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I had an amazing time in Cologne during my six months there and it is a fantastic place to go on an 

exchange. I would highly recommend it. I wasn’t exactly sure what I wanted from the exchange or 

what I was expected but I knew that I wanted to go and study somewhere in Europe. Going to 

Germany was probably one of the best places I could have gone to in Europe because a large 

majority of the population speaks English and my German was, and still is, very limited.  

Going to a university so far away from New Zealand took a lot of planning and preparation. Because 

it is in the Northern Hemisphere the semester dates are different from Otago. The first semester in 

Cologne, which they call the winter semester, starts in October and goes through to the end of 

February. I completed my first semester in 2012 in Otago and then I went to Queenstown to work 

for a few months before I left. I purchased my tickets many months in advance to try but the return 

tickets were still around $3,400. I left at the start of September and returned in the beginning of 

February. My overall travel time in the air or on trains from Auckland was just over 24 hours. 

Studying 
 

\My courses were all in English but there is not a huge variety of English courses available for 

bachelor’s students. Per the learning agreement I had to organise all of my courses before I left and I 

had a number of marketing courses that I had to take while I was in Cologne in order to finish my 

degree. However when I arrived and went to register for my courses I was unable to enrol in all of 

the ones that I wanted because some were only for masters students. I got confused and got those 

papers signed off when I was in Otago. Some of the courses I was unable to take because if they 

have more students apply for the course than available spots it basically goes into a hat and is a 

lucky draw to see whether or not you get a place. I should have taken more care when deciding on 

what course I could have taken when I arrived. The registration period is only two weeks so it is best 

to do it at the start and not wait until the end. I was away during most the period and left it till near 

the end which created a lot of unnecessary hassle. 

Because the winter semester goes right through February and crosses over with the Otago first 

semester I was able to do what they call ‘Early Leavers’. This meant that I was given an early oral 

exam with my lecturers and given a mark so I could leave Germany early. Some of my classes were 

like those in Otago where I had two two-hour lectures a week up until my exam but others were a 

bit different. I had one course that was one four hours class a week for five or six weeks and it had 

no exam, just internal grading based on participation in the class and another that was simply two 

full days. The work is challenging and the teachers have very high expectations.  

In terms of getting my Visa to study, it was relatively easy, because it could all be done once I 

arrived. First I did not have to attain any Visa before I arrived in Germany, second I had register with 

the city as a foreign citizen and then thirdly I had to attain a residence permit which allowed me to 



stay and study. I had to provide documents that proved who I was, where I was living, and how I was 

going to finance my stay in Cologne. 

Cologne (Köln) 
 

It is the fourth largest city in Germany in terms of population with around one million people and is 

Capital of North Rhine Westphalia which is the largest state in Germany. It was heavily bombed in 

WW2, mainly because of its relative closeness to England. There are not many buildings that 

survived the bombing, however with one major exception being the main Cathedral.  

I arrived at the end of summer and it was around 25 degrees when I arrived. Winter arrives very 

quickly and it is somewhat similar to somewhere like Queenstown, but with more prolonged 

freezing temperatures and more snow. As with a lot of Europe, even if it is cold outside it is usually 

very warm in every building you go into because they have very good heating and insulation so you 

usually only need warm clothing to go from building to building. 

Almost everyone speaks English a lot better than I speak German and they are almost always happy 

to converse in English. I did one 100-level German speaking course at Otago before I left and learnt 

the basics but I still was not very good. There is an optional intensive month long German language 

course before university starts but I chose to travel instead of doing this. Although I did survive fine 

with very limited German I would recommend learning a basic amount of the language for arriving 

as it will make things a lot easier when you arrive. 

Accommodation  
 

There is a lot of student accommodation around Cologne. I was lucky enough to get a spot in one of 

the student dorms but it is nothing like the hostels in Dunedin. These are more like a lot of little flats 

all next to each other. There are no common rooms or dining halls so it is more like living next to a 

whole of people rather than with them all. Saying that, it is still a really good place to live because it 

is a lot cheaper than getting a normal flat and you are surrounded by students. 

 My dorm is €240 a month, which equals around $95NZD a week. That includes rent, electricity, and 

unlimited internet. I lived in a building that has six flats and in my flat I live with three other 

students. The flat came partially furnished with a bed, desk, shelves and a wardrobe. It has a kitchen, 

a bathroom and two toilets. It is one of the older flats but I have been told they are usually given to 

exchange students because they are partially furnished. I was lucky to get a place in the dorm as 

there are very limited spots available. The dorm is about 30min away from the university (15min 

walk, and 15min train), which is pretty standard. 

From friends I met I was told that this is very cheap compared to the normal flats. They are usually 

around €250-€450 a month not including bills and they are unfurnished. If you don’t get one of the 

dorms it can be very difficult to get a flat before you arrive because most landlords require a face to 

face meeting with you before giving you the flat. 



 

Meeting people 
 

There is a really good exchange programme here that has a huge number of students from all 

around the world. The majority of them are from around Europe with the Erasmus student exchange 

programme. For the first few months I didn’t meet anyone from Australia or New Zealand but 

eventually I met the other Otago student who had already been there for a semester before I 

arrived. For the first few weeks they have a number of exchange student events aimed at getting 

everyone to know each other. There are usually a few events a week which are totally optional but 

are really good to go to. Most of them are nights out or tours that involve a lot of beer. The Germans 

love drinking beer, basically no matter when or where. These events allowed me to meet a really 

good group of friends. There are also on-going events and trips to neighbouring cities every few 

weeks. 

The other way I met people was playing rugby. There is only one rugby club in Cologne and it is 

called ASV Köln. It is a small rugby club with only two men’s teams, but the top team is in the 

German Bundesliga. Because I am from New Zealand they expected a lot even though I don’t play in 

NZ. Almost straight away I was put into the top team to play semi-professional clubs from around 

German. We were not paid at all so we got smashed most weekends but it was still fun. Almost 

everyone in the team spoke really good English. There was also another Kiwi guy and an Aussie in 

the team which was nice. It also gave me a chance to practise my German a little bit. 

Travelling 
 

As I said I chose to travel when I first arrived before university started. I did a Top Deck tour, which is 

like a Contiki but with a different company. It was for two weeks and we travelled through France, 

Switzerland, Spain, and Italy. It was an amazing trip and it was a great way to first see Europe. 

After I did my Early Leavers exams I did a trip to Ireland and London to see some family that live 

there. The UK and Ireland are really close to Cologne and if you book early then you can find tickets 

for around €40 return. Cologne is in an ideal location to see a lot of Western Europe as well. It is very 

close the borer of Belgium, The Netherlands, Luxemburg, and a little bit further away, France.  

As a student, after you pay the student contribution you get a student travel pass that allows you to 

travel all around the state of North Rhine Westphalia. This includes all the buses, trams, and regional 

trains. This enables you to travel right up to the Dutch, and Belgium border for free. The state also 

has many other major cities that you can travel to for free including Dortmund, Dusseldorf and 

Leverkusen. 

 

  



Costs 
 

I think to get by for the exchange you need at least $10,000, and that includes the cost of the flight. 

But this would be for just studying and I don’t think would be enough if you wanted to do any 

travelling around Europe. The basic costs for me include flights, rent, food, student pass, books and 

stationary, sundries. The largest costs were flights (approx. $3,500), and rent (approx. $2,300). The 

travelling I did before and after university cost me around $4,200 with the two weeks on the Top 

Deck tour totalling around $2,200, and the three weeks in the UK and Ireland about $1,800. 

I saved a lot of money from working the previous summer and the two months before I went away, 

but I also got student allowance while I was there. The exchange grant from Otago University also 

helped greatly.  

General Advice 
 

 Learn German if you haven’t already. You can get away with not knowing German because 

almost everyone speaks English but if you can speak the language then it makes getting to 

know the place a lot easier and the locals appreciate it if you at least try and speak their 

language. 

 Try and know for sure when you are returning to NZ in order to save on flights. I booked my 

return journey back to New Zealand thinking that I was going to finish here at the end of 

February but when I arrived I learnt that I could do early leavers exams and had to change 

my flights back home. It cost me over $300 to change the dates of the flights. 

 Set up a bank account as soon as you can. It makes it easier to handle your money when you 

arrive. 

 The middle of February is ‘Karneval’ in Cologne. It is a huge dress up street party for a whole 

week that attracts hundreds of thousands of people from all around Europe. It’s kind of like 

Hyde Street but for a whole week and it involves around one million people partying on the 

streets.  

 Being in Europe you sometime get the urge to buy lots of things. I suggest you give yourself 

some sort of Budget and don’t buy heaps of useless things. It can be hard to have heaps of 

money and not spend it but that has to last the whole trip and it’s better to be fine the 

whole time rather than rich to start with and then skimp for the last part of the exchange. 

 


