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Last semester I was studying at Universidad de Complutense in Madrid.  I have 
had the most amazing semester and am so glad I took up the opportunity that 
Otago offers for exchange.  I went to Madrid along with my friend from Otago, 
both of us to study Spanish.  When I went to Spain I had Spanish language level 
up to Otago 200 level papers.  In the beginning it was quite challenging with the 
language (so different in real life than use in the classroom!) but it was great 
having my friend there in those first few days who had a higher level of language, 
however my Spanish improved rapidly from day one and I think that was 
definitively the best way to progress with the language.  We stayed in a hostel for 
the first few days while looking for accommodation.  We had contacted the 
university accommodation office before going to Madrid and a week before 
leaving NZ they had found us something, we had paid a deposit as we were 
relieved to have accommodation before arriving.  When we arrived we went to 
look at it, it was very far from the uni and from the centre of town and the room 
we would be staying in, although cheapish was not desirable at all! We are really 
glad we made the decision to decline that offer as we found an amazing place 
that we think made our whole experience.  There are many websites to look on 
for accommodation (easypiso, idealista and more), some of our international 
friends took a while to find places and looked at lots of places however our 
second find was the one we took.  We lived between two metro stations (Cuatro 
Caminos and Nuevos Ministerios) and the location was great.  There was a bus 
direct to uni (bus F) which took 15 minutes as well as all the main metro lines.  
The metro ride was 10 minutes to the centre of town and we would often walk 
also.  Many of our other international friends lived more in the centre in Chueca, 
Malasaña and La Latina, that would have been really cool as you are really a part 
of it all the action there but I think we got a better flat for our money.  I paid 350 
euro plus 40 for ‘gastos’ (electricity, internet, water) per month.  We lived with 
two Spanish guys which was fantastic and great for our language improvement 
also!  The Centre would be really cool to live in and I think if I go back I would 
want to live there, however where we were we got a really ‘Spanish 
neighbourhood’ experience and got to know the people at the fruit shop, the local 
bar, hairdressers etc. 

I recommend taking the language course which runs for two weeks before uni 
starts, the uni provides this for free and it was really valuable as well as a great 
opportunity to make friends!  Arriving at the end of January we were in winter, it 
was cold however Madrid had blue sky and sun everyday so it was a nice change 
from a Dunedin winter! Living in Madrid is a great location for travel and it’s 
easy to do day trips which we would often do, some favourites were to Toledo 
and El Escorial.  The buses and trains make this really easy!  

One thing to know before you go is that coming from New Zealand the uni 
classifies us as ‘estudiantes visitantes’, the main exchange programme over there 



is ‘ERASMUS’ and these are all the European students.  We are not part of this 
programme and at the beginning it was a little confusing as our department  
(filología) had  a meeting for Erasmus students and we went along with a 
European friend who told us about it, but later we were told we shouldn’t have 
gone.  However the main Erasmus meeting was good as they seemed to get more 
information about things! You can pay 5 euro for an ECN card which is the 
Erasmus student organisation who puts on events all the time (literally there 
were like 3 parties every week). We only actually went to one and we went to 
salsa lessons once but preferred to just do our own things with the friends we 
made.  Often the events were just lots of international students speaking English 
which we tried to avoid.  We did do a few things through ‘centro complutense’ 
which is the centre that puts on the language classes in the first few weeks and 
later the night language classes which we also took and I would recommend also, 
even though they go from 6-8 and you would think this would take up your night, 
it doesn’t – in Spain we usually would eat around 10pm anyway and the night 
language classes were another cool way of meeting other international students 
and improving our Spanish! We did a few trips through Centro Complutense, one 
to Valladolid and one to Asturias which were both great and had a cool mixture 
of people. The office for this centre is in the filología building (Edificio A) on the 
first floor, they have a notice board outside the office so its good to check it out 
and see what’s on! They were valuable trips where we met other students and 
the price was very reasonable. Later in the semester we did a Spanish cooking 
course through that centre also which was really cool and I would fully 
recommend it!  

At the uni we were in ordinary classes with Spanish students, I took two 
literature papers in the filología faculty and one art history paper.  The classes 
were very challenging for me.  We went to a few in the first week to see what 
seemed good, we chose our two literature papers based on the professor who 
seemed very enthusiastic and friendly towards international students – he also 
used powerpoint (something rare at Complutense!) which was a bonus and 
made the difference between being able to take notes and not! These two papers 
ended up being really good and our professor was so helpful and understanding 
to us, we were diligent in attending classes and the ‘practicas’ which we had 
during the semester and talked to him a lot and I think this was key as when it 
came to assignments and exams he was more willing to be lenient as we had 
shown interest throughout the semester.  Our art history paper was interesting, 
the paintings were shown on old school slides and often class would get 
cancelled (there were quite a few strike days and protests during our time in 
Madrid).  The class did not have any internal work which I found odd but was 
good for us! The university system I found much more relaxed and laid back than 
at Otago, exams were very different, none of the rules we are used to and it was 
all quite casual.  This could be frustrating for some but as we were there on 
exchange it was quite enjoyable and you just go with it! Having protest days 
meant we had more time to explore the city! Our literature classes were really 
well organised and our professor used ‘campus virtual’ which is the equivalent to 
Otago’s ‘blackboard’, not all the professors at the uni used it as effectively so we 
were lucky as otherwise getting information on class changes, assignments etc 
proved difficult. 



A few things when you arrive, make sure you get passport photos (there are 
automatic machines in most of the metro stations that you can get photos taken 
automatically quite cheaply), you will need these photos for numerous things.  
The uni id card we were given we had to provide our own photo for and also 
each class requires a ‘ficha’ with your photo and details.  The metro pass we got 
was a monthly one and we paid a fixed fee each month which allowed us to use 
the metro and buses as much as we wanted.  As we were under 23 we got a 
special  ‘joven abono’, this meant our pass was cheaper.  The ‘tobacconist’ shops 
are where to go to get one, the under 23 one you have to provide photos and a 
photo copy of your passport and the form is sent away so do this as soon as you 
get there as it takes about 2 weeks.  If over 23 though you can get it straight 
away! 

When it comes to studying the uni has many libraries, we found we didn’t use 
these too much during the semester because the university was a bus/metro trip 
away you wouldn’t just go to the library on a day you didn’t have class.  What I 
found during exam time was that each ‘barrio’ (neughbourhood) had its own 
public library with free wifi, these are all on the Madrid community website and 
its free to become a member, they have small study spaces which were great if 
you didn’t want to make the trip to uni.   

There is always so much happening in Madrid and its hard to keep up with all the 
festivals and events! There are some good websites like ‘free things in Madrid’ 
and the community pages where you can keep up to date and the 
telecommunications building in Plaza Cibeles (which is worth a visit – you can 
get up the top for free with a great view of the city) has brochures and info on 
stuff happening.  

I loved my semester in Spain, I made some amazing friends from all over the 
world, had some fantastic nights out in cute tapa bars in Malasaña, had fun days 
reading in the sun at Parque Retiro, enjoyed fantastic trips down south in 
Andalusia during Semana Santa and learnt so much about Spanish history and 
culture in the classroom, but probably more so out of the classroom, buying my 
fruit from the local frutería and having chats to the barmen while supporting 
Real Madrid football! Most rewarding for me is my ability to speak Spanish, the 
best way to learn a language – immerse yourself! I was so sad to leave Madrid 
and all the friends I made there, I know I will go back there for sure!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 


