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ONE YEAR IN BARCELONA, PART I 

Period: September 2008-September 2009 

Guest University: Universitat de Barcelona 

Program: Master of Science: Artificial Intelligence (Computer Science) 

 

Sending University: University of Applied Arts and Sciences Hannover 

Program: Master of Science: Secure Information Systems (Computer Science) 

WHY BARCELONA: 
Before going to Barcelona I spent a year in Madrid. In that time I had the chance to visit 

Barcelona for a week and I was fascinated by the city. After this trip I started gathering 

information about a possible subsequent exchange program in the Catalan capital. This was two 

years ago and then there were few programs that offered a guarantee that all courses would be 

held in English or Spanish, none of them being in the area computer sciences. Last year it 

became clear to me that I could do another student exchange. I was amazed to learn that many 

Universities in Barcelona started to offer international Masters in all kinds of scientific areas and 

therefore I eventually decided to concentrate on trying to find a place there. 

PREPARATIONS: 
The most interesting Masters course in my area was offered by a conglomerate of three 

Universities that combined academic strengths related to Artificial Intelligence of each of them 

to organize an interuniversitary Master, namely the Universitat de Barcelona, the Universitat 

Politecnica de Catalunya and the Universitat Rovira i Virgil. The biggest drawback was that the 

final affirmation of acceptance for a place in the master was in the middle of July. If I would have 

gotten a negative response it would have been too late to apply for places at other Universities. 

To have a secure alternative I decided to apply for a place at the Universidad Politecnica de 

Madrid, with which my University has an exchange agreement. Luckily in July I received the 

acceptance from Barcelona and I could finally book my flight.  

It is possible to solicit in any of the tree named universities. My advice would be to apply for a 

place at the UPC, because this is where most of the administration is taking place and it 

supersedes the necessity of grade transfer between the universities. To my knowledge the 

University where you matriculate will also be the one from which you will obtain the Masters 

title, therefore one could argue it would be better to matriculate at UB, which I found has a 

pretty good reputation according to some University benchmarks. 

FINDING A PLACE TO LIVE: 
The most common place to search for flats is a website called www.loquo.com . They offer a big 

amount a rooms in price ranges of about 270 – 500€. For a good room in a central location you 

most probably have to pay from 350€ upwards. My room costs 420€ with all extras, including 

internet and is located directly at Plaça d'Espanya. The choice of your flat will influence the 
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further life more than anything else, so you should probably not take the first one you see. It is 

important to know that the availability of good flats decreases drastically when the masses of 

foreign students stream into the city at end of September (respectively February in the summer 

semester). If it is possible for you, you should try to come in the beginning of September to 

Barcelona, it will be much easier to find a good flat and also gives you some time to get to know 

the city before the university routine begins. Also, in August and mid September are major city 

celebrations like the ‘Fiestas de Gracia’ and ‘La Mercé’ that are just amazing and worth the effort 

of arriving earlier. As reported by friends it is also possible to book a room in advance by coming 

to Barcelona for a week in the beginning in September and then returning home till the classes 

start at the beginning of October. This might be your best bet, if it is not possible for you to stay 

the whole month. However, I would not suggest booking a room without seeing it, this can lead 

to unpleasant surprises.  

A hostel I can recommend is the ‘Centric Point Hostel‘(http://www.centricpointhostel.com/ ) 

which offers rooms starting at 26€/night with ‘all you can eat’ breakfast and free internet access 

(kiosk PCs and Wi-Fi). You should book in advance, since the hostel is very popular. 

When looking for the flat, good quarters to live are: 

Grácia: A really cute quarter in upper Barcelona that is full of international students and small 

bars. Rooms here are usually rather cheap and as far as I have seen not very modern. If you like 

to live in a lively environment with streets full of young people, this is your quarter. 

El Gótico: The old town of Barcelona and at the same time the area most frequented by tourist. It 

is near the beach and ‘las ramblas’ and rooms are a little bit more expensive than in Grácia, but 

still affordable. If you enjoy living in an area with many small beautiful streets near the beach 

and loud tourists and old fashioned flats do not bother you, this is your quarter. 

El Raval: Like el Gótico, el Raval is located directly in the city center on the left side of ‘las 

ramblas’. It also has many bars and a famous night-life. Many immigrants live here, because the 

prices for flats belong to the cheapest in the center of Barcelona. However, it is also loud at 

nights and criminality is supposedly higher than in other areas. To quote a friend of mine who 

lived half a year in Raval:“i have seen unbelievable things from my window at night”. If you want 

to live in the center and seeing unbelievable things from your window doesn’t bother you, this 

might be your quarter. 

Other areas offer more or less all an intermediate level of bar density and a calmer environment 

at nights. I would suggest taking a flat that is near to your university, as that is where you will be 

heading most of your days. There are many guides for the quarter available online, one being 

http://www.info-barcelona.com/barcelona/stadtteile-viertel-bezirke.php (german). In my case 

I found the perfect flat directly at plaza Espanya, as that’s where the two metro lines that go to 

the two campuses where I have classes cross (metro stations ‘Zona Universitaria’ and 

‘Universitat’). 

THE CITY: 
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Barcelona with its Mediterranean climate is a great place to live. It almost never gets really cold 

and it has a really great and affordable public transportation system. Also for 30€ a year you can 

obtain a card, that allows you to pick up bikes from almost 400 stations in the city and use them 

to go to university, the beach or wherever. The first 30 minutes are free, but that is enough to 

reach almost every point in the center. See http://www.bicing.com for more information. 

Barcelona offers many cultural activities; especially Jazz music is pretty famous here. Over the 

year there are many festivals, celebrations, carnival and concerts, many of them free. A 

drawback is that almost all sport activities do cost money. Unlike in Germany football courts are 

only available if you pay a rent of around 30€/hour. The same goes for tennis or similar 

activities, which in general are a lot more expensive than in my hometown. The sport activities 

offered by the University are very limited, too (http://www.univers.upc.edu/eng ). A good offer 

for a free group activity is the inline route offered by http://www.patinar-bcn.org.  
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Barcelona’s population is really multicultural. Along with the native Catalans there are many 

people from the rest of Spain, South and Middle America and from all over Europe. Additionally 

in the summer season the city is crowded with tourists from pretty much all over the world. In 

comparison to Madrid I found that in Barcelona reside much more artists of any kind like 

painters, actors, designers and musicians. Many state that they consider Barcelona to be an 

inspiring city. I experiences Catalan people to be a little more calm and distanced than the 

Spanish people I got to know in Madrid. The tapas bar culture that Madrid is famous for almost 

does not exist in Barcelona. The bars in the non-touristic areas here are far more laid-back and 

remind more of a philosopher’s quarter than an actual bar. In the touristic areas the situation is 

reversed. I found myself to be most comfortable at nights with some friends at the beach with a 

guitar or similar.  

Culturally Barcelona has a lot to offer. Aside from the music events that take place all year one 

can see the famous buildings of Antoni Gaudí or the Museums of Picasso or Joan Miró. There are 

many more exhibitions over the year and many opportunities to visit the stated museums for 

free. 

STUDYING 
I entered the Master program in Barcelona as a visiting student. Because I already studied one 

year of the Masters course in Hannover and obtained 60 credits I was able to enter the second 

year and at the end of the summer semester will get the M. Sc. grade for Artificial Intelligence 

from the UB (see details here). Also, the 60 credits I will obtain here in Barcelona will be 

imputed in Hannover, so I also will be awarded the title of M. Sc. for computer graphics from my 

home university, provided I successfully I will pass the Masters thesis in the upcoming semester.  

The classes here are at three different Universities, two of them located in Barcelona and one in 

Tarragona. A overview of the structure of the master can be found here: link. The University 

located in Tarragona is the Universitat Rovira i Virgili which holds mostly the classes about 

robotics. The most of the other courses are at the Universitat Politècnica de Catalunya which is 

located at the metro station ‘Zona Universitaria’, a big campus district a little bit outside of 

Barcelona.  
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The Facultat d'Informàtica de Barcelona (FIB) of the UPC, where the classes are held, is located 

in the buildings A6 and B6. 

A few other courses are at the Universitat de Barcelona which is located directly in the center at 

the metro station ‘Universitat’. The classes began at the end of September and were relatively 

small. The smallest class had 3 people attending, the biggest 8. The mix of foreign and Spanish 

students was balanced with foreign students coming from Cuba, Colombia, Pakistan and Japan. 

The classes are entirely held in English, including course works and exams. Because the 

international master is fairly new, some of the material supplied with the courses still was in 

Catalan, but this is a relative small amount and therefore did not bother me too much.  

The library on the campus has a really big offer of English books about artificial intelligence 

(~200-300) and many more about computer science in general.  

Also there is a facility with computers that are accessible by students and Wi-Fi is available in 

the class rooms. Rooms that can be used for group works are located in the library.  

The OMI (Oficina de Movilidad Internacional de Barcelona) helps international students with all 

the steps necessary to live in Barcelona like the registration (‘empadronamiento’) and similar. 

Also they give out cultural and Catalan language guides in many different languages, including 

German. 

The classes I chose in the first semester were: 

• Multi-Agent Systems (6 ECTS): This course introduced basic concepts on 

agents, agent societies, e-institutions and reasoning. 

• Intelligent Decision Support Systems (6 ECTS): It gave an overview on the 

steps of the process for knowledge discovery in databases (KDD).  
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• Machine Learning in Agents and Multi-agent Systems (6 ECTS): An 

introduction into different reasoning approaches. 

• Advanced Techniques in Machine Learning (6 ECTS): This course had two 

parts, the first one introducing many different clustering techniques and 

the second concentrated on Case-Based Reasoning (CBR). 

All courses were held at UPC. My favorite course was by far Multi-Agent Systems due to a really 

open atmosphere and many interesting discussions we had during the classes.  

BUDGETING 
Depending on the level of support one gets from scholarships can either be really expensive or a 

lot cheaper than staying at home. The biggest expenses here in Barcelona for me were the higher 

price for the flat (420€/Month) and the registration fee for the university (29.88 € per credit 

~1800€), compared to around 300€ for the flat and ~1500€ registration fee in Hannover. 

Because of my prior Erasmus scholarship in Madrid and the missing exchange agreement 

between the host and home universities I was no able to be supported by another Erasmus 

scholarship. Fortunately, another program called Free-Mover scholarship (FMS) is an alternative 

that also helps students with covering the additional costs. Till now I did not get any detailed 

information on how the FMS is composed but I assume that the total support will be at least 

1200€ for the entire year. I received the biggest help by the BAföG scholarship, because it 

covered the registration fee in Barcelona entirely and paid the flights. The bottom line therefore 

is that the choice to study abroad gave me a financial advantage over staying at home. I did not 

have to pay any registration fees and the higher rent for the room was covered by the FMS. Also, 

since last year, my home university gives out mobility awards, paying 500€ to every student that 

studies abroad every semester. So in my case my expenses for university for 12 months would 

have been (12*300+1500) 5100€ opposed to (12*420-2*500-1200) 2840€ in Barcelona.  

One thing you have to be aware of is that scholarships like the FMS and BAföG can delay for 

some time. In my case, for administrative reasons the FMS delayed till the Midst of December 

and therefore the BAföG till January (BAföG will not pay till all income, like the FMS, for a 

semester is affirmed). So you should be prepared to live a few months completely off your 

savings and have money left for the registration fee. 

RESUME 
So far Barcelona was an interesting experience for me. I would like to spend some time working 

here after my studies are done. Although expensive, Barcelona offers many possibilities to do 

activities like sailing, trips along the Costa Brava, Snowboarding at the near Pyrenees. The city 

contains many international companies in the IT area, some of them doing research on Artificial 

intelligence. I am happy that I chose to come here. My Spanish is on a pretty good level already 

and I almost have no problems with understanding films, music and native people speaking. 

Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions. 

 

Jan Koeppen 

 


