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In the second semester of 2015 I studied on exchange at the University of Exeter in the UK. While on 

exchange I took Law papers to contribute to my LLB at Otago. I have completed a Bachelor of Music 

majoring in Contemporary Performance, and am currently completing my LLB with Honours. I had an 

amazing time at the University of Exeter. 

 

Before you leave 

 Pays to get tickets through a travel agent, just to make sure you’re getting the best deals on 

baggage, shortest flight times etc. The earlier you buy your tickets, the cheaper they’ll be. 

 If you’re going to be gone for longer than 6 months, CALL THE IRD!!! I had to jump through a 

billion hoops when I got back because I was one day over and was henceforth considered to 

be based overseas, thus earning interest on my loan and having to begin repayment. Not. 

Fun.  

 SAVE SAVE SAVE. 

 

The University of Exeter 

The University of Exeter is in Devon in the South-East of England. It’s a similar size to Otago, and the 

city of Exeter is relatively small, so it feels a lot like Dunedin. One big difference though is the 

amount of societies – there are SO MANY and they all feel like families. While on exchange I was part 

of the Exeter University Singers and the Exeter Snowsports Society. If you’re interested in 

skiing/snow boarding, I would highly recommend saving up some money to go on one of the snow 

sports trips to the French Alps. There’s a trip each semester, and while they’re fairly pricey (at LEAST 

350-400 pounds, and that’s before gear rental etc.) they’re a fantastic deal for a week on the slopes 

with a bunch of awesome people. The societies are definitely the best way to get to know people 

and to make friends. 

 

The University itself is fantastic. It’s fairly prestigious, so expect a high academic standard and to be 

surrounded by high achievers. The law classes I attended were all taught in a different manner to 

back in Otago – they often had a broader approach, with more of a societal focus than a black-letter 

legal approach.  The classes are also often more varied – I was able to take classes in Islamic Law and 

Society, and in Gender, Sexuality and the Law. One thing to understand about England is that if 

you’re a 4th year or above, you’ll likely be the oldest person in the room. In the UK, you enter 

restricted courses from your A-level results, rather than going through a first-year entry course. They 

also tend not to study conjoint degrees, so most degrees are limited to three years, and even longer 

degrees such as law or medicine are shorter than in New Zealand. As a fifth year I got asked a LOT 

about why my degree was taking so long (*sigh*).  

 



The University is a 20 minute walking distance from the town centre. If you end up living further out, 

the bus and train systems in Exeter are fantastic. Otherwise, get prepared for some SERIOUS calf 

muscles – the University Is on a very steep hill. There are several campuses, so make sure to apply 

for papers that are mostly held on the same campus. Chances are good you won’t ever stray from 

Streatham Campus.  

 

Signing up for papers is COMPLICATED. While some departments will allocate classes for exchange 

students before they arrive, others will wait until the permanent students have finished signing up 

for classes. Don’t panic if you get emails from one department about classes, but not another; this 

doesn’t mean that you haven’t been put in a particular class. During orientation, you get given your 

class allocations by your exchange representative. One big problem for exchange students is that 

classes get FULL very quickly, especially if they are required courses for the permanent students. 

Some people ended up with none of the classes they originally applied for, so don’t get too attached 

to a particular class. The department receptionists are excellent at helping you sort out your course 

– they even let me take one semester of a full-year course with an alternative examination in order 

to fill out my course load.  

 

Be prepared to sit an alternative examination. If you go in first semester (January), lucky you – you’ll 

be there for the main examination period, so you shouldn’t encounter any problems with 

examinations. If you go in second semester like me, some classes won’t examine until the main 

examination period, so you might be given an alternative assessment. Exam week is also the first full 

week in January, so you can’t get too slack over the Christmas/New Year period.  

 

Money 

PAY ATTENTION TO THE EXCHANGE RATE!!!! In the few months before I went overseas, the pound 

was worth $2. By the time I left and transferred funds, this had gone up to $2.5. When it came time 

to leave and transfer back my remaining pounds, it had gone back down. Life really isn’t fair 

sometimes. While some things like groceries might seem cheaper, the cost of living is a LOT more in 

Exeter. Rent is pricey: you’re lucky if you can get it less than 90 pounds a week. Don’t expect your 

loan living allowance to cover your rent. Simple things like going to the movies costs a lot more than 

it does in Dunedin. 

 

It pays to open up a bank account once you arrive in order to pay your rent. At the top of the Forum 

at the University is a Santander branch that has a specific account for short-term international 

students, so it’s super-easy to open and close a bank account once you have a residential address. It 

pays to save a LOT before you go; student loan really won’t cut it, and it’s amazing how quickly you 

lose NZ dollars when you have to convert it to pounds. It also pays to get a travel-card like a Cash 

Passport. They act as a credit card that you can load up with multiple currencies, and there’s no cost 

to transferring funds from one currency to another.  

 

Accommodation 



On all your accommodation applications, it will say that MOST students are guaranteed University 

Accommodation. If you are going for one semester, you are NOT one of those students. If you don’t 

want an accommodation headache, get your application in AS SOON AS HUMANLY POSSIBLE. Spaces 

for single-semester students is very limited; most exchange students I talked to were in private 

accommodation or expensive studios. If you go in January, there may not be as much of a problem 

as there are private halls that offer single-semester accommodation. However, because my exam 

week in January was also the first week of the following semester, these halls’ contracts ended in 

early December which would have left me homeless for exams – not so much fun. 

 

If you can’t get University accommodation, don’t stress too much. Be aware that you are unlikely to 

get a rental contract if you aren’t personally in Exeter – I spent four months searching for 

accommodation before I arrived, and interest from renters always faded when they found out I 

wasn’t available for a viewing. I ended up staying in Torquay with family friends for a week before I 

found a room. I HIGHLY RECOMMEND arriving in Exeter a week or so early and booking a room in a 

hostel so you can find a flat. Some handy websites are spareroom.co.uk, easyroommate.co.uk and 

roombuddies.co.uk. These sites charge a fair amount to allow you to contact renters as soon as they 

post; while this is a pain, it pays off in the long run. The property market in Exeter is booming; there 

are more people looking for rooms most of the time then there are rooms to rent.  

 

Culture 

Culture-shock isn’t as extreme in England; our two societies are very similar. The accents are also 

delightful, and the traditions are often extreme. On Guy Fawkes, I went to Otterey St Mary, where 

the locals run up and down the streets with flaming tar barrels on their backs. The whole country 

goes absolutely bonkers at Christmas; there are markets everywhere, decorations and enough 

Christmas dinners to stuff you full for the next year. Don’t expect a white Christmas though; the 

climate in Exeter is very mild, and while the rain can be never-ending, it doesn’t get cold enough to 

snow most years.  

 

Some parts of British culture can be a little challenging. One thing I noticed was that smoking was a 

lot more widespread and socially acceptable. You could even buy cigarettes from the store on 

campus, and both my flatmates smoked. Get used to people smoking outside lecture theatres. The 

British commitment to queueing can also be confounding. They’ll even queue up at a bar, and can 

get a bit grumpy if you try to just rock up to the empty bar space.  

 

Travel 

Because the semesters don’t line up evenly between England and New Zealand, you’ll probably have 

a couple of months free either before or after your study. I took this time to travel around Europe 

with a Railpass, which was an INCREDIBLE experience. While trains within the UK are ridiculously 

expensive, training in Europe is cheap and easy. And this way, you can figure out where you go as 

you go. I went to Munich on a whim, and that ended up being the best part of my travel experience. 

Take advantage of the overnight trains; the beds are surprisingly comfortable, you don’t lose a day 

to travel and you don’t have to pay for a night at a hostel. Don’t be scared to travel alone either; I 



met some awesome people while I was travelling, and actually really enjoyed the chance to make my 

own decisions and to foster my independence.  

 

Don’t expect to have a massive amount of time to travel during the semester itself; there’s no mid-

semester break, and the only time off you get is to study before exams. Travel within the UK is also a 

LOT more expensive than I expected; the train system is entirely private, and the buses can take too 

long when you only have a weekend to travel. I left the UK having travelled far less of it than I 

anticipated. Flights OUT of the UK, however, are often ridiculously cheap. I could have flown to Oslo 

for less than it would have cost to get me to London for the flight! Just don’t forget to ALWAYS have 

your flight details on you at all time; because of the short-term student visa, immigration often want 

proof that you plan to leave the country before your visa runs out. One woman made me wait for 

ten minutes while I got my phone on and connected to the internet just to show her an email with 

my itinerary. 

 

 

I’m sure that if you choose to study at the University of Exeter, you will have an awesome time  

 

 


