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The City of Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh is definitely worth a visit, and living there was a real privilege. The 

city combines the perfect blend of the old and the new. There are hundreds of 

years of history and culture to be uncovered. Highlights in this area included 

visiting Edinburgh Castle, walking up and down the Royal Mile and, most fun of 

all, a scary ghost tour through Edinburgh’s underground. There is always 

something to see and do, weather you like theatre, sport, music – or anything 

else! You’ll find it in Edinburgh. Personal highlights were going to comedy gigs, 

concerts, and multiple plays, both big and small. 

 

Student Life: 

The student life is really great. The Student Union on campus is always a hot spot 

to meet friends for study during the day or to grab a pint with in the evenings. 

There are dozens of student clubs you can join, everything from the LGBT society 

to the Chocolate Appreciation Club to the Murder Mystery Society! The clubs 

incorporate all range of interests from FIFA to Doctor Who, and they’re also a 

great chance to learn some new skills. I had a go at swing dancing, and learning 

different languages, engaging in political discussions and volunteering 

opportunities are also prominent options. There’s a range of bars that feature 

live music and cheap drinks near campus, and there are multiple students events 

like charity runs, bake sales and formal dances at all times of the year. 

 

Scotland: 

Edinburgh was really spectacular, but  make sure to get out and see the rest of 

Scotland too! We visited several towns but the definite highlight was a three-day 

bus tour through the Scottish Highlands. This is a truly beautiful place filled with 

hundreds of local legends and stunning scenery. Stops on the tour included the 

Isle of Skye, MacLeod Castle and Loch Ness – to see if we could catch a glimpse of 

Nessie, of course! This tour was particularly good as none of us had a car; there’s 

really not another way of getting around the Highlands. 

 

Further Travels: 

While in a European country, it made sense to see as much of Europe as possible 

before taking the long plane ride back to the other side of the world. One way I 

managed to do this was by booking a ten-day Contiki tour through London, 

Amsterdam, Germany, Austria, Switzerland, Venice and Paris. It was a great way 

to see a little bit of every country. Highlights of this tour included paragliding 



over Austria, a gondolier ride through the canals of Venice and a show at the 

famous Moulin Rouge. Doing this trip by Contiki instead planning it ourselves 

lessened the stress of travel as well as being cheaper overall than booking 

everything individually. Also, we managed to get to Athens and Rome during a 

week off during the middle of the semester. 

 

Money Matters: 

All this travel sounds expensive, but I found by saving up and not wasting money 

on frivolous things it was all possible. The most cost efficient way is to visit the 

Student Travel Agency. They are where I booked the Contiki tour, and are always 

friendly, willing to help and understand that as students we have a limited 

budget and want the most for our money! I also found it a lot easier to set up a 

UK bank account for the time I was there, as opposed to keep transferring New 

Zealand dollars. The UK visa card also works overseas, and I would recommend 

this option for visiting students. 

 

Accommodation: 

I chose the catered accommodation. For me, this was the right choice. It took the 

stress out of shopping and cooking. It also made meals social. I stayed at Pollock 

Halls. This is a good place for visiting students to stay for a number of reasons. 

Firstly, I met the people who would become my closest friends over the trip in 

the first week, and the whole hall atmosphere is very social. The rooms are well 

furnished and are cleaned once a week, and you can choose to have your own 

bathroom if you want. I had shared bathroom facilities but they were always 

clean. Don’t expect a five star meal for every breakfast and dinner, but the food 

was usually tasty and there was lots of variety. (This said, if you were vegetarian 

the meals would become repetitive very quickly). There is also a student shop, a 

bar/café, music rooms, a study hall, a computer lab, squash courts and two 

sizable common rooms in every building that were frequently used.  

 

Academics/Course Load: 

The thing that surprised me most was the low number of contact hours at the 

university. I took two third year papers and one first year. The first year paper 

had the usual three lectures and one tutorial a week. However, the two third year 

papers consisted only of one two-hour seminar a week. We were expected to do 

a lot of extra reading for every course. I also found the system very different to 

Otago and not very well explained – figuring this out was one of the biggest 

challenges of my trip there. Also, don’t be disappointed if you get 60% on an 

assignment! This equates to a B. 40% is the pass mark, and anything above 70% 

is considered pretty much impossible to get. Overall the classes were enjoyable 

and well taught. 

 

 



Transportation: 

Edinburgh is completely walkable; nearly anywhere you want to go you can get 

there by foot. There are a couple of places you may want to get to such as the 

Botanical Gardens or Leith, but there are buses running constantly. The train 

system is also a great option for travelling out of Edinburgh. For international 

trips, make sure to check flight prices on RyanAir and EasyJet. Neither are flash 

airlines, but they are very cheap and worth saving the extra few bucks! 

 

Weather: 

It’s Scotland, so don’t expect too much in this department. This was the biggest 

downside to living in Edinburgh. The winter is cold, and I mean cold. It snows 

and rains often and the wind is atrocious. This was alleviated slightly as we came 

into April/May but it never got truly warm. This is why we chose Athens and 

Rome for our break in February – to try and get some sunshine! Weighing up the 

weather against all the high points, however, I would say braving a Scottish 

winter was definitely worth it. Packing warm clothes is a must. 

 

Eating and Drinking: 

Scottish cuisine is hardly one of the greatest in the world, but there are a few 

must-tries! A favourite was certainly tablet; the sweet, shortbread tasting 

Scottish fudge. Speaking of, shortbread is also on the list of great Scottish food. 

Irn Bru, their national soft drink, is disgusting (at least to my tastebuds, some 

people love it!) It’s also apparently a great hangover cure. And of course, there’s 

haggis. Surprisingly tasty, there’s also a vegetarian version made up of pumpkin 

and seeds. A true gem is Mary’s Milk Bar, located in Grassmarket. This honestly 

serves the best ice cream and hot chocolate in Edinburgh. 

 

Tips for Future Students: 

I would recommend two big tips for future exchange students. Number one, stay 

busy and get involved. There is no bigger cause of homesickness than being by 

yourself in your room, or constantly contacting family and friends back home. 

Join clubs, go to plays, or join sport teams (did you know you can play Quidditch 

in the UK?). Whatever you’re into, you can find it in Edinburgh. The best part of 

my trip was definitely the friends I made, whom I know will be friends for life, 

and you can’t meet those people if you’re on your laptop or your phone by 

yourself. My other big tip is try everything. You’re never going to be in that place 

at that time again. Weigh up the quality of the experience before you decide it’s 

too expensive, scary or far out of your comfort zone. So join the weirdest-

sounding club on the list, see an obscure show and pick up fliers and look at 

posters. In the end, you’ll regret the things you didn’t do more than the things 

you did. 

 

 



 

 

Sunset on top of Arthur’s 
Seat, Edinburgh 

Eiffel Tower, Paris: the 
last stop on our Contiki 
Tour 

A snowy day in the 
Scottish Highlands! 


