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My term abroad at Ko¢ University in Istanbul during the Spring of 2025 was an
unforgettable experience shaped by unexpected events and meaningful personal
growth. From being snowed in on campus during one of the heaviest snowfalls in years,
to witnessing political demonstrations following the arrest of Istanbul’'s mayor, to feeling
the tremors of an earthquake — the semester was anything but ordinary. Yet, amid the
chaos, | also experienced the everyday beauty of Istanbul: the endless variety of
delicious food, the warmth of its people, and the countless street animals that made
the city feel alive.

Istanbul was my first (realistic) choice for many reasons. As someone with Turkish
roots, | wanted to reconnect with my cultural background, improve my language skills,
and explore my identity on a deeper level. Studying in Turkiye also gave me the
opportunity to spend time with extended family and experience daily life in a city that |
had previously only seen from a child’s eyes. | wanted to move beyond the surface and
get to know Istanbul, and myself, in a more profound and personal way.

Preparation

| got the confirmation about my study abroad location in January 19" 2024. Since |
decided to apply for the second term, | didn’t receive any e-mails from Kog¢ until much
later (around December 2024). Make sure to check your spam folder. Once they send
you e-mails you will have to formally apply to Kog. It is just a formality, so don’t worry.
During this process make sure to click the “I want to be assigned to a mentor” field as
| found it quite nice to have a mentor to ask questions to. You will also activitate your
student and e-mail account. The entire process is straightforward. The CEMS
coordinator there is Ms. Ozgiin Golcli. She will be your contact person for any
academic question.

| also got Erasmus funding. This process is also pretty uncomplicated. The UoC
Erasmus office will guide you through this process.

Accomodation

Kog University is located in a district called Sariyer, Rumelifeneri in Istanbul (European
side, close to the Black Sea). The university has two campuses. The main is located
in Rumelifeneri. This is where you will have your lectures (see the photo on the cover
page). The other one campus is called West Campus and is located in Zekeriyakody
(also in Sariyer). The West Campus is only for the dorms and you can decide to live
there. However, you will not have your own room. You will share it with 2 Turkish
students. Since | value my privacy and I'm a pretty light sleeper | knew that | wouldn’t
want to share one room with two strangers. The other CEMS students also opted to
find an accomodation somewhere else. However, most of the Bachelor exchange
students live in the dorm (I will talk about why this is important in the CEMS and
University Life section).



The reason why | mentioned the location of the university above is that you need to be
aware that Istanbul is a huge metrapolitan city. | repeat: Istanbul is huge! This is
incredibly important to note because getting anywhere from the university (or to the
university) takes ages. Ko¢ University is a private university. A lot of the students that
go there either have scholarships or are extremly rich. It's a university that's very well
known in the country and counts towards the top universities in Turkiye. Therefore, the
location is pretty secluded and hard to reach (unlike its rival university, Bogazici
Univesity).

Now if you want to be close to other, more populated ares of Istanbul you can try to
find accomodation in e.g. Besiktas, Nisantasi, Sigli, Cihangir or Kadikdy (Asian side).
But it is best to live near the M2 Metro line for your convenience to get to university as
quickly as possible. Be aware that finding accomodation can be stressful and
expensive. Usually people find a place to live quite quickly. Please be also aware of
scammers. For your Student Residence Permit (SRP) your landlord will have to give
you a document so make sure if they do provide it (e.g. some Airbnbs don’t hand out
this document). There are also WhatsApp groups where people share room postings.
Most of them seemed legit.

Moreover, during my stay | realizied that not a lot people were aware that Turkiye is
located in a seismic active zone. Experts have been expecting a big earthquake in
Turkiye for years now and it could hit any moment (and we did have an earthquake).
Istanbul is a very, very old city and has lots of old districts and old buildings. Therefore,
it is of utmost importance that you look for an earthquake “proof” building.
Ideally, the building should not be built before 2000. Landlords give out earthquake
proof documents but | would not trust only these documents. Check out the buildings
and if there are any visible cracks. | can not stress this enough. For your own safety
please make sure to not live in an old building, even if the rent is cheaper. Your life is
not cheap. We did have an earthquake in Istanbul in April. A lot of exchange students
were freaking out because they lived in buildings from the 50s or 60s. In this regard,
the dorms are pretty safe since they a) are in the North (experts are expecting the
epicenter to be in the Southwest of Istanbul) and b) are constantly checked by the
university. After the earthquake happened they sent out a team to inspect the dorms
for any possible cracks etc. But of course an earthquake is a natural disaster and you
can never know what happens. You need to be okay with the potential risk.

Now back to my housing situation: | had a very favorable and privileged position since
| have family living in Istanbul. They helped me find accomodation. | lived next to the
West Campus in a residence (“site” in Turkish”) called Panaroma Life in a one-room
apartment. | decided to live there because the rent was reasonable (my uncle managed
to bargain the rent down from 29,000 Lira to 24,000 Lira (~600€) if we payed the rent
for 5 months all at once), it was close to university (more about this in the CEMS and
University Life section) and it was safe (safe district regarding people and earthquakes).



Arrival and Orientation

| arrived around three weeks before the Orientation Week (around one week before
the start of Global Citizenship) to visit family. Ko¢ University is located on the European
side and therefore the Istanbul Airport (IST) is the best option if you are heading to the
dorms or any other district on the European side. The Incomings Team will send you a
handbook with all necessary information regarding the arrival. Just make sure to not
fall for any Taxi scammers (use apps like Uber or Bitaksi). During the semester you will
need to collect several documents to get the Student Residence Permit. The mentors
and the Incomings Team will guide you through this process (there is even a dedicated
session for this during the Orientation Week). | recommend to start collecting the
documents as early as possible to get it over with. Unfortunately, that's all | can say
about this. | luckily didn’'t have to do this because | don’t need permit to live in Turkiye.

| highly recommend to attend the Orientation Week to get all the important information
and to connect with other students. | heard from other students who missed the
Orientation Week that it was hard to connect with the exchange students because they
had already formed groups.

University and Courses

The main campus at Ko¢ University is big but beautiful. There are shuttles running from
the main campus to the West campus and to/from Haciosman Metro station (which is
the last metro station of the M2 metro line. More about that in the Life in Istanbul
section). The main campus even has an ice rink, a gym, a sports hall, and an open-air
pool. The west campus has the indoor pool and a gym as well. The cafeteria at the
main campus, called Yemekhane, also has pretty good and especially cheap food.
They have a salad bar, soup, side dishes, carbs, fruits, spices, desserts and two main
dishes (meat and vegetarian). There are also several coffee shops and bakeries on
campus. They even have a Migros (supermarket chain) on campus. You never have to
worry about being hungry. During sunny days you can see many students relaxing
outside at the Odeon and at the Cafés.

| took the CEMS mandatory classes and one elecitve. | also attended the Marenostrum
Event which happend to happen that semester in Istanbul where you could get credits
for the skill seminars. In general, the academic difficulty of my classes were pretty low.
| studied the weekend before the Global Leadership exam and my elective had a
takehome exam format. Keep in mind that all of the classes have mandatory
attendance though. If you want to improve your GPA, Kog is the way to go (an A+/Ais
equal to a UoC 1.0 and an A- to 1.3 etc.). However, | do have something to say about
the Business Project.

Global Citizenship and Global Leadership

These two classes were held by the same professor: Prof. Eda Aksoy who was super
nice. Global Citizenship was a two day seminar and is held a week before the offical



start of classes. Due to unfavorable weather the seminar got postponed twice. Since
traffic is horrible in Istanbul and many students come by car or bus and the university
is located at the hill, they have to be accomodating to the weather and cancel or
postpone classes. We also had very heavy snowfall as well and we were more or less
snowed in on campus because no vehicle was able to come up the hill to the campus.
Usually, this doesn’t happen (first in four years) and the weather is usally more mild
and warmer. We just had bad luck with the weather this semester. Anyways, since
Global Citizenship was only about pass or fail it was a pretty chill weekend seminar.
Just participate a few times and you are good to go. Global Leadership was also very
chill. The content of the course was very similar (or even the same) to Corporate
Development so | barely learned anything new. The grade can be broken down into
class participation, in-class simulations, an individual assignment, homework, the
exam and a video recording. You have to invest a little bit of your time into these things
but it is not difficult at all. Be aware though that Global Leadership at Kog is only 5
credits.

Evolution in Retail and FMCG Dynamics (Elective)

This class was taught by part-time professor Serdar isevcan who also works at Unilever.
His valuable insights from work made the class more engaging and more practical.
The grade consists of the takehome exame and a three week in-class simulation. In
general, even though the class was interesting it was quite chaotic and unstructured.
The university is shifting to another online system and the professor was a little bit
overwhelmed with that so he never uploaded anything to LearnHub (the university’s
version of llias). The golden thread within the course contents was also confusing and
not very clear in my opinion. For the simulation, he called his three coworkers and we
had to do a FMCG simulation with Excel. It sounds difficult but it really was not. They
give you a pre-read with all the necessary informationl would choose this elective again,
though.

Business Project

80% of my workload came from the Business Project and let me tell you that it had a
severe impact on the quality of my study abroad. The professor, Melike Mermercioglu,
sent us a link with videos to watch on the SPS methodology. In hindsight, | shouldn’t
have wasted my time watching half of these videos because | couldn’t use them for my
business project. Watching the first couple of videos would have been enough. We
have two in class lectures. One at the beginning where the company representatives
present their projects and one in-class/online class for us students where we would
briefly present our projects to each other. We had the following companies to choose
from:

1. Beko
2. Kearney
3. McKinsey
4. Sanofi



Beko is present every year (the company belongs to the Kog¢ Group) as well as Kearney.
You will be asked to rank the companies and the professor will assign you to one
project, trying to take your preferences into account. | got assigned to Kearney (my
second preference).

I’m going to cut straight to the point: If you want to enjoy your study abroad, do not
under any circumstances choose Kearney for your Business Project. This has probably
been the most stressful time of my life. The reason why | put Kearney as my second
preference was because the topic sounded very interesting and maybe that was my
fault. It was interesting but it wasn’t worth the stress. Out of all the projects Kearney
was the one with the highest difficulty and workload which wasn’t communicated clearly
beforehand. What wasn’t communicated before either was the fact that the Professor
has higher standards for the students with the Kearney project and hence grades us
differently than the others. Frankly speaking, | was baffled when | heard that. When |
checked with the other students their scope and workload was indeed much lower than
ours to the point where the others were surprised as well. Because Kearney is a good
partner of the university/business school, at times it seemed like the reputation and
image was the most important aspect and the pressure got carried onto us. The people
working at Kearney were nice, no question about that. The team provided us with a lot
of feedback which | could learn from and | highly appreciate it. The biggest issue | had
with this project though was that we had one freerider in our team and we were only
three people in total. So that made us two for a project with a size that would have
needed at least 4 people (with equal work distribution). This made the project ten times
worse and more stressful than it should have been. We had weekly meetings with the
professor and the company to show our progress. The meeting with the professor was
for the purpose of feedback so the meetings always had to be before our meetings
with Kearney so we had enough time to incorporate her feedback. This resulted in tight
deadlines with lots of all nighters working. We were also expected to work on-site at
the company. However, Kearney wasn't always available to host us, and there was no
Wi-Fi access for guests, which made it quite difficult to work there effectively. Despite
these challenges, the fact that we didn’t show up in person more frequently was still
criticized.

Overall, I did learn some things while working on the project but to this day I still regret
choosing Kearney as it had a big impact on my study abroad. Looking back, | would
have ranked Sanofi higher. If your focus is on learning something though, then rest
assured you will get that knowledge with Kearney.

CEMS and University Life

Coming from Cologne, where we'’re used to a vibrant and engaged CEMS Club, the
experience at Kog¢ University felt very different. There were only five CEMS students in
total during the semester, all of us exchange students. There was one CEMS home
student but she was doing her term abroad. We shared our classes with the regular
Master in Management (MiM) home students. While that wasn’t a problem in theory,



the difference became quite noticeable, especially during the Business Project. Most
MiM students didn’t come from a business background (many had studied fields like
literature or unrelated disciplines in their bachelor's) which meant they lacked some of
the foundational knowledge and skills typically expected in CEMS. This often resulted
in us having to take on a disproportionate amount of work during group assignments.
| noticed that in nearly every Business Project team, there was at least one or two
students who contributed very little which felt significant given the small cohort of only
eight home students. As a result, the likelihood of ending up with a freerider in your
team was relatively high.

In terms of engagement and mindset, there also seemed to be a different approach.
Many local students appeared to treat their studies with less urgency or intensity than
what I'm used to from other CEMS cohorts. This may partly be due to the fact that
several students already had clear professional paths through family businesses or
existing networks. This was reflected in their work ethic, and unfortunately, it also led
to a lack of connection or community spirit. There was no interaction outside the
classroom, no shared events, and no effort to build relationships. Throughout the entire
semester, there were no CEMS activities at all, which also explains the inactivity on
the CEMS Club Istanbul Instagram account. Even among us exchange students,
building a community proved difficult. We all lived in different parts of Istanbul, had
conflicting class schedules, and the size of the city made it hard to meet up
spontaneously. Despite the shared intention to stay in touch, it rarely worked out in
practice.

All of this made me reflect on what I've come to value in the CEMS experience: the
international friendships, the shared mindset, the community. Frankly, if someone is
looking for the typical CEMS lifestyle with strong social bonds and a sense of belonging,
Ko¢ might not be the right choice. At some point, | even found myself questioning
whether Ko¢ aligns with the spirit of the CEMS alliance, as the experience felt quite
distant from what I've come to appreciate in Cologne and elsewhere.

With that being said, | bonded and did a lot with the Bachelor exchange students. This
was a nice chance to get out of the CEMS bubble and interact with others outside your
studies. | also used the opportunity to participate in trips and activities with ESI Istanbul,
which is the local ESN Network. | should mention, though, that most Bachelor
exchange students live in the dorms on West Campus, which is where the majority of
their social life happens. If you live further away — or even just outside the dorms — it
can be quite difficult to build close connections. Even though | lived right next to
campus, | still found it challenging to bond with them consistently. This was mainly due
to having a different class schedule than the typical Bachelor student, so we often
ended up missing each other despite best intentions.

Because | lived near the dorms and university | was able to attend quite a few events
organized by either the university or the mentors. Sometimes the mentors would
spontaneously organize a movie night or meet up at a bar near the West Campus. If
you lived far away, you would not join these meetings. The other CEMS students never



participated in these events because of that. During the Spring Semester at the end of
May Kog organizes a Spring Festival which is the highlight of the semester. There is a
free concert with pretty famous singers (this year it was the pop singer Edis).

Life in Istanbul

Living in Istanbul was, without a doubt, one of the highlights of my exchange semester
and | left a piece of my heart there. The city is vibrant, full of contrast, and has
something new to offer around every corner, whether it's a cozy café in Cihangir, a
sunset ferry ride across the Bosphorus, or a lively street market in Kadikdy. | absolutely
loved the energy of the city, even if the traffic was relentless. Getting from A to B can
take a while, so you definitely need to plan ahead. Still, public transportation is
affordable and generally reliable: metro, trams, buses, ferries, and even cable cars are
all part of daily life. | highly recommend getting an Istanbulkart (make sure to get the
blue student Istanbulkart. The mentors and Incomings Team will help you with that); it
works for all modes of public transport and makes commuting much easier. | also want
to highlight that except for busses (which can’t be helped due to traffic) all the public
transport is on time! :-) You can easily use google maps for getting around but | also
recommend downloading a map of Istanbul’'s metro system for convenience. The one
that you will probably use the most is the green M2 line (Yenikap! to Haciosman)
because this one covers popular areas like Taksim and Sigli and is the metro line you
will take to get to University.

There’s no shortage of things to do. From visiting iconic landmarks like Hagia Sophia,
the Blue Mosque, and Topkap! Palace to discovering modern art galleries and quirky
neighborhoods, Istanbul has layers of history and culture that are impossible to fully
absorb in one semester. Make sure to get the Museum Card as you will be able to
enter a lot of different museums with this card just for a few euros. Keep in mind that
some landmarks like the Hagia Sophia are not included in the Museum Card so you
need to pay the fee to enter. If you are Muslim and want to pray, there is a separate
section of the Hagia Sophia where you can enter for free. Food is another major
highlight: whether you're trying street food like simit and midye, or enjoying a full
kahvalti (Turkish breakfast), you're in for a treat. | recommend trying Beyti Sarma at
least once! The café and restaurant culture is strong. | did not check out the nightlife
really so | can’t say anything about that. There is a tax on alcohol that’'s why it's more
expensive than in Germany for example. My favorite neighborhoods are Kadikody,
Besiktas, Nisantasi, Caddebostan and Arnavutkdy. | recommend checking out the
internet and social media for recommendations regarding cafés, restaurants,
neighborhoods and just things to do in general. | found the best recommendations from
there.

Almost all places in Istanbul offer (credit) card and contactless payment (more than in
Germany). So you rarely need cash (only for bazaars and small shops. Sometimes
some stores offer discount when you pay with cash). You can also download the food



delivery apps Yemeksepeti and Getir. They have some promotions and discounts and
are very convenient.

Traveling

One of the best parts of studying in Istanbul is how easy it is to travel both within and
outside the city. ESI Istanbul (the local ESN network) organizes most of these trips,
which were a great way to meet exchange students from other universities. Popular
weekend and short-break destinations include:

— Cappadocia: iconic hot air balloons and surreal landscapes

— Pamukkale & Ephesus: ancient ruins and natural thermal pools

— Fethiye & Oludeniz: for beach time, paragliding, and turquoise water

— Sapanca & Sirince: a peaceful lake town and a picturesque wine village
perfect for a day trip

Even within Istanbul, exploring different neighborhoods can feel like mini-travel
adventures on their own, from historical Sultanahmet to artsy Balat, each area has its
own character. Due to the Business Project | unfortunately could only join one longer
trip (the one to Pamukkale and Ephesus) and one day trip but I had an amazing time
during these trips. ESI is a great way to explore lots of different places in a short
amount of time. If you like to take your time though, | advise you to plan and travel on
your own as the ESI trips tend to be rushed. Turkiye is an incredibly diverse country
so you can find mountains but also wonderful beaches and coastal towns.

Cost of Living & Context

Although Turkiye has long been known as a relatively affordable destination,
especially for students, the economic situation has changed. Due to ongoing inflation
and currency instability, prices can fluctuate significantly, especially in Istanbul, which
has become more expensive in recent years, even for foreigners. A best example:
When | moved out the real-estate agent told us that the rent had increased to 40,000
Lira (I had paid 24,000 Lira). Prices change all the time so you should get used to it.
While things like transportation and cafeteria meals remain budget-friendly, groceries,
rent, and dining out in popular areas can add up quickly. Never pay anything in Euros
or Dollars in the touristy neighborhoods and be aware of scammers.

Politically, the country continues to experience some unrest and polarization. During
my stay, there were moments of tension. For example, the arrest of Istanbul’'s mayor
led to public protests and disruptions. While these events didn’t directly impact my
safety, they did shape the general atmosphere and are part of the broader context
that exchange students should be aware of. | never felt any form of threat though.
During times of demonstrations, the police often close Taksim and Sishane metro
stations, as these areas are common gathering points for protests.



Final Thoughts

While my semester at Ko¢ University offered some positive academic experiences, |
can’t ignore the toll the Business Project took on my overall study abroad. The project
caused a lot of unnecessary stress, anxiety, and sleep deprivation, and it significantly
limited how much of Istanbul and the country | could truly explore. | chose the project
because it sounded interesting, but in hindsight, the workload and group dynamics
made it one of the most challenging experiences I've ever had. As of now, I'm not
even sure I've grown from it — if anything, it made me more aware of how important
balance and transparency are in an academic setting.

That said, | don’t want this to overshadow everything else. Istanbul itself was the
absolute highlight of my semester. It's a city that is both chaotic and comforting,
historical and modern, overwhelming and deeply beautiful. | got to reconnect with my
roots, spend time with family, and fall in love with the everyday life of the city: the
food, the people, the neighborhoods, the energy.

If you're looking for a classic CEMS experience with strong community ties and highly
structured academics, Ko¢ might not be the perfect fit. But if you're open to
navigating the messiness of real life in one of the most fascinating cities in the world,
if you're excited by cultural complexity, and if you're ready for a deeply personal
chapter that might challenge you in unexpected ways, then Istanbul will reward you a
thousand times over. For me, despite everything, it did. And I'll definitely keep going
back!
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