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General 

I am going to attempt to inform you to the best of my ability about my exchange experience in 

Amsterdam whilst at the same time trying not to overload you with information. Firstly, if you are 

undecided and slightly apprehensive about doing an exchange, don’t be. I was definitely like that 

when I started filling out forms and was second guessing myself, primarily because I wasn’t sure if I 

could afford it and if it would all work into my degrees ok. I’m a pretty laid back individual but even 

so I had my fair share of stressful moments which I would safely say are inevitable. All I can say is 

persevere through them as is all worth it. 

 

University 

It took me a while to get my head around the structure of university life and schedule in Amsterdam 

and to a certain extent I still don’t know much about it.  A typical semester is broken down into 3 

blocks which I labelled ‘mini semesters’. At the end of each block there are examinations or final 

essay papers. As far as I could make out the third block was reserved for resits, yes, if you fail an 

exam you have a chance to resit it. Additionally, what we would call ‘papers’ are called ‘courses’ 

which caused a lot of confusion in the beginning.  In my first block I took ‘An introduction to 

international law’ and ‘An introduction to European Union Law’, both of which are required / 

recommended to be taken as a gateway paper for more interesting and specific papers. I was unable 

to take such papers as the Otago University law faculty have a policy in which exchange students can 

only do a maximum of 2 exchange law papers. So this was unfortunate yet not the end of the world. 

In the second block I took ‘Dutch culture and society’ and ‘Dutch Identity’ (which were quite similar) 

and they went towards my BA degree.  

One of the bigger hurdles I encountered was the fact that the University of Amsterdam (UvA) are 

reluctant to let students do courses in different faculties, which was an obvious issue as Otago won’t 

allow students to do more than 2 law papers overseas. So you can either do exchange papers to fulfil 

your second degree requirements (mine being a BA), or you can be a nuisance and try your hand at 

twisting their arm into letting you overlap faculties. In the end I ended up taking two law papers, one 

humanities and one social science to the annoyance of the UvA administrators. So it is possible but a 

big hassle.  

In terms of workload during my first block I had 4 hours per week (2 x 2 hour lectures) and in the 

second block I had 6 hours (2 x 2hour lectures and 1 x 2 hour seminar). So in comparison to Otago 

my work workload was nominal. However, I did spend time in the library studying/writing up notes 

etc. This will obviously vary from class to class as during the second block I had various internal 

assignments such as weekly write ups (500 words) and questionnaires. The law exams were 



relatively straight forward and rules surrounding exams here were notably relaxed. The two courses 

I did in the second block did not have exams but instead had final essays required to be between 

4000-6000 words on a topic of my choosing. For an overall grade in the paper you are marked out of 

10, with a 5.5 being a pass. Obtaining a 10 doesn’t exist and marks are often rounded up to the 

closest 0.5. Because of the mini semester structure there is a quick turnaround between the last 

lecture of a paper and exam unlike Otago where we often at least have a week to get prepared. 

Overall the UvA structure has its differences from what we’re used to but is by no means really 

foreign and incomprehensible.   

 

Accommodation 

There are various housing set-ups you can be placed in in Amsterdam. I would highly advise not to 

pursuing to sort your own living arrangements as it is extremely difficult and that’s not even an 

overstatement. Although there are plenty of scenarios I can only attest to the one I experienced. I 

have a theory which I feel applies to most student accommodation scenarios (including Dunedin). 

You can only ever have two of the following three: price, quality and proximity. My accommodation 

had the first two. I paid 333euros per month (555 NZ, around 140 per week) which for Amsterdam is 

pretty unreal. I lived on a floor with 16 other people, there were 4 international students including 

myself and the rest were Dutch. Everyone was a student as this is was a prerequisite to living in the 

building. We had shared kitchen and bathroom facilities but my room was furnished with a bed, 

desk, microwave and fridge. I can’t speak for other people’s experiences but I by far enjoyed my 

living arrangement as I had more contact with Dutch people and their friends/family. I had 

international friends who lived with other internationals who enjoyed their time, but were limited in 

their interactions with other groups, maybe this is a gross generalisation on my part and perhaps it 

all depends on the individual. I was really close to the centre of the city and all the facilities I needed 

(uni, bars, shops etc). The building is called Weesperstraat/Weesperflat if you want to look into it. It 

could have been nicer and tidier but the way I saw it I was only there for a month so shouldn’t be a 

princess about it. As property/rooms are a premium in Amsterdam, most student housing is 

managed and maintained by companies. You will be encouraged to find a place via three companies. 

The name of the two of them alludes me but I went through De Key and had no issue with them. 

Again, you have to be decisive as the longer you take the harder it will be finding a place which is 

something some people really struggled with. 

 

Amsterdam as a City 

I’ve travelled to dozens of cities throughout Europe and I can honestly not think of a better city to 

complete an exchange (no bias). 

Positives: 

- Size: Amsterdam only has a population of just under a million, thus it isn’t very 

overwhelming and the city quite compact. 



- Language: Although Dutch is the national language the Netherlands is the third most 

proficient English speaking countries in Europe (behind UK and Ireland). Therefore, they 

happily speak English and are easily understandable (all my classes were in English). 

- Location: Amsterdam is somewhat of a travelling hub and Schiphol Airport is a European 

gateway and therefore flights (and trains) are cheap and fights to other places are often 

direct. 

- Culture: Underneath the sex, drugs and nightlife Amsterdam is a culturally vibrant city and 

offers so much more than all the stereotypical stuff you’ve probably heard about. Don’t get 

me wrong I loved going out and getting up to shenanigans but I had an equal amount of fun 

going to the cities many museums and festivals. 

- Transport: You’re going to buy a bike and you’re going to wonder how you ever lived 

without one. Everyone cycles in the Netherlands and it is the cheapest, easiest and 

healthiest means of transportation. All of Amsterdam is accessible by bike as the city is 

completely flat and the country is fitted out with tens of thousands of miles of bike lanes. It 

really is great, besides when it rains.  

- People: Other than Scandinavians the Dutch are perhaps the friendliest people I met in 

Europe. They are always happy to help and actively take an interest in you (being from NZ 

helped). 

Negatives: 

- Weather: Amsterdam is top notch on a nice day, however it’s weather is notoriously erratic 

and often changes multiple times during the day. I would say winters in Dunedin are worse 

but Amsterdam can get pretty wet at times. 

- Price: It is a reasonably priced city considering it is in Europe however, food can be quite 

pricey, especially eating out. On average it might be a tad more expensive than NZ, hardly a 

negative but something worth knowing before arriving. 

- To be honest the above is just nit picking, there are very few things to complain about. 

 

Travelling 

Prior to going on exchange I had little plans on travelling to a large extent primarily because my 

wallet wouldn’t allow it. Despite this initial attitude I ended up going to Nice (5 days), Berlin (4 days), 

Iceland (7 days) and London (6 days for the Rugby World Cup). By relaxed Uni timetable and my part 

time job allowed me to do this and I’m coming home pretty happy with the amount of travelling I 

did. I know far too many exchange students that travelled every second week. I wasn’t a fan of this 

as I felt they used and abused Amsterdam to an extent. The city has so much to offer and I feel if it 

was the only place I travelled to I would’ve come home happy. But obviously that was a personal 

choice of theirs and everyone is different. My point being that travelling is not imperative to enjoy 

an exchange but it is definitely achievable considering it is Europe. Flights are ludicrously cheap if 

you’re organised enough and trains and buses provide alternative options. I recommend 

downloading the Skyscanner App and also the Airbnb app, they are key. Just plan a wee bit in 

advanced and it should be sweet. Also keep in mind that some classes are compulsory and note 

attendance therefore restricting travel dates.   



 

Money 

I saved up maybe around 7-8k before leaving New Zealand. What I must say is that be prepared to 

spend a lot of money before leaving NZ, there are a lot of costs you don’t think about such as 

passport, visa, accommodation deposits etc. There is a lot of admin to wade through and there are 

various fees you’ll need to pay along the way. As long as you are vigilant with your spending it is 

possible to complete an exchange on a budget but it is nice to have financial security in case the 

unexpected occurs (e.g. my flight got delayed in London because of fog, laptop got damaged). 

Working in Amsterdam is really doable. However, you must ensure you have the right 

documentation. You’ll have a choice between getting a student residence visa or a working holiday 

permit. I got the latter purely because it was a lot cheaper but it is the only one of the two that 

allowed you to work.  It would have been nice to have more but it was enough to do what I wanted 

to. I was fortunate enough to find a part time job here which paid 11 euro an hour and I could 

essentially choose my hours so that gave me a bit of freedom. The company was called Foodora and 

essentially it provides delivery services for restaurants that don’t have one themselves. It was an 

easy job and a good way to learn the city. I would highly recommend getting in touch with them as 

they have grown a lot over the past few months and are always taking on cyclists.  

  


