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I.	 Introduction	–	choosing	the	right	project	
	
Ending	up	in	Cambridge	for	my	final	year	of	undergraduate	was	definitely	not	something	I	
expected	when	I	enrolled	at	Sciences	Po.	Like	many	others,	I	had	all	sorts	of	wild	ideas	at	the	
beginning:	 I	 wanted	 to	 find	 an	 interesting	 internship,	 learn	 Arabic,	 go	 to	 the	 US,	 and	
experience	a	total	dépaysement	in	some	far	away	land	in	Asia	or	Africa,	all	at	the	same	time.		
	
At	the	end,	I	concluded	that	I	could	find	internships	and	travel	far	away	during	the	summer	
or	during	a	gap	year.	As	for	the	USA	and	the	Middle	East,	although	I	had	really	wanted	to	
experience	both	 for	 a	 very	 long	 time,	 I	 realized	 I	my	personal	 reasons	were	probably	not	
enough	 to	 justify	why	 I	 should	deserve	 a	 place	 there	 rather	 than	 someone	else.	 Finally,	 I	
decided	to	pursue	a	long-lasting	passion	which	clearly	manifests	in	my	past	experiences,	as	
well	as	my	current	persona:	I	chose	to	study	languages.			
	
I	 have	 always	 loved	 language(s)	 and	 everything	 related	 to	 it.	 I	 never	 envisaged	 actually	
studying	that,	because	I	knew	I	could	pick	them	up	on	my	own	and	use	university	to	learn	
something	I	couldn’t.	Sciences	Po’s	trilingual	campus	in	Nancy	was	the	perfect	choice	for	me,	
as	it	managed	to	force	me	to	perfect	my	French	and	German	while	concentrating	on	more	
rigorous	disciplines	than	language	study	itself.	
	
It	was	only	when	I	read	about	Sciences	Po’s	partnership	with	Cambridge	University’s	Faculty	
of	Modern	and	Medieval	Languages	(MML)	that	I	decided	to	give	in	to	my	biggest	academic	
passion	and	try	linguistics	for	a	year.	I	have	always	been	convinced	that	I	could	only	hardly	
find	 a	 career	 in	 linguistics	 that	would	 truly	 fulfill	me,	 as	 I	 am	not	 very	 keen	on	 staying	 in	
academia.	However,	I	realized	that	my	3rd	year	of	Sciences	Po	was	the	perfect	time	to	explore	
whether	studying	language	in	great	detail	might	be	something	I	would	be	passionate	about	
or	whether	I	would	hate	approaching	language	in	a	scientific	manner.		
	
I	 struggled	to	make	a	 list	of	six	universities	which	would	enable	me	to	pursue	this	project	
during	my	third	year.	My	further	choices	included	SOAS	in	London	and	Ca’	Foscari	in	Venice,	
but	the	partnership	that	Science	Po	has	with	the	language	faculty	of	Cambridge	University	
was	extremely	particular.	Needless	to	say,	what	this	exchange	opportunity	offers	wouldn’t	
satisfy	a	good	number	of	Sciences	Po	students	who,	for	a	large	part,	wish	to	study	politics,	
economics	or	law	and	have	little	interest	in	linguistics	and	a	profound	study	of	literature.		
	
As	a	result,	I	cannot	but	encourage	you	to	apply	if	languages,	linguistics	or	literature	are	your	
true	passions.	Those	sent	to	Cambridge	will	spend	an	entire	academic	year	studying	language	
and/or	literature	in	miniscule	detail.	If	you	are	someone	who	would	enjoy	that,	it	will	certainly	
be	taken	into	account	–	most	probably	more	than	your	grades.	It	certainly	was	in	my	case,	as	
I	was	far	from	being	a	summa	cum	laude	student.	
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II.	 	Experience	
	
A.	 Academic	Experience	
	
Like	all	undergraduates	at	MML,	I	had	three	papers	(i.e.	courses,	in	the	Cambridge	jargon).	
The	 academic	 year	 starts	 in	 October	 and	 ends	 in	 June.	 It	 is	 divided	 into	 three	 terms:	
Michaelmas,	Lent,	and	Easter	term.	Terms	have	8	weeks	and	they	are	separated	by	6	weeks	
of	holidays.	You	keep	your	three	classes	during	the	entire	year.	This	means	that	you	go	into	
great	depth	and	cover	many	subtopics	within	your	respective	classes.	During	the	 first	 two	
terms,	you	attend	lectures	which	last	50-60	minutes	and	where	you	usually	don’t	have	much	
space	to	ask	questions.	These	are	taught	by	world	class	professors	who	do	their	own	research	
on	the	topics	and	they	will	often	overwhelm	you	with	a	lot	of	detail	and	unique	positions	that	
you	won’t	find	in	just	any	book.			
	
In	addition	to	lectures,	there	are	supervisions.	I	had	one	supervision	every	fortnight	for	each	
subject,	i.e.	four	supervisions	per	term.	Supervisions	take	place	in	small	groups	from	one	to	
five	students	–	usually	there	are	two	or	three	students	in	a	supervision	group,	but	I	also	had	
supervisions	 where	 I	 was	 alone	 with	 my	 supervisor.	 Unlike	 lectures,	 supervisions	 are	
compulsory.	Colleges	promise	to	charge	students	who	miss	a	supervision	the	amount	they	
pay	 the	supervisor	 for	 the	one-hour	session.	 (I	am	not	sure	 if	 they	really	stand	up	to	 that	
promise,	 though.)	 Supervisors	 are	 usually	 not	 the	 same	world	 class	 researchers	who	 give	
lectures,	although	I	imagine	it	can	vary	a	lot	depending	on	the	field	and	subject.	In	my	case,	
two	of	my	supervisors	were	PhD	students	and	one	a	postdoc	researcher.	In	my	comparative	
literature	class,	I	was	supervised	by	my	lecturers	due	to	the	very	specific	nature	of	the	class.	
	
Before	a	supervision,	you	will	have	to	do	a	lot	of	reading	and	finish	an	assignment,	typically	
an	essay.	As	a	result,	you	will	come	to	your	supervision	having	read	and	studied	about	the	
topic,	which	is	highly	effective	as	a	teaching	method.	Your	supervisor	will	have	corrected	your	
assignment	 and	 give	 you	 feedback	 or	 further	 comments	 on	 how	 you	 understood	 and	
approached	 the	 given	 material.	 As	 a	 result,	 your	 work	 doesn’t	 end	 with	 the	 teacher’s	
correction	–	it	is	further	discussed	for	an	hour.	
	
Regular	Cambridge	students	are	not	graded	on	their	essays.	This	only	makes	sense,	because	
the	pressure	is	high	and	the	time	is	limited	and	your	supervisors	don’t	expect	you	to	produce	
a	scientific/literary	gem	worth	of	publishing	every	week.	In	Easter	term,	there	are	no	more	
lectures	and	no	more	supervisions.	This	third	and	final	term	serves	for	revision	and	students	
come	back	 to	Cambridge	 to	prepare	 for	 their	 final	exams.	This	period	of	 the	year	 is	quite	
stressful	and,	unfortunately,	many	students	don’t	cope	well	–	Cambridge	is	a	very	competitive	
environment	and	since	the	final	exams	represent	the	only	grades	students	obtain	for	an	entire	
year	of	hard	work,	the	pressure	really	gets	to	everyone.		
	
However,	as	an	exchange	student,	I	did	not	have	to	take	the	final	exams	and	I	was	graded	
based	on	my	performance	in	supervisions.	As	a	result,	my	experience	of	Cambridge	was	far	
less	stressful	 than	that	of	 regular	undergrads.	This	allowed	me	to	 fully	profit	 from	all	 that	
Cambridge	has	to	offer	without	having	to	sabotage	my	academic	performance.	I	believe	that	
being	 an	 exchange	 student	 at	 this	 top	 notch	 university	 enabled	 me	 to	 view	 things	 with	
perspective	and	that	I	got	to	see	Cambridge	in	the	best	light	possible.		
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Papers	taken	
	
I	chose	one	paper	in	the	Linguistics	department	and	two	papers	in	Comparative	Studies	at	the	
MML	department	–	one	in	comparative	 linguistics	and	one	in	comparative	 literature.	They	
were	all	different	in	nature	and	required	a	slightly	different	approach,	as	well	as	a	different	
essay	style.	Additionally,	they	were	all	advanced	papers,	which	forced	me	to	work	really	hard,	
given	that	I	have	never	done	any	linguistics	until	that	point.	Nonetheless,	I	am	happy	with	my	
choices,	 because	 I	 learnt	 a	 lot.	 Despite	 having	 to	work	 harder	 than	 others	 in	my	 courses	
(usually	in	an	advanced	stage	of	language	studies),	taking	these	classes	enabled	me	to	learn	
much	more	than	if	I	chose	classes	aimed	at	first-year	linguistics	students.		
	
CS1:	The	Romance	Languages	
	
This	 comparative	 linguistics	 class	 compared	 the	 various	 Romance	 languages	 (i.e.	 French,	
Spanish,	Romanian...)	 and	discussed	 their	development	 from	Latin	and	 their	differences.	 I	
chose	 this	 class	 because	 I	 speak	 French,	 Italian,	 and	 Spanish,	 and	 I	was	 fascinated	by	 the	
similarities	and	differences	between	these	languages.	A	compulsory	component	of	this	class	
was	learning	Romanian.		
	
The	class	was	taught	by	the	head	of	the	MML	faculty	–	a	British	professor	who	had	fascinating	
knowledge	of	a	number	of	European	languages.	The	aim	was	to	keep	it	as	comparative	as	
possible	–	students	thus	had	to	discuss	also	languages	they	didn’t	speak,	including	less	spoken	
varieties	such	as	a	Catalan,	Sardinian,	Occitan,	and	various	small	regional	varieties	which	often	
don’t	even	have	a	standardized	written	form.	Latin	was	also	discussed	extensively.		
	
In	 this	 course	 I	 not	 only	 learned	 about	 the	 various	 Romance	 varieties	 and	 about	 their	
development	from	their	predecessor	Latin,	but	it	was	also	a	great	case	study	in	linguistics.	
Since	the	course	compared	Romance	in	all	aspects	possible,	I	had	to	acquire	general	linguistics	
knowledge	in	fields	like	phonology,	lexicology	or	morphosyntax.	It	also	taught	me	a	great	deal	
about	the	disciplines	of	comparative	and	historical	 linguistics,	as	well	as	about	the	natural	
processes	that	languages	undergo	with	time.	
		
In	the	course	of	the	class,	I	had	to	either	write	essays,	analyze	and	discuss	various	linguistic	
features	and	their	validity	in	different	languages	or	write	comparative	commentaries.	Some	
of	 the	 essays	 I	 wrote	 dealt	 with	 the	 origin	 of	 vocabulary	 in	 different	 languages	 or	 with	
classification	of	the	varieties	into	groups.		
	
In	 comparative	 commentaries,	 I	 was	 given	 excerpts	 from	 Latin,	 French,	 Spanish,	 Italian,	
Romanian,	Gallego-Portuguese,	Catalan,	and	Occitan	and	had	to	comment	on	a	large	number	
of	grammatical	and	lexical	features,	always	taking	into	account	as	many	languages	as	possible.	
The	texts	were	medieval,	so	that	 it	was	 impossible	to	understand	even	the	 languages	one	
knew.	I	am	not	quite	sure	as	for	why,	but	I	assume	it	was	to	test	our	capacity	to	spot	the	right	
language	phenomena	without	even	understanding	the	meaning.		
	
CS1:	The	Romance	Languages:	Romanian	
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There	 were	 two	 weekly	 lectures	 of	 Romanian	 per	 week	 in	Michaelmas	 and	 one	 in	 Lent.	
Supervisions	took	place	every	two	weeks.	Within	this	class,	Romanian	was	not	taught	with	
the	end	of	becoming	fluent	–	the	goal	was	understanding	how	the	language	functions	in	order	
to	be	able	to	compare	it	with	other	Romance	languages.	Knowledge	of	Romanian	was	not	
tested	at	the	end	of	the	year	so	whether	we	learnt	Romanian	depended	only	on	our	personal	
motivation.	We	were	 given	 a	 lot	 of	 new	material	 each	week,	 but	 our	 supervisors	 did	 not	
expect	us	to	know	it	all.	Cambridge	students	are	given	a	lot	of	information,	but	also	a	lot	of	
freedom	and	responsibility	to	structure	their	own	work.			
	
Personally,	I	was	happy	for	the	opportunity	to	learn	Romanian.	It	gave	me	some	idea	of	what	
language	teaching	is	like	for	MML	students	who	learn	a	new	language	ab	initio.	I	wanted	to	
start	a	new	language,	though	not	as	one	of	my	three	papers:	I	can	teach	myself	a	language,	
but	 learning	 from	world	 renown	scholars	 in	 literature	and	 linguistics	 is	 something	 I	would	
hardly	experience	elsewhere.		
	
Cambridge	has	a	language	center	where	students	can	choose	from	a	wide	range	of	languages,	
however,	these	courses	cost	over	£200	per	term.	I	found	this	price	exorbitant,	though	I	was	
told	that	it	was	somewhat	symbolic,	as	the	richer	colleges	paid	the	fee	for	their	students.	As	
my	college	was	one	of	the	poorest	ones,	only	those	who	needed	a	particular	 language	for	
their	course	had	the	fee	reimbursed.							
	
CS5:	The	Body	
	
This	 course	 in	 comparative	 literature	 was	 aimed	 at	 final-year	 students.	 Regular	 MML	
undergrads	study	two	languages	during	the	four-year	course.	They	must	have	a	very	good	
level	 in	 one	 foreign	 language	 when	 they	 start	 at	 Cambridge	 and	 they	 choose	 a	 second	
language	 to	 start	 studying	 from	 scratch.	 In	 the	 language	 they	 know	 well,	 they	 choose	
literature	papers	or	translation.	In	the	third	year,	they	go	abroad	to	practice	one	or	both	of	
the	languages.	In	their	fourth,	final	year,	they	should	have	a	good	reading	level	in	both.	
	
The	 CS5	 course	 requires	 students	 to	 read	 literature	 in	 at	 least	 three	 different	 languages	
(English	included)	and	compare	these	different	sources	in	their	essays.	Seven	different	topics	
were	treated:	Contagion,	Queer	Fellows,	Violence,	Hysteria,	Nudity	and	Costume,	The	Body	
Politic,	and	Dreams.	In	lectures,	we	learned	about	the	history	and	theory	of	these	notions	and	
symbols	and	their	appearance	in	literature,	poetry,	visual	arts,	film,	and	other	forms	of	art.	In	
seminars,	we	discussed	selected	texts	that	were	assigned.	Seminars	were	participatory	and	
everyone	was	encouraged	to	express	their	opinion.	Additionally,	everyone	was	expected	to	
prepare	a	presentation	on	a	text/other	artwork	of	choice.	
	
This	course	was	particular	because	of	its	format.	Each	of	the	7	lectures	was	presented	by	a	
different	 professor	 who	 specialized	 on	 the	 particular	 topic.	 The	 professors	 were	 also	
specializing	on	different	language	areas	and	so	they	concentrated	on	different	authors	and	
cultural	 zones.	 As	 a	 result,	 the	 course	 offered	 an	 unusually	 high	 degree	 of	 liberty:	 every	
student	could	choose	the	languages	and	artworks	they	wanted	to	work	on	for	every	topic	as	
well	 as	 the	 essay	 question	 they	 wanted	 to	 answer.	 The	 artworks	 could	 be	 books,	 films	
paintings,	political	manifestos	or	advertisement	leaflets.	In	addition,	since	each	student	and	
professor	 read	 different	 languages,	 students	 had	 to	 organize	 their	 supervisions	 with	 the	
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professors	 speaking	 the	 given	 languages.	 As	 a	 result,	 this	 course	 had	 not	 only	 no	 clear	
assignment	topics	but	also	no	deadlines.		
	
This	 freedom	 requires	 students	 to	 be	 organized	 and	 take	 responsibility;	 I	 admit	 that	 not	
having	been	used	 to	 this	 sort	 of	 responsibility	 and	 freedom,	 this	 course	was	 somewhat	 a	
struggle	for	me,	despite	being	less	demanding	than	my	other	papers	in	terms	of	expertise.	I	
really	enjoyed	what	I	learnt,	but	the	course	was	also	stressful	for	me	–	I	kept	on	postponing	
my	essays	until	June,	as	I	always	had	urgent	deadlines	for	other	courses.		
	
Li15:	First	and	Second	Language	Acquisition	
	
This	paper	caught	my	attention	when	I	first	saw	it	in	the	course	list;	it	was	the	only	one	I	was	
sure	about	when	confronted	with	the	difficult	task	of	choosing	three	papers	from	a	12-page-	
long	list	of	extremely	interesting	classes.	However,	it	was	suitable	only	for	advanced	students	
of	linguistics	and	the	lecturer	told	me	that	if	I	really	wanted	to	take	it,	I	would	have	to	work	
extremely	hard	in	order	to	understand	anything	at	all.		
	
During	 Michaelmas,	 I	 indeed	 barely	 understood	 anything	 in	 lectures.	 Luckily,	 I	 could	 go	
through	the	lecturer’s	slides	at	home	and	research	everything	I	didn’t	know.	My	essay	quality	
in	 this	 class	was	not	 very	high	 in	 the	 first	 term,	but	 in	 Lent,	 the	material	 taught	was	 less	
theoretical	and	easier	to	follow.	I	became	really	excited	about	the	class,	gained	confidence,	
and	started	getting	top	grades.	The	small	supervision	setting	(me,	another	Erasmus	student,	
and	 the	 supervisor)	 enabled	me	 to	 clarify	 all	my	questions	 regarding	 the	 texts,	 as	well	 as	
general	linguistic	notions.	I	was	lucky	to	have	a	great	supervisor	keen	on	finding	answers	to	
every	question	I	had,	although	many	of	them	were	unrelated	to	the	material	we	worked	on.		
	
	
B.	 Other	experience	
	
Cambridge	 is	 a	 vibrant	 environment	 and	 there	 is	 always	 something	 going	 on.	 Countless	
societies	 organize	 social	 events	 and	 host	 engaging	 talks.	 Ents	 teams	 organize	 bops	 (big	
organized	party)	inside	college	bars.	There	is	always	a	fancy	formal	dinner,	a	movie	screening,	
a	guest	talk,	a	student	party,	mostly	all	at	the	same	time.	In	addition,	students	row	and	do	
sports,	engage	 in	 theater,	music,	dance,	 journalism	or	volunteering.	One	can	choose	 from	
many	responsibilities	to	overtake,	be	it	at	college	or	in	a	society.	Being	curious	and	social	is	
an	essential	part	of	the	Cambridge	experience	–	not	only	do	you	need	to	get	out	and	socialize	
in	order	to	unwind,	but	extracurricular	activities	are	also	important	for	developing	skills	and	
gaining	experiences.	Networking	is	also	taken	very	seriously.			
	
May	Ball	Organization	Committee		
	
Every	year	after	exams,	most	Cambridge	 colleges	have	a	May	Ball.	 These	 lavish	overnight	
celebrations	are	ill-famous	for	their	cost.	The	famous	May	Ball	of	St.	John’s	College,	declared	
the	7th	best	party	in	the	world	by	The	Times,	starts	at	6pm	and	ends	at	7am	with	breakfast.	
Tickets	cost	over	£200	and	are	virtually	impossible	to	get	for	non-members	of	the	college.	I	
heard	rumors	that	tickets	got	auctioned	for	as	much	as	£800.	
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I	was	a	member	of	the	organization	committee	of	the	joint	Lucy	Cavendish	and	Hughes	Hall	
May	Ball,	responsible	for	decorations.	I	had	to	represent	my	college	as	well	as	represent	the	
Ball	within	the	college.	As	I	am	writing	this	report,	there	is	still	an	enormous	amount	of	work	
to	be	done	in	the	upcoming	month	before	the	Ball.	Hundreds	of	people	will	attend;	we	are	
hoping	for	nearly	a	thousand	guests.	Tickets	cost	£95	–	we	are	the	cheapest	ball	in	Cambridge.	
The	event	is	non-profit,	the	organization	committee	is	not	paid,	and	we	don’t	have	to	rent	
premises	to	host	the	ball,	as	it	will	take	place	at	Hughes	Hall	College.	£95	per	person	is	really	
the	absolutely	cheapest	price	of	a	decent	summer	ball	in	Cambridge.		
	
Being	on	the	committee	enables	me	to	go	to	two	balls	for	free	–	apart	from	the	one	I	am	
organizing,	we	are	swapping	with	Darwin’s	ball,	which	means	that	our	entire	committee	goes	
to	theirs	for	free	and	they	come	to	ours.	In	addition	to	these,	I	was	hired	to	work	at	Jesus	and	
St.	John’s	Balls.	Since	working	at	John’s	ball	is	the	only	chance	for	non-Johnians	to	attend,	it	
is	so	sought	after	that	even	if	you	work	you	still	have	to	pay	for	your	right	to	attend	half	of	
the	ball	as	a	guest.	I	will	work	from	midnight	till	7am	and	I	have	to	pay	£41	in	order	to	be	able	
to	attend	from	6pm	till	midnight.	Welcome	to	Cambridge.		
	
Theatre	
	
Theatre	 is	 a	 big	deal	 in	Cambridge.	 Some	people	 study	here	only	 to	become	professional	
actors	later	on,	because	the	Cambridge	theatre	scene	is	so	big	and	so	important.	Two	theatres	
are	run	entirely	by	students:	actors,	directors,	producers,	technicians,	stage	managers	–	all	
are	students	who	do	it	for	free.	There	are	more	than	six	different	plays	per	week.	Everything	
is	taken	seriously	–	productions	are	very	professional,	tickets	cost	£6	–15	and	every	play	is	
reviewed	and	rated	in	at	least	one	of	the	Cambridge	student-run	newspapers.	Getting	a	part	
or	a	 responsibility	within	a	production	 is	very	difficult:	you	have	 to	audition	or	apply.	The	
demand	is	high	and	everyone	is	extremely	talented.	I	met	a	girl	who	did	theatre	professionally	
as	a	child	and	then	continued	as	a	student	in	Oxford.	When	she	came	to	Cambridge,	though,	
she	auditioned	for	12	plays	before	she	got	a	part	in	the	13th.		
	
I	got	a	part	in	a	production	of	Ubu	Roi,	the	first	piece	of	absurdist	theatre	ever	written.	It	was	
a	 one-in-a-lifetime	 experience:	 experimental,	 immersive,	 decadent	 absurdist	 theatre;	 or	
maybe	rather	performance	art.	The	audience	filled	the	space	all	around	the	cast	–	they	were	
given	pink	plastic	ponchos	at	the	entrance	in	order	to	protect	their	clothes	from	hummus	and	
a	storm	of	glitter	and	silly	string	that	came	during	a	battle	of	all	against	all.	The	audience	was	
necessarily	drawn	into	that	battle,	as	the	place	was	completely	filled	with	both	actors	and	
audience.	 In	 a	 pathetic	murder	 scene,	Ubu’s	wife	 orgasmed	 on	 a	 shopping	 trolley	with	 a	
zucchini	in	her	mouth.	Afterwards,	the	audience	was	invited	to	a	dark	cellar	where	8	of	us	
murdered	 lied	 piled	 up	 on	 a	 dirty	 mattress	 covered	 in	 fake	 blood.	 All	 that	 chaos	 was	
accompanied	 by	 a	 live	male	 band	 dressed	 in	 black	 underwear.	 The	 singer,	 shouting	 in	 a	
deformed	microphone	creating	the	sound	of	a	metal	band,	undressed	completely	at	the	end	
and	 jumped	 on	 us	 lying	 dead	 on	 the	 floor.	 Throughout	 the	 play,	 Ubu	 spoke	 with	 an	
unintelligible	French	accent	so	that	even	the	parts	of	the	text	that	made	sense	were	not	really	
understandable.	That’s	Cambridge	for	you	–	intellectually	curious	and	daring.		
	
Apart	from	acting	and	stage	managing	a	play,	I	did	a	lot	of	stewarding	in	the	theatre.	It	is	not	
paid,	but	you	get	to	see	plays	for	free.	In	this	way,	I	saw	2-3	plays	every	week	in	Lent	term.	It	



Claire	Pohunkova	 2016/17	

	
8	

was	fascinating	to	penetrate	into	the	theatre	community	and	see	how	dedicated	some	people	
were.	I	met	a	girl	who	acted	in	six	plays	per	term.	As	a	reminder,	terms	have	8	weeks	and	
students	have	between	one	and	three	essays	to	write	every	week.	Whenever	I	met	some	of	
these	theatre	superheroes	in	the	theatre	bar,	they	would	laugh	it	off	and	say	that	“the	degree	
is	not	happening”.	Well,	at	least	they	know	their	priorities.						
	
Marketing	internship	
	
I	 found	 a	 long-distance	marketing	 internship	 at	 a	 London-based	 agency	 providing	 private	
tutoring.	For	two	weeks,	I	wrote	articles	and	blogs,	most	of	them	dealing	with	education.	It	
was	an	opportunity	to	peek	even	more	into	the	peculiarities	of	the	British	schooling	system,	
where,	unlike	in	all	other	countries	in	Europe,	much	can	depend	on	the	parents’	income.			
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
Formal	Hall	at	Corpus	Christi	College	
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III.	 Comparative	dimensions	
	
A.	 Between	Sciences	Po	and	Cambridge	University	
	
As	 I	 already	 hinted	 above,	 Cambridge	 and	 Sciences	 Po	 are	 two	 dimensionally	 different	
experiences.	Already	the	French	and	the	UK	university	systems	are	constructed	in	different	
ways.	Though	 just	 like	Sciences	Po	differs	 from	the	French	facs,	so	 is	 the	Oxbridge	system	
unique	in	the	UK	and	in	the	world.		
	
Compared	to	Sciences	Po,	my	schedule	now	seemed	relaxed.	While	at	Sciences	Po	I	had	up	to	
14	different	classes	per	semester,	in	Cambridge	I	only	had	three.	In	addition,	lectures	only	last	
for	one	hour	and	they	are	not	compulsory.	Coming	from	Sciences	Po,	this	is	very	tricky	–	all	
of	a	sudden,	you	feel	like	you	have	loads	of	free	time	but	that	is	not	entirely	correct.	Students	
need	to	use	this	free	time	wisely,	as	they	have	to	do	their	reading	and	work	on	their	essays	
and	assignments,	because	there	is	constantly	at	least	one	looming	deadline	(and	often	rather	
two	or	three	at	the	same	time).		
	
I	often	felt	like	not	doing	enough,	compared	to	Sciences	Po,	but	I	actually	worked	much	more.	
At	Sciences	Po,	I	was	forced	to	go	to	lectures	even	when	I	had	other,	more	important	things	
to	attend	to	urgently,	when	I	didn’t	feel	well	or	when	I	found	a	particular	lecture	not	worth	
the	time.	As	a	result,	I	spent	a	lot	of	time	sitting	in	lectures	on	which	I	couldn’t	concentrate	
and	haven’t	got	any	work	done	during	the	day.	In	Cambridge,	I	could	organize	my	time	and	
even	 though	 I	 spent	 little	 time	 in	 lectures,	 I	 spent	much	more	 time	 actually	 learning	 and	
getting	things	done.	I	also	discovered	that	if	I	sleep	more	than	5	hours	every	night,	working	
will	lead	to	actually	getting	things	done.				
	
Not	only	did	I	learn	the	importance	of	sleep,	I	also	adopted	a	much	more	positive	approach	
to	work.	If	you	can	freely	choose	not	to	go	to	your	lectures	and	if	you	only	have	four	hours	of	
them	 per	 week,	 trust	 me,	 you	 will	 happily	 attend	 every	 single	 one!	 Since	 I	 had	 to	 work	
individually	all	the	time	and	since	I	have	written	a	significant	number	of	essays	in	each	class,	
I	always	had	at	least	some	idea	of	what	was	being	explained	in	lectures.	In	other	words,	the	
Cambridge	system	with	frequent	assignments	and	individual	supervisions	in	its	center	makes	
sure	you	work	and	progress	continuously.		
	
This	is	obviously	due	to	the	fact	that	Cambridge	undergrads	only	have	between	1-5	subjects	
at	 the	same	time,	so	a	similar	 result	could	never	be	achieved	at	Sciences	Po.	 I	 sometimes	
criticize	Sciences	Po	for	the	long	list	of	classes	we	have	and	the	thus	resulting	lack	of	time	to	
really	understand	either	of	these	subjects.	However,	one	of	the	reasons	why	I	chose	Sciences	
Po	–	and	would	choose	it	again	–	is	indeed	its	multidisciplinary	approach.		
	
It	is	hard	to	judge	what	is	better	and	it	is	evident	that	in	both	cases,	the	system	is	a	part	of	
the	national	culture	–	in	France,	where	graduates	are	defined	and	limited	by	their	degree	to	
a	 certain	 sphere	 of	 employment,	 Sciences	 Po	 students	 profit	 from	 their	 extraordinary	
versatility	and	are	given	exactly	what	they	need	to	enter	politics.	In	the	UK,	one’s	degree	title	
is	of	little	importance,	if	it’s	from	a	decent	university.	Cambridge	students	can	study	anything	
from	engineering	to	theology	and	still	be	hired	by	an	investment	bank	or	a	law	firm.		
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B.	 The	Cambridge	jargon,	poshness,	and	everything	being	just	too	much	
	
During	my	first	two	weeks	in	Cambridge,	I	had	a	constant	headache.	On	the	very	first	day,	we	
were	fed	scones	with	clotted	cream	and	jam,	(this	ritual	is	called	cream	tea	and	I	recommend	
it	very	much),	we	were	told	how	to	study	hard	and	effectively,	we	were	frightened	we	would	
have	mental	 breakdowns	 and	 feel	 lonely,	 and	we	were	 explained	 that	 if	we	were	 feeling	
suicidal,	that	was	a	sign	that	we	should	seek	help.	Throughout	all	that,	we	were	flooded	with	
forced-polite	British	smiles,	a	posh	accent,	and	the	Cambridge	jargon.		
	
To	give	 you	a	 little	bit	of	 a	headache	as	well,	 I	will	 try	 to	explain	 some	of	 the	Cambridge	
particularities.	Firstly,	the	university	is	divided	into	colleges	–	something	like	Hufflepuff	and	
Gryffindor	 in	Harry	Potter,	except	they	are	31,	much	bigger,	and	fairly	 independent.	Every	
student	as	well	as	every	professor	belongs	to	a	college.	Undergraduates	are	obliged	to	live	at	
college.	Every	college	has	a	dining	hall,	a	 library,	a	common	room,	a	bar.	Some	of	 the	big	
colleges	like	St.	John’s	own	property	around	town	and	so	you	will	find	primary	schools	called	
St.	John’s	school	or	sports	terrains	named	St.	Johns	Playing	Fields.	At	college,	students	have	a	
tutor	–	somebody	who	offers	pastoral	support.	Every	college	has	a	Senior	Tutor.	Then,	for	all	
things	academic,	each	student	has	his	own	Director	of	Studies	or	Dos.	This	person	doesn’t	
teach	you.	
	
To	confuse	matters	further,	students	belong	to	many	groups	and	organizations	–	upon	arrival,	
I	was	confused	by	how	everything	seemed	to	be	multiplied.	I	had	welcome	events	from	my	
college,	from	my	faculty,	and	from	the	Erasmus	department.	There	was	a	college	induction	
week	and	a	university-wide	one.	The	university	has	a	Student	Union	but	each	college	also	has	
one.	International	students	apparently	also	have	their	separate	things	and	an	international	
student	union	-	I	am	not	even	sure	now	at	the	end	of	the	year.		
	
Having	started	at	Cambridge	after	21,	I	am	a	mature	student.	In	Cambridge,	there	are	four	
mature	colleges	-	i.e.	everyone	there	is	at	least	21	which	means	that	there	are	many	graduate	
students	(Master	and	PhD)	or	that	the	undergraduates	who	study	there	are	older	when	they	
start.	Some	took	gap	years,	some	already	had	one	undergrad	degree	and	some	were	exchange	
students	like	me.	As	a	mature	student,	I	was	a	member	of	the	Graduate	Union	–	a	community	
for	all	graduate	students,	i.e.	Master	and	PhD-level	students,	which	often	organized	events	
for	 students	 with	 families	 and	 children.	 However,	 mature	 students,	 i.e.	 also	 mature	
undergrads,	were	also	automatically	members.	Do	you	have	a	headache	yet?	
	
If	not,	let	me	tell	you	a	bit	about	libraries.	The	university	has	more	than	a	100	of	them.	Each	
faculty	and	each	college	has	one.	Then	there	is	the	University	Library	(UL)	–	a	massive	building	
where	you	get	 lost	very	easily	and	where	you	can	read	books	that	you	have	to	open	with	
gloves.	The	first	time	I	went	there,	I	was	so	overwhelmed	by	the	dimension	of	everything	that	
I	ended	up	eating	cake	in	its	Tea	Room	–	the	UL	cafeteria.	I	am	not	sure	why	this	one	is	called	
the	Tea	Room	when	the	one	at	my	faculty	is	called	the	buttery.	Colleges	have	dining	halls,	
shortly	addressed	as	halls,	and	then	there	are	also	gyp	rooms,	which,	I	believe,	are	kitchens,	
though.	In	Cambridge,	I	am	not	sure	anymore	what’s	just	English	and	what’s	Cambridge	jargon.	
	
The	jargon	is	overwhelming	at	first	but	you	catch	it	really	quickly.	Freshers	week	is	the	first	
week	when	you	get	introduced	to	things	and	you	party.	Bop	is	a	party	organized	at	college	by	
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ents	–	those	who	organize	fun	events	at	college.	Going	down	means	leaving	Cambridge	at	the	
end	of	term.	Formals	or	Formal	Halls	are	fancy	candle-lit	dinners	where	students	wear	their	
academic	gowns.	Rather	than	studying	subjects	or	taking	classes,	students	read	papers.		
	
Colleges	are	addressed	by	their	shortcuts	–	St.	Catherine’s	is	Catz,	Gonville	and	Caius	is	Caius	
(pronounced	as	Keys),	Fitzwilliam	is	Fitz	and	Trinity	Hall	is	referred	to	as	Tit	Hall.	The	JCR	and	
the	MCR	are	the	Junior	Combination	Room	and	the	Senior	Combination	Room,	respectively.	
They	denote	both	physical	common	rooms	where	students	can	hang	out	and	the	students	
belonging	to	these	groups	–	either	undergraduate	or	graduate,	respectively.	It	is	also	worth	
noting	that	May	Balls	are	in	June,	Cambridge	weeks	start	on	Thursday,	and	holidays	are	almost	
as	 long	as	the	actual	terms	which	are	crammed	with	never-ending	deadlines.	800	years	of	
tradition	and	still	rocking	it	in	the	world	rankings	–	why	ever	change	anything,	right?		
	
Cambridge	certainly	prides	itself	in	its	oldness	and	tradition.	Formal	halls	are	a	case	in	point	
–	where	else	could	you	see	 students	dressed	 in	 their	 fancy	black	academic	gowns	dine	 in	
centuries	old	halls	 lit	exclusively	by	candles	as	 there	 is	no	electricity,	and	where	medieval	
paintings	hang	on	the	walls?	Some	formals	are	as	cheap	as	£6,	others	can	cost	20.	Those,	
however,	 imperatively	 include	wine	and	sometimes	cherry	or	 sparkling	wine	 for	predrinks	
or/and	 after-dinner	 port	 and	 cheese/fruit.	 In	 either	 case,	 it’s	 a	 great	 price	 for	 such	 an	
experience.	Fancy	events	like	formal	halls	and	the	famous	May	Balls	are	often	criticized	by	
the	British	public	and	the	press	who	publish	derogatory	articles	with	photos	of	allegedly	drunk	
students	walking	home	barefoot	at	7am.	In	the	UK,	class	perception	is	still	very	tangible.						
	
C.	 Living	in	the	UK	and	living	in	Cambridge	
	
Moving	to	the	UK	was	not	a	cultural	shock	for	me:	having	already	lived	in	France,	Germany,	
Spain,	 Italy,	 the	 Czech	 Republic,	 and	Greece,	 the	UK	was	 just	 another	 European	 country.	
However,	add	Cambridge	with	all	its	pomp,	tea,	clinging	to	tradition,	and	Britishness	and	the	
depaysement	is	right	there.	Rather	than	the	geographical	movement,	I	think	it	was	the	sudden	
class	 upscale	 that	 caused	 my	 prolonged	 October	 headache.	 Needless	 to	 say,	 living	 in	
Cambridge	and	belonging	to	the	privileged	university	society	was	not	very	representative	of	
the	UK	as	a	whole.	
	
Although	not	exactly	shocking,	in	many	aspects,	the	UK	differs	from	the	other	EU	countries	I	
have	experienced.	I’d	say	culturally,	it	lies	somewhere	between	Europe	and	the	US	–	mostly	
because	of	its	advanced	capitalism,	but	also	because	of	the	Common	Law,	because	of	having	
the	global	language	as	a	mother	tongue,	because	of	attracting	foreign	workers	from	all	around	
the	globe	and	thus	being	a	truly	intercultural	melting	pot,	or	because	of	the	remarkable	love	
for	junk	food	(not	sure	whether	having	fish	&	chips	as	a	national	dish	is	better	than	having	no	
national	dish	at	all	–	unless	peanut	butter	and	jelly	sandwiches	count	as	a	dish,	of	course).		
	
I	was	 positively	 surprised	 by	 the	UK.	Unlike	many	 of	my	 friends,	 I	 never	 had	 a	 particular	
interest	in	the	country.	I	never	wanted	to	study	in	the	UK	–	it	was	the	Cambridge	microcosm	
that	was	a	dream	come	true;	a	dream	I	didn’t	even	know	I	had	before	I	found	out	about	the	
MML	faculty	partnership.	I	expected	the	weather	to	be	cold	and	rainy,	the	food	to	be	terrible	
and	expensive,	and	the	people	hypocritical	and	distanced.	However,	I	must	say	I	experienced	
less	rain	than	in	other	places	where	I	lived;	the	food	wasn’t	terrible	and	some	items	in	the	
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supermarket	were	cheaper	than	in	France	(plus,	they	were	often	Fairtrade).	As	for	the	people,	
I	didn’t	have	a	single	negative	experience,	however,	I	must	say	that	I	barely	ever	felt	like	I	had	
a	connection	with	a	Briton.	
	
It	is	hard	for	me	to	judge	what	British	people	are	like,	because	I	barely	ever	came	into	contact	
with	someone	who	was	not	privileged.	Being	a	small	town	girl	and	boursiere	myself,	I	know	
all	too	well	that	also	people	who	don’t	come	from	privileged	backgrounds	 learn	the	ropes	
quickly	–	belonging	to	the	community	of	an	elite	university	is	an	automatic	bridge	over	to	the	
privileged.	In	addition,	students	in	the	UK	either	have	money	or	get	a	government	loan	–	these	
are	 easily	 accessible	 and	 the	 conditions	 highly	 advantageous.	 As	 a	 result,	 everybody	 can	
spend.	In	Cambridge,	I	learnt	to	ignore	my	bank	statements	and	to	spend	like	the	others	–	
without	going	to	formals,	pubs,	and	theatre	plays	and	spending	a	lot	of	money	on	coffee,	you	
will	not	only	never	have	experienced	the	real	Cambridge,	but	you	will	surely	be	one	of	those	
people	who	cry	in	libraries	(yes,	there	are	many).	In	Cambridge,	it’s	work	hard,	play	hard.		
	
However,	some	people	obviously	spend	more	than	others	and	some	party	more	than	others.	
In	the	absurdist	play	I	took	part	in,	everyone	was	British,	white,	and	obviously	excited	about	
weird,	experimental	art.	They	all	went	to	techno	raves	which	cost	£12	or	more.	They	were	
hipsters	par	excellence,	but	one	Londoner	looked	literally	like	Chuck	Bass	–	not	only	because	
of	 his	 expensive-looking	 clothing	 and	 chic	 hairstyle,	 but	 also	 because	 of	 his	 posture	 and	
manners.	On	his	Facebook	profile	photo,	he	was	riding	his	horse	and	his	mother	was	one	of	
the	UK’s	best	lawyers.	There	was	also	a	boy	from	Gibraltar	and	a	girl	from	the	Cayman	Islands,	
who	was	eccentric	both	in	her	style	and	her	behavior.	She	once	complained	to	me	that	literally	
everyone	from	her	boarding	school	was	here	as	well	and	so	she	had	to	put	up	with	knowing	
everyone	in	Cambridge	upon	arrival.	Wouldn’t	you	feel	sorry	for	her?		
	
I	spent	a	lot	of	time	at	rehearsals	during	the	first	term	which	left	me	almost	no	time	to	go	to	
other	events	and	meet	people.	At	the	end	of	term,	I	realized	I	made	virtually	no	friends	thus	
far.	However,	having	an	extremely	rich	social	life	the	next	term,	I	realized	that	the	problem	
was	 not	my	 lack	 of	 sociability,	 but	 the	 people	 I	met	 back	 then.	Making	 British	 friends	 in	
Cambridge	is	not	easy;	especially	if	you	are,	like	me,	a	mature	undergraduate	and	an	exchange	
student	living	at	an	international	college.		
	
Just	like	everywhere	else	though,	you	really	meet	all	kinds	of	people	in	Cambridge.	There	are	
the	class-aware	rich	kids	who	copy	the	dress-code	and	accent	of	the	working	class	in	order	to	
blend	in.	There	are	the	poor	kids	who	hiss	at	the	former	on	every	occasion,	complaining	that	
while	they	work	hard,	the	rich	waste	their	potential	and	money	at	their	techno	parties,	not	
being	able	to	go	to	lectures	the	morning	after	and	relying	on	their	family	money	and	good	
name	to	secure	bright	futures.	Then	there	are	the	people	who	don’t	care	either	about	class	
or	prestige	or	about	people.	Though	most	importantly,	upon	arrival,	everyone	realizes	that	
most	students	here	are	just	normal	people	who	like	to	eat	fries,	drink	beer,	watch	Netflix	and	
spend	 hours	 on	 Facebook	 laughing	 at	memes	 –	 and	 not	 some	 super-smart	 geniuses	 that	
should	be	silently	admired	from	distance	while	they	devour	books.	
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IV.		 What	this	year	has	brought	me	
	
I	wouldn’t	go	as	far	as	to	say	that	my	year	in	Cambridge	was	a	life-changing	experience,	but	it	
certainly	helped	me	in	many	different	ways.	Being	an	Erasmus	student	in	my	final	year,	my	
workload	and	approach	were	different	from	both	those	of	regular	Cambridge	students	and	
my	own	in	the	two	previous	years.	As	a	result,	 I	could	observe	the	behavior	of	Cambridge	
students	with	a	distanced	perspective	which	helped	me	to	evaluate	my	own	mistakes	and	
anxieties	related	to	my	university	experience.		
	
I	was	shocked	to	find	out	that	many	undergraduates	find	Cambridge	a	terrible,	grim	place,	as	
I	had	one	of	the	best	years	of	my	life,	if	not	the	very	best.	However,	considering	the	pressure	
that	students	are	under,	I	realized	that	if	I	was	a	regular	Cambridge	student	arriving	straight	
from	high	school,	I	might	very	well	be	one	of	those	living	(and	crying)	in	the	library.	Luckily,	
having	 already	 completed	 2	 years	 of	 a	 demanding	 university	 course	 provided	 some	 self-
validation,	while	the	status	of	an	Erasmus	student	allowed	me	to	take	gaining	out-of-class	
experience	at	least	as	importantly.	I	thus	permitted	myself	to	invest	a	lot	of	time	in	theatre,	
events	and	talks	unrelated	to	my	classes,	and	socializing.	 I	missed	an	essay	deadline	more	
often	than	not,	but	my	supervisors	were	extremely	understanding	and	never	raised	that	as	
an	issue	–	in	the	fast-paced	Cambridge	life,	deadlines	become	tentative	for	many.	Eventually,	
I	always	got	the	work	done,	often	with	top	results.		
	
Having	to	turn	in	2	essays	while	having	3-hour-long	theatre	rehearsals	every	day	in	a	week	
can	be	quite	daunting	at	first,	but	once	you	get	used	to	the	pace,	you	realize	that	a)	it	always	
gets	done	eventually,	and	b)	even	 if	 it	didn’t,	 the	world	would	not	end.	All	 in	all,	 I	gained	
valuable	stress	management	skills	and	learnt	to	relax,	which	will	not	only	have	an	impact	on	
my	well-being	in	the	course	of	my	life,	but,	paradoxically,	also	led	to	better	academic	results.		
	
In	addition	to	this	personal	development,	I	gained	valuable	insight	on	the	culture	and	political	
situation	of	the	UK.	This	will	no	doubt	prove	to	be	of	great	benefit	to	me	in	the	future,	as	I	
might	consider	a	career	in	the	EU	or	the	UN.		
	
I	am	grateful	to	have	learnt	about	linguistics,	as	I	now	can	say	that	I	actually	know	something	
about	 languages,	 a	 topic	 very	 close	 to	my	 heart.	 I	 have	worked	 on	my	 assignments	with	
passion	and	curiosity,	though	as	I	have	expected	from	the	beginning,	I	don’t	feel	compelled	
to	 go	 on	 and	 pursue	 a	 whole	 degree	 in	 linguistics.	 This	 year	 did	 not	 happen	 to	 be	 an	
illumination	as	for	my	future	plans.	I	applied	for	a	Master	in	Economic	Law	at	École	de	Droit,	
however,	I	decided	to	take	a	gap	year	first	and	go	to	China.	I	feel	like	I	need	to	experience	a	
non-European	culture	and	I	hope	to	learn	Chinese	and	I	don’t	see	a	better	time	than	now.	I	
also	hope	to	grow	sure	of	my	decision	to	study	economic	law	or	if	I	change	my	mind,	to	grow	
sure	of	an	alternative.			
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V.	 Conclusion	
	
I	did	not	quite	know	what	to	expect	before	coming	to	Cambridge.	I	prepared	myself	for	having	
to	study	hard	day	and	night	and	for	never-ending	rain.	However,	I	was	also	confident	it	would	
be	a	great	experience	and	that	I	would	really	enjoy	myself.	Luckily,	it	is	rather	the	latter	that	
is	true.	I	definitely	had	the	time	of	my	life	in	Cambridge	and	I	acknowledge	this	place	both	for	
its	glamor	and	 its	 inequalities.	My	personal	goals	 in	 the	beginning	were	mostly	academic,	
though	in	the	course	of	the	year,	I	focused	on	all	sorts	of	other	experience	without	giving	it	
much	thought.	I	am	happy	for	having	adopted	this	approach,	as	I	believe	to	have	succeeded	
with	the	goals	I	set	myself	all	the	same.	I	improved	my	academic	writing	and	gained	advanced	
knowledge	in	a	completely	new	field,	but	more	importantly,	I	developed	a	positive	attitude	
towards	work,	I	learnt	how	to	balance	work	and	personal	life,	and	finally,	I	learnt	to	feel	at	
ease	while	meeting	new	people	who	are	all	unusually	smart,	interesting,	and	successful.	I	can	
say	with	all	confidence	that	I	would	not	trade	my	choice	of	my	3A	project	for	any	other.	
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Annex	–	Practical	Information	
	
	
Accommodation	
	
As	an	exchange	student,	I	didn’t	get	to	choose	my	college;	I	was	contacted	by	the	college	who	
chose	me	 in	 August.	 As	 colleges	 are	 fairly	 independent,	 rent	 prices	 and	 accommodation	
conditions	may	vary.	Some	colleges	let	you	choose	whether	you	want	to	vacate	your	room	
over	the	holidays	and	pay	less,	but	mine	doesn’t	offer	this	option,	so	I	had	to	pay	for	every	
single	night	till	23rd	June.	My	accommodation	was	quite	nice	–	a	spacey	room	in	a	big,	old	
house.	There	were	nine	rooms	with	three	shared	bathrooms	and	a	kitchen.	Rooms	are	fully	
furnished	and	a	pillow	and	a	blanket	are	provided.		
	
Arriving	to	Cambridge	and	moving	around	town	
	
What	 is	great	about	Cambridge	 is	 that	 it	 is	only	30	minutes	away	 from	London’s	 low	cost	
airport	Stansted	which	is	very	well	connected	by	cheap	Ryanair	flights	with	pretty	much	all	of	
Europe.	Alternatively,	you	can	 fly	 to	 some	of	 the	other	numerous	London	airports,	 take	a	
coach	or	Eurostar.	You	should	check	in	advance	–	the	train	is	usually	more	expensive	than	
flights.	However,	it	might	be	practical	if	you	want	to	bring	a	lot	of	stuff.	From	London	or	from	
Stansted	airport,	you	either	take	a	train	or	a	National	Express	coach.	Generally,	the	train	is	
much	faster,	however,	the	Cambridge	train	station	is	really	far	away	from	the	center.	For	this	
reason,	I	prefer	to	travel	to	London	by	coach,	as	I	would	have	to	get	a	taxi	to	go	to	the	railway	
station.	If	you	book	in	advance,	off-peak	trains	can	be	very	cheap,	but	other	than	that	coaches	
are	cheaper.	
	
In	Cambridge,	most	distances	are	walkable,	unless	you	are	pooled	to	a	faraway	college	like	
Girton	or	Homerton.	It	is	extremely	practical	to	have	a	bike,	though.	It	should	be	easy	to	get	
one	at	the	beginning	of	the	year.	Be	sure	to	get	some	good	lights	and	a	good	lock	–	Cambridge	
is	extremely	dark	at	night	and	bikes	get	stolen	often.		
	
Bank	
	
I	didn’t	get	a	UK	account	as	I	didn’t	need	it.	I	have	an	account	at	Société	Generale	and	thanks	
to	their	partnership	with	Sciences	Po,	I	used	the	option	internationale	for	free.	However,	even	
though	there	are	no	fees,	the	exchange	rate	SG	uses	are	quite	bad	and	you	end	up	losing	a	
lot	of	money	on	conversion.	I	highly	recommend	Revolut,	a	free	money	app	which	allows	you	
to	convert	money	immediately	with	no	fees,	at	the	real	current	exchange	rate.	For	£5	you	can	
also	order	a	contactless	MasterCard,	so	that	you	can	also	pay	and	withdraw	at	real	rates.		
	
Phone		
	
Giffgaff	is	definitely	the	cheapest	option.	Somebody	will	probably	offer	you	a	free	simcard	at	
Fresher’s	Fair	–	they	will	get	free	credit	of	you	and	so	will	you,	if	you	activate	their	simcard.	
The	cheapest	tariff	costs	£4.99	per	month	and	includes	free	minutes	and	unlimited	texts.	
You	also	have	unlimited	calls	to	Giffgaff.	Cambridge	is	literally	covered	with	university	Wi-Fi,	
so	I	never	felt	the	need	to	get	mobile	data.			
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Food	
	
Although	Cambridge	is	a	student	city,	things	are	not	made	to	save	you	money	–	they	are	made	
to	save	you	time.	Forget	those	five-course	meals	at	Resto-U	for	3	euros.	Here	you	pay	£3	for	
a	tiny	piece	of	chicken	without	sides.	Prices	and	systems	really	depend	on	each	college,	but	
as	a	general	rule,	you	have	to	pay	for	every	meal	and	every	item	you	choose	separately.	Thus	
if	you	don’t	pay	attention	and	eat	salad,	main	meal	and	desert,	you	can	end	up	paying	a	lot	
of	money.	 Faculties	and	 libraries	also	have	 cafeterias	available,	but	 there	you	will	 end	up	
paying	between	3	and	5	pounds	for	a	small	sandwich	or	soup.		
	
Shopping	
	
Even	supermarkets	in	the	UK	are	class	aware	–	poor	people	go	to	Aldi	which	is	very	cheap,	
Sainsbury’s	is	basic,	and	Marks	&	Spencer	or	Waitrose	are	fancy	and	expensive.	Sainsbury’s	is	
quite	ok	both	in	terms	of	price	and	quality.	They	have	a	loyalty	program	which	offers	many	
discounts	and	you	can	turn	your	gained	points	for	free	coffee	in	Café	Nero.	Recommended.		
	
Going	out	
	
I	don’t	think	I	ever	attended	an	event	in	Cambridge	which	wasn’t	organized	by	someone	from	
the	university,	except	 for	an	occasional	club	night.	There	 is	always	something	going	on	so	
make	sure	you	sign	up	for	all	the	relevant	societies	mail	lists	at	the	Freshers’	Fair	and	that	you	
follow	them	all	on	Facebook.	Other	than	that,	colleges	organize	bops	and	other	fun	events	
while	 faculties	organize	 talks	or	workshops.	For	 theatre,	check	 the	ADC	theatre’s	website:	
https://www.adctheatre.com.	 Cinemas	 in	 the	UK	 are	 quite	 expensive.	 Clubs	 are	 generally	
rather	trashy.	The	Cambridge	Corn	Exchange	hosts	concerts	of	famous	artists.	If	you	do	get	
bored,	though	–	which	I	personally	think	is	impossible	–	London	is	just	50	minutes	away	by	
train.			
	
Travels	
	
I	haven’t	got	to	travel	around	the	UK	during	this	year	except	for	London	where	I	went	many	
times.	 Trains	 are	 expensive	 and	 coaches	 take	 ages	 to	 get	 you	 somewhere.	 Personally,	 I	
preferred	to	profit	from	having	a	major	European	low-cost	airport	around	the	corner.	From	
Stansted,	Ryanair	can	really	get	you	almost	anywhere	 in	Europe	and	so	 I	visited	friends	 in	
Morocco,	Berlin,	Sweden,	the	Canary	Islands	or	Romania,	each	of	which	cost	me	less	than	a	
train	to	Liverpool.	
	
Budget		
	
Cambridge	gets	pricey.	I	had	to	pay	£18.30	per	night,	 including	all	the	nights	in	the	two	6-
week-long	breaks,	accounting	to	the	total	of	5900	euros	for	the	year.	Prior	to	arrival,	I	had	to	
pay	£500	accommodation	deposit	(which	I	will	hopefully	get	back	at	the	end	of	the	year)	and	
£400	Minimum	Meal	Charge	–	which	I	spend	on	meals	in	college	or	lose.	However,	I	don’t	
think	any	other	college	does	that	–	again,	prices	and	conditions	of	both	accommodation	and	
meals	will	very	much	depend	on	your	college.	Your	expenses	will	also	depend	on	how	much	
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you	will	go	out,	how	often	you	will	eat	in	the	dining	hall	and	how	many	formals	you	will	go	to.	
Generally,	though,	be	prepared	to	spend.	Cambridge	undergraduates	are	not	allowed	to	work	
because	of	the	heavy	workload.	However,	I	found	a	babysitting	job	for	the	second	and	third	
term,	as	 living	 in	Cambridge	was	getting	really	expensive	even	with	a	number	of	different	
scholarships.	I	would	say	I	spent	a	little	over	£1,000	on	food,	including	meals	in	the	dining	hall	
and	cafeterias,	and	the	occasional	formals.	All	in	all,	though,	I	avoided	eating	out	as	much	as	
possible	 though,	 so	 you	 should	 probably	 expect	 to	 spend	more.	Overall,	 expect	 to	 spend	
between	7,000	–	10,000	euros,	very	much	depending	on	your	college	and	your	lifestyle.		
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