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I went on exchange to the Universität Tübingen in semester one 2016 (the ‘Sommersemester’) 
and had the time of my life! I decided to go to Tübingen on a whim – I didn’t have much money 
and had an internship that went until February so I thought that I wouldn’t be able to one. But 
lo and behold, it turned out that the Tübingen semester didn’t start until April and that an 
exchange in Germany is very affordable! 
 
Tübingen is a beautiful old German town in the Black Forest state of Baden-Württemberg – 
one of Germany’s most beautiful. It’s kind of like a German ‘Cambridge’ – the university is 
from the 1400s and downtown is a maze of tiny winding lanes and gingerbread houses. In fact, 
it is one of the most beautiful towns in Germany because the Allies decided not to bomb it 
since it was just a picturesque university town! 
 
Accommodation: 
I stayed at WHO (Waldhäuser Ost) like just about every other Otago exchange student has 
before me. It’s a great place to live, with hundreds of students all living there. However, it 
does have some drawbacks. The buildings aren’t the most beautiful looking and it’s up a bit of 
a hill – about a 20-30 minute walk from uni – but buses leave for downtown every 5 minutes, 
and take only around 9 minutes to uni and 15 to the centre of town. The other thing is that 
you will probably be the only exchange student in your flat, along with four or five other 
Germans. While this is good in that you get to meet Germans rather than just exchange 
students, the German students living at WHO are randomly assigned rooms just like the 
exchange students. This means that they aren’t living with their friends, so in the experience 
of my friends and I, they tended to not be very sociable. Also, there are weekly flat inspections 
with insane cleanliness standards – but at least it means that you have an impeccable flat! 
 
On the bright side though, WHO is probably still the best place to live, just because most of 
your friends are likely to be there! Also it has two small supermarkets, a bakery, two banks 
and a kebab shop right there, along with two small hard-court football pitches, basketball 
courts, a running track and beach volleyball courts (lots of us exchange students would play 
football against the refugees a couple of times a week which was great fun!). Crucially, it also 
has a bar, Kuckuck, which serves beers for €1.50 and coktails for €3 or €4! There’s also a TV 
lounge, the Dodo, which screens big football matches and Game of Thrones episodes weekly. 
 
When you choose your room, you get to choose between a flat of 5 or 6 with two bathrooms, 
or a floor of two or three times that number with your own ensuite bathroom but only kitchen 
for the floor. The decision should come down to whether you’d prefer a more private, clean 
kitchen with at least a minimal ‘flat vibe’, or a floor in which you might find more friends but 
have a more messy kitchen and no ‘flat vibe’ (I went for the former). 
 
If you would like to look at other options, I would recommend Franzözisch Viertel (the French 
Quarter). Maybe about a third of the exchange students go here and it is quite a lot more 
beautiful than WHO, with a really nice, outdoor leafy feel. Still, some of my friends who lived 
there still wished that they had gone to WHO instead though because most of their friends 
were there and, being on the other side of town, it’s a 30 min bus ride between the two. 



However, the road from the French Quarter to uni is flat so it is amenable to biking (unlike 
WHO), and, although the closest supermarket is slightly further away than the two right by 
WHO, it is much bigger, better and cheaper. 
 
Geissweg and Lustnau are also really beautiful, but again you have to compromise with having 
more infrequent bus connections and having to go to WHO all the time to see people. 
 
Money Matters: 
I had been put off going on exchange by people saying that it costs $10,000, but I had never 
thought to take off the cost of a semester in Dunedin from this price. You get a $1,000 
automatic grant from the University of Otago for going on exchange, plus another $500 
automatic grant for going to Tübingen because it’s part of the Matariki Network. That pays for 
most of your flights (you should aim for just a bit less than $2,000 return as a good price). You 
just pay your standard Otago fees and you keep receiving living costs, so nothing changes 
there as well. 
 
In fact, if you weren’t to travel too much it would probably actually be cheaper than Dunedin! 
That’s because Germany is obsessed with keeping prices down as a result of historical 
experiences, and so, even despite the exchange rate, it is so much cheaper than in New 
Zealand. Here’s some example prices (in euros so you can check using the current exchange 
rate): 

 WHO rent and bills: €258 per month (about $110 per week!) 

 Crate of 20x500mL export-quality German beers from the supermarket: €6 

 Kebab: €3.50 

 Restaurant dinner (main): €15 
 
So in the end, the only money that you need on top of what you would normally need for a 
semester is just for the travel you do on the weekends etc. So even if you didn’t have any 
money you could still go to Tübingen and not travel and have an awesome time for about the 
same cost as a semester in Dunedin! 
 
However, there are a few things that you will need money ready for. First, to matriculate, you 
will need to pay an €80 student services fee. This is much cheaper than Otago’s fee, but it is 
not covered by StudyLink. Second, when you go into the Bürgeramt and apply for your 
residence permit, you will need to pay €50 to become a resident of the city. Third, the 
company that runs the student accommodation charges a €400 bond that you need to pay in 
cash on arrival in order to get your key. Fourth, if you do not do the German-language course 
before the semester in March, you will still be required to pay rent for March (the rent 
contracts are from 1 March to 31 July). Finally, if you are not an EU citizen then you will be 
required to show that you have enough money in a German bank account. This equated to 
about €1,700 for four months, so I had to take this money out of my savings account and then 
just let my StudyLink payments slowly refill that up. 
 
Setting up a bank account is very easy. Sparkasse is Germany’s public bank and doesn’t charge 
any fees for student accounts. Simply go in with your passport, set up an account and then 
transfer your money into it online (in one transaction because the international transaction 
fee is about $50). At the end of the semester you just go to the cashier and tell them you want 
to close it and cash out. 



 
Academics/Course Load: 
Classes in Tübingen are usually compulsory (unless you are in lower-level ‘Lectures’ as 
opposed to ‘Seminars’), with only two absences allowed per paper. This means that if you 
intend on doing a lot of travel then you should plan your classes so as to give yourself a longer 
weekend (I had class on only Tuesdays and Wednesdays for most of the semester). 
 
If you’re in seminar classes, the classes are very small (10-15 usually) and involve a LOT more 
class participation than in Otago. Usually there isn’t an exam so no one writes notes, but 
because you are expected to contribute to class discussions, it is imperative that you do the 
readings before class. 
 
Classes tend to offer 6 ECTS, which translates to an Otago paper. Generally, 2 ECTS are 
ungraded and are awarded for attending all but two classes. Many of the German students 
only need these two ECTS and so don’t do the others. Teachers thus offer students needing 
more ECTS to do extra work to earn more. There tends to be another 2 ECTS for a group 
presentation and another 2 for either a long term paper, written exam or oral exam. The term 
papers are usually one or two months after the end of the semester and can be emailed to 
your lecturers from back in New Zealand. 
 
One thing to note is that the Sommersemester has a crossover with the beginning of Otago 
semester 2 by a couple of weeks (give or take depending on the year). Although you should 
have no difficulty catching up work-wise and your lecturers should be happy to give you access 
to podcasts, if you have term papers to do you should try and complete them (or at least as 
as possible) before you return to Dunedin. I chose not to take any economics papers because 
economics has exams later than this (in the first week or two after the semester), so 
economics students are later back. 
 
Transportation: 
Tübingen is served by a great bus network. If you are staying in WHO, when you arrive at the 
train/bus station take bus 2, 3, 4, 5 (the slowest) or 6 to ‘Waldhäuser Ost’. A semester ticket 
costs around €80, although you can’t buy one until you have received your matriculation 
documents from Tübingen. You receive these about one week after your matriculate at uni 
(which involves going and getting a lot of people around Tübingen to complete paperwork), 
so get onto that quickly because while you wait day tickets cost €4,30. The semester ticket 
applies to buses and trains within a large area of Baden-Württemberg, stretching from 
Stuttgart Airport in the north to Lake Constance in the south. 
 
Tübingen is part of many long-distance bus routes. The buses are very cheap (usually less than 
€10 or €20) and comfortable, with toilets, air conditioning and free wifi. For example, there 
are several direct buses to Berlin per day (journey time 10h 30m). 
 
Tübingen is also located only 25 mins’ drive (or 1 hour’s bus ride) from Stuttgart International 
Airport, which has cheap direct flights to dozens of locations across Europe and North Africa. 
Check the Airport’s Wikipedia page for a full list of destinations. 
 



Of course, Tübingen is well served by Deutsche Bahn (Germany’s train operator), and most 
German cities and some other cities such as Paris are reachable by only one changeover in 
Stuttgart. 
 
Weather: 
I had an unusually wet summer, but usually it is meant to be much drier (it only rains around 
5 times per month supposedly). In April the temperature highs were around the mid-teens, in 
May in the high-teens/low-twenties, in June in the mid-twenties and in July in the high-
twenties/middle-thirties. In fact, there were many days with temperatures in the mid-30s – 
which is very difficult to study in! But it’s a pleasant change from the cold of Dunedin! Also, 
there was some unseasonable snow on Anzac Day, which added to the beauty of a service 
that the Australian and New Zealand exchange students ran. 
 
Eating: 
As mentioned earlier, food is very cheap in Tübingen and Germany in general, both at 
supermarkets and when eating out. Specifically, I’d recommend Blauer Turm for kebabs, 
Neckarmüller for beers and dinner by the river and Weinstube Forelle for a more fancy dinner 
out. 
 
There is a cafeteria at uni that serves lunch and dinner on weekdays for €2,70, and there are 
several other uni cafes that have cheap sandwiches, pastries etc. 
 
Things to Do: 
Tübingen is surrounded by awesome activities: 

 Schloss Hohentübingen: Tübingen’s hundreds-of-years-old castle. 

 Stiftskirche: Tübingen’s towering cathedral – one of the most beautiful in Europe that 
I saw. 

 Bebenhausen Abbey: A beautiful palace and monastery in a tiny, charming German 
town just a 10 minute run through the forest from WHO. Kaiser Wilhelm I and Queen 
Charlotte spent a lot of time here hunting deer during WWI, and the German-language 
tours take you through the palace to show you their living quarters. 

 Burg Hohenzollern: A famous castle on a hill just a short train ride away from Tübingen. 

 Black Forest 

 Stuttgart 

 Punting on the Neckar river 

 Chilling in the Botans with half of Tübingen on a sunny day 

 Stuttgarter Frühlingsfest (Stuttgart’s version of Oktoberfest, which is on in May and is 
a whole lot of fun!) 

 
Other Tips: 

 If you want to join a gym, I’d recommend CleverFit. McFit is the Les Mills of Tübingen, 
but it is so busy that the only exercise you get is walking around looking for free 
equipment. CleverFit is only a bit smaller but is much less busy. It costs €19,90 per 
month, plus a €40 start-up fee and a €10 cancellation fee. To get that deal you need to 
sign a 12-month contract, but this can be cancelled with evidence that you are leaving 
the country (take in your visa and flight itinerary). It takes a month to cancel so cancel 
just over a month before you leave to avoid paying for an extra month. 



 If you are in student accommodation, you can only move out on weekdays (because 
you need your Hausmeister to inspect your room before you move out). Thus if you 
don’t want to pay for accommodation / stay at someone’s house while you wait to fly 
home in the weekend like I did, opt for a flight during the week – and leave yourself 
some time after your inspection to do extra cleaning because the cleaning standard is 
very, very high and no one ever gets the green light on the first try! 

 You can get buy in Tübingen with no German at all, however you will get more out of 
it if you at least learn some. I didn’t do the pre-semester language course because I 
was a beginner and the courses say that you need to be at least A2 level for Kompakt 
Kurs or B1 for Startkurs. However, I had many friends who had done Startkurs who 
were complete beginners. Most exchange students do a language course so it is one 
of the best ways to make friends, but if you put in the effort you can crack in the social 
scene easily enough if you don’t do one. If you don’t do a course I would recommend 
learning German on Duolingo. 

 
All in all, I had an awesome time in Tübingen! If you are reading this right now then you must 
be considering going, and all I can say is: do it. You won’t regret it! 
 

 
 



 
 

 



 
 



 
 
 
 


