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I went to the Warsaw School of Economics in Warsaw, Poland during the second semester of 2008. The term 

in Poland ran from mid September until early February, with a two week break over Christmas and New Year.  

 

I raised the money to go on exchange through a number of sources. Firstly I already had around $3000 saved 

from working during the summer, secondly I received $1500 from the Otago exchange program.  I also 

received a Deans Scholarship from the Commerce Department, because Warsaw was on the targeted list of 

Universities, this was worth another $2000. Finally I found out when I arrived in Poland that my host 

University also gave me $1800NZD, as I was from so far away. Added to all of this my parents also helped 

me out by paying for flights and I of course continued to get my $150 a week from my student loan. 

 

In order to get to Poland you can fly in either direction around the world, as they are almost on the exact 

opposite side to us. This is perfect because it means you can fly one way on the way there and another way on 

the way home. I went through the US on the way there, stopping over in New York and Boston, and visiting a 

mate at the University of North Carolina campus in Chapel Hill (which is pretty amazing and also one of our 

exchange partners). On the way home I stopped in Thailand for about 2 weeks. In total the flights cost around 

$3600. 

 

The other thing you will need if you don’t have an EU passport is a student visa. These are relatively easy to 

get, all you need is a copy of your acceptance letter from the University in Warsaw.  You need to post this to 

the Polish embassy in Wellington along with your passport. (my acceptance letter never actually showed up in 

the mail, so in the end I just got the uni to email me a scanned version and I showed this to the embassy, they 

were pretty happy with that). Give yourself plenty of time to do this, because the Polish ambassador is always 

going on trips, sometimes back to Poland for quite a while, and he is the only one that can actually issue the 

visa.  

 

I guess it’s easiest to start from the beginning of the exchange. I arrived in Warsaw in mid September, at this 

time the weather was pretty mild, as it was the very tail end of summer. Warsaw as a city is a pretty 

unattractive place, as it was almost completely destroyed during World War II and as such was rebuilt by the 

Russians in the ensuing period. I found out that this time of Russian influence really has had a massive affect 

on the mindset of the Polish people and many of them still harbor a very deep resentment towards the Russian 

people.  

 

When I arrived in Warsaw I already had my accommodation sorted for me as I stayed at the student hostel, 

this was arranged through the host university. So my Polish buddy collected me from the airport and helped 

me check in there. It was an interesting place to stay, completely different to the halls in New Zealand. 

Everyone in the hostel had to share a room, some of the Poles shared with up to 3 other people, so this was a 

pretty new experience for me. It brought you back to your childhood roots a bit when you spent your time 

sleeping on a bunkbed again. Bottom bunk is crucial, especially when you get home from a night out and 

during recovery time the next day. The hostel gets even more interesting when things start breaking or when 

they send servicemen in to fix things or spray for bugs in your room, especially seeing as almost none of them 

can speak a word of English. Out of experience making explosion hand signals and “boom” noises work 

pretty well with the guy on the front door when you’re trying to tell him stuff is broken.   

 

Exam time is pretty straightforward. The majority of the exams are multi choice and don’t require a great deal 

of study. Added to this the time you can take them is extremely flexible and you can usually organise with 

your lecturers to take them when you want. A number of the exchange students actually organised to have all 

their assessments and exams done before Christmas time, so that they could leave and spend the rest of their 

time travelling around Europe.  

 



Traveling:  Transport across Europe is pretty easy to use and relatively cheap to get around. If you are 

planning on doing some travel either before or after your exchange, then one of the better options is to buy an 

EU rail pass before you leave, which lets you travel around anywhere for as many days as you pay for. 

 

Flying out of Warsaw is relatively expensive via European cheap airfare standards, and there isn’t that much 

choice of airline. I think this was because Warsaw is not really the tourist capital of Poland. Your main option 

for airlines will probably be Wizzair, if you book a little bit in advance then their flights are pretty affordable. 

One of the best tools that I found while I was overseas was called www.skyscanner.net. It’s a website that 

collates all the prices of all the budget airlines. The best feature it has is one where you can set your departure 

destination and your travel dates and it will find the cheapest places for you to fly. We used this quite a bit to 

plan where we were going to go, as there was always something cheap.  One thing to watch when using the 

cheap airlines though is the airports they are actually flying into and out of. Often they will say they are flying 

into Paris or Milan or London, but when you check the details of the flight plan, the airport that they are 

actually using will be aorund 30 to 50 minutes out of the actual city and you will need to find a way to get in 

there. 

 

Transport around Warsaw is really cheap and easy to use once you work out the tram and bus system. There is 

also an underground, which has one line that runs north to south across the city, this works out quite well as 

the university is right outside one of the stops. The student ID card that you will get doubles as a travel card, 

so you just buy a concession ticket with it at one of the automatic machines. When we were there is was 90zl 

for 3 months travel, which was about 50 NZD. Make sure you always have your card on you when you are 

using the travel systems as there are really sneaky angry undercover transport police that will nail you with a 

fine. Which reminds me, probably a good thing to point out that crossing the road in Poland when the little 

red man is lit up is against the law and the cops will ping you for it, in some cases we saw them hiding and 

just waiting for people to do it, so watch out for that. They don’t like it when they are questioning you and 

they find out you can’t speak Polish. 

 

One thing that takes some definite getting used tois the way the people think and act over in Poland. With a 

background of a relatively oppressive regime, in comparison to what we have grown up with, their lives have 

gained some slight oddities.   You have to fill in heaps of paperwork and meet with lots of people to get 

anything done, even for simple stuff like getting a book out from the library. You can’t just walk in and look 

through the shelves to find your book. When you first enter you have to go to a desk where you must leave 

your bag and coat with the receptionist, you then go to a computer- where you try and read the Polish 

onscreen and search for your book in the database. When you find it, you write down the number on a piece 

of paper and you take this number to a person at another desk- who gives you a piece of paper back and then 

tells you to go and sit at a numbered desk which has a little red light on it. When the red light goes on you go 

to another desk and give your slip to another person and they give you your book. Then you sit down in the 

library somewhere and read it, because foreign students can’t take any books out of the library. This led to 

most of us not using the library at all. 

 

If you are going over during their winter semester you’ll find out pretty quickly that it can get really cold in 

Warsaw.  In the last month I was there the temperature didn’t rise out of the negatives once and consistently 

hit lows of around -18 degrees, whereas everywhere indoors will be heated to a pretty toasty temp, so make 

sure you have a solid coat that you can chuck on and off. All the bars have coat checks, so unlike Dunedin 

you can wear in coats and scarves and gloves and not worry about them getting lost. Another factor if you are 

going in the winter semester is the Christmas break, this ends up extending out to be almost 3 weeks long. 

From what I was told by the exchange students that stayed in Warsaw over this break it was extremely boring. 

I met up with some mates and did some travelling in France and spent Christmas in London, which was fully 

worth it. The New Zealand embassy in Warsaw holds a Christmas party every year, which is full of free 

booze and good food- and is a pretty good way to get in touch with other kiwis floating around the place. The 

embassy was one of my first stops when I got into Warsaw, you can sign up to their email list and they keep 

you in touch with any events that they’re putting on etc. 

 

http://www.skyscanner.net/


If you are into sports then there are a few options available through the actual university. I didn’t take 

advantage of these but I did however join one of the rugby clubs while I was there. There is an expat club run 

by mainly English and Irishmen, it is called the Warsaw Frogs.  All their details are on their website 

www.frogsco.pl – this was great to get involved in not only for the rugby but mainly for everything that went 

with it. One of the highlights was our Capitals Cup Tournament trip to Prague, where we played other teams 

from all over Europe.  

 

The exhange co-ordinators themselves also plan a whole heap of trips around the place, especially to some of 

the more interesting and historic cities in Poland itself. While I was there we travelled to Krakow, which is 

one of the only cities in Poland to remain undestroyed after WWII, which makes for some good viewing. As 

well as this while I was there they organised a trip to the Ukraine, unfortunately if you don’t have an EU or 

American passport it’s pretty difficult to get a visa to go there, so I couldn’t make it, apparently it’s pretty 

loose. 

 

In terms of living costs over in Poland, everything is normally a lot cheaper than it is over here. Food is very 

cheap, and so is accommodation if you stay at the university hostel. It was 290zl a month to stay there, which 

worked out to around 40 NZD a week, if you decide to rent a flat, then its going to cost anywhere from 100- 

150 NZD a week + whatever you spend in power ( which is way cheaper than here in NZ). Alcohol is also 

very cheap, especially if you are buying vodka, which is the local favorite, normally with an entire aisle 

dedicated to it in the supermarket. Going out and buying alcohol at bars in town is slightly cheaper than here 

in Dunedin, if you are going to the major clubs in the centre of the city. However if you have a nosy around 

the outskirts you will find heaps of student pubs which do really good deals, the one just down the road from 

our hostel had an open bar until 1am on a Wednesday for an entrance fee of 10zl, (6NZD), which resulted in 

good times. 

 

 

http://www.frogsco.pl/

