contemplated getting a car, although I did exchange my New Zealand drivers licence for a 

British one, which one is entitled to do after 6 months residence at a cost of £50.  The DVLA takes 

the New Zealand licence and does not return it.  A New Zealand driver can drive on a New Zealand 

licence in the U.K. for up to one year.  The problems with having a car are: eye-wateringly expensive 

compulsory insurance; parking; and security.  Around Edinburgh itself, the bus service is excellent.  

Further afield, the U.K. is serviced by an extensive (and expensive) rail network.  Cheap flights can be 

had, especially to other parts of Europe, but these often require pre-purchase months ahead of the 

date of travel.  This is true of rail, too.  Early forward booking can yield significant savings.  Bookings 

made close to or on the date of travel will result in an eye-gouging.  All students, even mature ones, 

can obtain a 16-25 Railcard, which can offer good concessions. 

Other 

Edinburgh vs. Glasgow 

Despite being less than 50 miles apart, these two cities could be on different planets.  As the seat of 

government and a substantial funds management industry, Edinburgh is Scotland’s ‘well-to-do’ city.  

Much larger Glasgow, in contrast, is considerably rawer, it is nowhere near as attractive and its 

citizens could well be speaking another language.  Personally, I have no regrets choosing Edinburgh 

over Glasgow for exchange, even though both options were available.  Another factor is the 

weather.  The west coast of Scotland is far wetter than the east and there were many days shown on 

the weather forecast when Edinburgh was dry and Glasgow was wet. 



The Weather 

Edinburgh’s weather is not unlike Dunedin’s, especially over winter.  Typically it snows three or four 

times a year, although there is sleet much more frequently.  However, winter is typically quite dry 

and characterised by many crisp, clear days.  Temperatures over winter were 5°C or less most days, 

but seldom below freezing.  The hardest thing to get used to over winter was the short days; 

noticeably shorter than Dunedin. 

I have not experienced summer properly yet, but both autumn and spring were wet, and this spring 

was reportedly chillier than normal.  However, the short days of winter are definitely compensated 

by the long days of summer. 

Day Trips 

Two picture-postcard seaside villages worth visiting are North Berwick on the south coast of the 

Firth of Forth, which is about half an hour east of Edinburgh by train, and Anstruther, which is in Fife, 

on the northern coast of the Firth, about 2 hours away by bus.  The Anstruther Fish Bar on the 

seafront won the U.K.’s Fish and Chip Shop of the Year in 2008/09, and deservedly so.  The Scottish 

Fisheries Museum along the road is worth visiting, too.  North Berwick hosts the Scottish Seabird 

Centre and it has a beautiful sandy beach. 

A slightly longer day, but nonetheless worth doing, is visiting Holy Island/Lindisfarne across the 

border in Northumberland.  It is inaccessible at high tide, so it does take some planning.  The day 

that we did it, the train from Edinburgh was delayed, which resulted in us missing a connecting bus 

to the island.  We ended up walking from Beal, which took over an hour and a half, but well worth it 

on a beautiful day. 

 


