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Preparation

One of the main reasons I chose Istanbul for my Erasmus semester was because the city
already felt strangely familiar to me, even though I had never been there before. Growing up
in a German-Albanian household, we always spoke Albanian at home and a big part of our
shared family time was watching Turkish series with Albanian subtitles. It was something that
connected us, and because of that, Istanbul was always there in the background of my life. So
when I got the chance to study there, it felt like more than just a study abroad opportunity it
felt like stepping into a place I already knew from a distance. My whole family was
genuinely excited, and for the first time, they had a reason to visit a city they had always been
curious about. [ was looking forward to exploring Istanbul in real life, seeing the places I had
only seen on screen, hearing the language I had become so used to, and of course,
experiencing the food and culture. Plus, Istanbul is such a huge and diverse city that I knew
I’d never run out of things to discover.

The application process through Mobility Online went smoothly overall. The only part that
took some time was the course selection. There weren’t that many classes available in
English for my specific area of study, and a few options changed at the last minute. But in the
end, [ was really happy with the courses I chose, especially those on gender and politics and
political geography. They gave me new perspectives and were truly enriching.

Since I didn’t need a visa to enter Turkey, that part was easy. I arranged my residence permit
and health insurance after arriving in Istanbul and I'm glad I did, because Yasemin from the
Erasmus Office was a huge help. She supported us through every step of the process, from
paperwork to appointments, and even helped us set up the insurance. Having someone on-site
to assist made a big difference, and I’'m still really grateful for her support.

One thing I would definitely advise future students to keep in mind is the financial planning.
Although I applied for Auslands-BAfoG early (in June), I still didn’t receive it due to delays
with the required documents. Things can take much longer than expected, both from the
German and the host side. So if possible, try to sort out the paperwork well in advance and if
you can, set aside a small emergency fund before you leave. It can really ease the stress when
you’re adjusting to a new place. Also, for anyone who might be confused when looking up
ESN groups in Istanbul: make sure to follow ESN Ozyegin on Instagram, not ESN Istanbul.
I was a bit confused myself at the beginning because in Portugal, I had ESN Coimbra, which
was clearly linked to the city. But in Istanbul, there are multiple ESN sections depending on
the university, so it’s important to check which one is connected to your host university. In
this case, it’s ESN Ozyegin, they’re the ones organizing the activities and trips for Erasmus
students at Ozyegin University.



Accommodation

At the beginning, I considered renting an apartment in Istanbul, possibly sharing it with
someone else. But after doing some research and thinking about my course schedule, I
realized it wasn’t the most practical option. Apartments were often expensive, not very
central, and most importantly, located quite far from the university campus. Public
transportation in Istanbul is available, of course, but the traffic situation can be very
unpredictable even if buses do arrive on time, it’s not unusual to spend nearly two hours just
to get into the city.

Since I had five courses and a busy schedule, living off-campus didn’t feel manageable.
That’s why I decided to stay in one of the university dorms, which turned out to be a good
decision. Ozyegin University offers several dormitory buildings. I stayed in Dormitory 5 in a
studio room. The dorms vary quite a bit depending on the setup. Some are private rooms with
a bathroom and a small kitchenette (which I had), while others are shared spaces, either with
one roommate or in larger shared rooms separated only by a curtain. The more privacy you
want, the higher the cost, which is something to keep in mind.

The dorms are separated by gender, and there are shared common areas, usually on the upper
floors, that are open 24/7. These spaces include study corners, lounges, and places to eat or
just relax. What really surprised me was how much the campus had to offer overall.
Everything you could need was right there: From hair salons and cafés to grocery shops, fast
food places, and even a small cinema you could book with friends. That made daily life very
easy and convenient, though in a way, it also made it harder to push yourself to leave campus
and explore the city more.

One important thing to be aware of: Unlike in Portugal, where I paid my rent monthly, at
Ozyegin I had to pay the full semester’s dorm fees upfront. That was quite challenging,
especially because my Erasmus grant hadn’t arrived yet at that point. So I’d definitely
recommend planning ahead for that, financially and mentally.

In the end, I was glad I chose to stay in the dorm. It gave me peace of mind, I felt safe, and I
was close to everything related to university life. Of course, living in an apartment in the city
would have been a completely different experience, and maybe one day I’1l get to try that too,
but for studying and adjusting to a new environment, the dorm was absolutely the right
choice.

Studies at Ozyegin University

During my semester at Ozyegin University, I took five courses. The academic structure there
was quite different from what I had previously experienced in Germany and also in Portugal.
One of the biggest differences was the strict attendance policy. Attendance wasn’t optional:
You were expected to be present for each class session, and missing more than three or four



times could result in failing the course. Even with a valid excuse, like a medical certificate,
some professors were still quite strict, which made the first few weeks a little stressful for me.

This was a big contrast to what I was used to. At my home university in Germany and also
during my semester in Coimbra, the attendance rules were more flexible. In Istanbul, I had to
be much more conscious of managing my schedule and showing up consistently.

Despite that, my weekly schedule was fairly manageable. Some of my classes were in the
mornings, others later in the day, and I still had one day off each week. Depending on the
course selection, some students even managed to arrange two consecutive free days which
definitely gave them a good balance between academic work and free time.

Another difference I noticed was the overall course structure and timeline. In Germany, a
semester typically includes a few presentations or written assignments, followed by final
exams or essays at the end. At Ozyegin, the workload was more evenly distributed across the
term. We began classes in February, had midterms already by March, followed by group
presentations in April, and then a full exam period in May. June was mostly reserved for
make-up exams or final tasks.

The academic support I received from my professors was one of the highlights of the
semester. All of them taught in English and were very approachable and kind. Whenever I
had questions or needed clarification, they replied to emails promptly and were always
willing to help. That made a big difference and helped me feel more comfortable, especially
as an Erasmus student adjusting to a new environment.

One class that stood out was a presentation we did on the rise of far-right political parties
across Europe, like the AfD in Germany and Marine Le Pen in France. What really stayed
with me was how engaged the Turkish students were and how differently they viewed some
of these political movements. It gave me a lot to think about and made the topic feel even
more relevant.

One of my finals was an oral exam. The professor asked me three questions, I had about 15
minutes to respond, and then he gave me immediate feedback and my final grade. It was an
intense but very honest way to conclude the course, and I appreciated the directness.

Overall, I really enjoyed my courses. They weren’t always easy, but they were engaging,
well-structured, and gave me new perspectives, both academically and culturally. If I had the
chance, I’d definitely take similar courses again.

Daily Life and Free Time

During the week, daily life was mostly shaped by my class schedule. Since attendance at
Ozyegin University was mandatory, I had to be present for each session, which meant that
any major excursions or long trips into the city weren’t really an option from Monday to
Friday. Traveling from the campus to central Istanbul could take up to two hours one way,



and the same back. So on most weekdays, just the thought of spending four hours on the road
made me stay put.

Even more challenging was the fact that, after 9 p.m., many of the buses to the dorms stopped
running. There were a few scheduled shuttles, but if you missed them, you’d have to take a
taxi or Uber; which, over time, wasn’t financially sustainable.

So, the weekdays settled into a thythm. After classes, we’d study a little, do our grocery runs,
or take care of errands. But the real heart of daily life was in the evenings. Almost naturally,
without much planning, people gathered in the dorm common areas, especially in Dorm 5,
where I lived, and in Dorms 2 and 3. The Café 24 there was open around the clock, and it
became a regular meeting point. We’d grab food, talk for hours, play cards, sometimes just sit
together and unwind. Those evenings became something like a ritual, and honestly, they’re
some of my warmest memories.

There were also small things that made the campus feel like home. Occasionally we’d reserve
the cinema room to watch a movie together or have a karaoke night. And when we just
needed some air, late-night walks around the campus were a favorite. With security always
present, it felt safe and peaceful, a nice contrast to the city’s chaos.

Weekends, however, were a completely different story. That’s when we explored. Istanbul is
enormous, and every weekend felt like a new adventure. We visited Kadikdy, Balat, and
Taksim; and yet I’'m convinced I barely scratched the surface of what the city has to offer.

One of the highlights for me was visiting the Princes’ Islands. Taking the ferry there at sunset
was something I’ll never forget. The light, the calmness, the view. It created a feeling of
stillness that stayed with me for days. The ferry ride back was long, stopping at every island,
but it was oddly therapeutic, like watching the city from a distance while letting the week
fade away.

We also did some of the classic sightseeing, visiting palaces and museums, but some of the
most special moments were the trips organized around holidays. During Bayram, we joined
an ESN trip to Cappadocia. We spent several days there, riding bikes through the valleys,
watching the sunrise from hot air balloons, and just experiencing a different side of the
country with people who had become close friends.

Later, we organized our own trip to Antalya, rented a small apartment, and spent our days at
the beach and exploring the city. There was also a big ESN boat party with students from all
over Istanbul; chaotic, fun, unforgettable.

And then there was Sile. I went there multiple times, a quieter beach town about an hour
away. It’s not touristy, mostly locals, and became my escape when I needed a break from the
noise and the fast pace. It was where [ went to slow down, breathe, and reset.

Looking back, my daily life was all about balance. Weekdays were structured and a bit
intense, but evenings gave space for connection and calm. And the weekends, those were
when the city opened up, and every ferry, every walk, every spontaneous plan turned into a
memory I’'m carrying with me.



Conclusion

Turkey was, without a doubt, very different from my first Erasmus experience in Portugal.
Looking back, I think the hardest part was how quickly everything shifted. I had barely
finished my semester in Coimbra when I had to pack my bags again and head to Istanbul.
There was hardly any time to pause, let alone mentally prepare for the next chapter. That
sudden transition really threw me off at first. I lost the rhythm I had just built, and it took me
a while to find my footing again.

Starting over in a new city, with new people and a completely different environment, wasn’t
easy. I had to reintroduce myself, figure everything out from scratch, and push through the
anxiety that came with it. But over time, and once I allowed myself to ease into the unknown,
it started to feel more manageable. Meeting people from so many different backgrounds,
hearing so many languages in one place, actually gave me a sense of comfort. It reminded me
that I wasn’t the only one trying to figure things out.

This semester taught me a lot. I met people who truly meant something to me, and still do. I
grew in ways I hadn’t expected, and found strength in situations that at first felt
overwhelming. For anyone considering a study abroad experience in Istanbul, [ would
wholeheartedly recommend it. Ozyegin University offers a great balance; a structured
academic rhythm during the week, and the freedom to explore during weekends or holidays.
Whether you want to dive into the city or take a peaceful break by the sea in places like Sile
or the Princes’ Islands, it gives you both.

The campus itself is beautiful, well-equipped, and feels very safe and lively. Even though
there may not be a large number of Erasmus students specifically, the international
community at Ozyegin is strong and welcoming. The support from the Erasmus and ESN
coordinators also made a huge difference, they were approachable, responsive, and genuinely
helpful.

In many ways, my time in Turkey shaped me. It challenged me, but it also grounded me. And
even though the semester has ended, I know I'll carry the people, the places, and the
memories with me for a long time. I’'m truly grateful for this experience and I know I’ll come
back one day.



Second Week in Istanbul, Ozyegin University from my Dorm

One of my favorite cats in the campus
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