Reflective Diary- University of Barcelona (UB)
I arrived in Barcelona without knowing any Spanish or Catalan. I had chosen the University of Barcelona (UB), which turned out to be very different from Warwick, both in atmosphere and structure. UB is not a campus university, and there are no societies in the same way as at Warwick. Because of this, it felt harder to build a sense of community at the start.
The university building itself is beautiful. It is an old building with a small botanical garden inside, and walking through it in my first few days made the experience feel exciting and special. They also gave us a welcome session also helped me settle in more quickly than I expected.
One thing I had not realised before arriving was that there were very few maths courses taught in English. There were only around one to three available, which meant I ended up taking courses from the economics and computer science departments instead. This meant I ended up studying subjects I would not usually have chosen, for example, an intensive Spanish course which I gained lot for. Still, I would recommend checking which courses your university offers before enrolling.
Language 
I did not know any Spanish or Catalan before arriving. I quickly realised that Barcelona is much easier to navigate if you know at least some Spanish. Local people also seemed more willing to engage when I tried to speak Spanish, even if I made mistakes.
During the year I took two intensive Spanish courses, the first offered from my university and the second from a Spanish school I found. It was fast-paced but very useful, and I noticed quite quickly that I was starting to recognise words in everyday situations, such as in cafes, on the street, and in salsa classes. I also realised that a lot of the friends I made speak Spanish, which made me want to learn the language even more! 
Exploring Barcelona 
Barcelona has a lot to offer as a city. Over the year, I explored different neighbourhoods, local markets, and cultural events. The cost of living was lower than I expected in some ways. Transport is very cheap, food can be affordable, and I was lucky to find a great flat in a good location. For accommodation, I would recommend using Idealista to search for flats, asking to see the place on a video call before committing, and not letting anyone pressure you into signing quickly.
The best areas I found were Eixample and Gràcia, as they are central and have a nice atmosphere. I would avoid El Raval if possible.
There is always something going on in Barcelona, for example cultural events or festivals. One of my favourite experiences near the start of the year was La Mercè, Barcelona’s biggest festival celebrating Catalan culture. Seeing the human towers, known as castellers, in person was really impressive, and my university even organised a smaller one on campus.
I also travelled outside Barcelona when I could. I visited Madrid a few times, which gave me a broader sense of Spain. Spanish is spoken differently there, and the pace of the city feels different from Barcelona. I also went on a two-day ski trip to La Molina in the Pyrenees, which was beautiful and completely different from the city environment I had been living in. I visited Tarragona as well, where I explored some of the region’s Roman history. I would recommend making the most of day trips and weekend trips throughout the year.
Social Life
Part of the difficulty in forming longer-term friendships in Barcelona was that many people only stayed for one semester before leaving, so by the second term there had already been a lot of change. Barcelona also attracts a very wide range of people, and I found that I did not always share the same priorities as everyone I met.
I met very few local students. The culture at UB felt quite closed off in that sense, as students seemed to socialise mainly within their existing groups. There was not much natural mixing between local and international students. I did eventually make friends with one or two local people, but I think that in a large international city like Barcelona it can be harder to meet locals.
What I would definitely recommend is getting the ESN card early and going to Erasmus events in the first few weeks, when everyone was still trying to meet people. There are also a lot of Instagram and WhatsApp group chats where you can find a lot of different events throughout the year. 
Settling Into a Routine
During the second term, I spent a lot of time dancing- salsa and bachata are very popular in Barcelona, and being able to take advantage of that was one of the reasons I wanted to spend my year abroad in Spain. There are a huge number of dance schools and social events, so there are plenty of opportunities.
It did take some time to find the places that suited me. During the first term I tried a range of different classes, and I found that the experience varied a lot depending on the teachers and atmosphere. By the second term, I had found classes that I really enjoyed and started dancing regularly each week.
Doing these activities partly in Spanish was useful too, because I picked up vocabulary naturally in context rather than only learning it in a classroom.
Exams
The academic structure at UB is very different from Warwick. How each module works depends a lot on the individual professor, so there was much less consistency than I was used to. Exams, coursework, and grading all varied from one module to another. Midterm exams also came much earlier in the term than I expected, which caught me off guard at first and made me realise I needed to start revising earlier.
Conclusion
Overall, I would definitely recommend doing a year abroad if you are willing to go through the initial difficulties of settling into a new country and being outside your comfort zone. It is not always easy at first, and it can take time to adjust to a different university system, language, culture, and social environment, but it is worth it! 
Living abroad gives you the chance to learn a lot about yourself, become more independent, and understand what kinds of people and environments help you feel settled. It also exposes you to different cultures and ways of living, and gives you experiences that are very different from what you are used to. 

