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I decided to go to Sao Paulo to improve my (very basic) Portuguese, use the chance to live on 

a different continent and experience a growing mega city. I feel like Sao Paulo and Brazil in 

general have a bad reputation among many Europeans, and while certain aspects such as 

criminality and security have to be considered, my experience couldn’t have been better! 

 

1. Arrival & first steps 

The university does a kick off event for international students in late July. I decided to arrive 8 

days prior to that to have enough time to look for housing and deal with the many administrative 

issues that are necessary to legalize one’s stay in Brazil. I would recommend everyone to do 

the same as especially the administrative issues can take up to 2 full days and include 

travelling through the whole city and queueing a lot, so it’s better to do it on the free days before 

classes start.  

  

1.1 Arriving in Sao Paulo 

Taxis are very expensive. Install the Uber app on your phone before you go to Sao Paulo. 

Guarulhos airport has free WiFi, so you can call an Uber when you are outside the airport (it 

will be 1/3 cheaper than a taxi and is just as safe, if not safer). There is the option to take a 

bus to Tatuape and take the metro from there, but it will take twice the time and going by bus 

with luggage is not very convenient.  

 

1.2 Accommodation 

The university does not offer (help with) accommodation, however, finding a room is not as 

difficult as in Stockholm and I felt like there was a lot of available housing in Sao Paulo. I would 

not make any prior arrangements, but rent an Airbnb or Hostel for the first few days and search 

directly in Sao Paulo to avoid scams or unpleasant surprises (out of the 5 rooms I looked at, 3 

were not especially what was advertised). I used the website easyquarto to contact landlords, 

however there are also many Facebook groups. 

The university is located in Butanta. While many Brazilian friends told me not to live there for 

safety, I later met many (international) students who did stay there and liked it because it was 

cheaper than the “hipper” areas and close to university. The best places to stay are Pinheiros 

and Vila Madalena (most things are happening around Rua Aspicuelta and Rua Fradique 

Coutinho), I preferred Pinheiros and the areas close to Fradique Coutinho metro station 

because they are safe, well-served by public transport and close to everything you need. 

Pinheiros and Vila Madalena reminded me a little bit of Södermalm, with many cafés, bars and 

hip shops. There are lots of direct busses from these areas to the university, usually taking 20-

40 minutes, depending on the time of the day (check the app moovit to find schedules). I paid 

1600 Reais (~4000SEK) for a room in a shared flat in Pinheiros, walking distance from bars 

and two metro stations. Some students also stayed in Bela Vista/Paulista, however some 

streets there are a bit unsafe. Especially for girls I would suggest Pinheiros and Vila Madalena. 



 

1.3 Documents & administration 

Brazil is a very bureaucratic country and the first couple of days will be a little annoying because 

you will have to take care of validating your stay at the Policia Federal, getting your documents 

at the bank (this will cost a further 4000SEK) and applying for your CPF. I will not go into detail 

here because the international office in Sao Paulo will give you all information, but plan at least 

1, better 2 full days to deal with the bureaucratic issues within the first days. 

 

1.4 First steps at the university 

There is a group of Brazilian students, the international club, that set up a Facebook and 

WhatsApp group a couple of weeks before the semester with all the international students. 

Especially in the beginning those groups were used to organize hanging out at night, especially 

in the beginning (later not so much). The international club also organized some events 

(weekend trip to Maresias, BBQ, pub crawl). My flat mate was at the Poli faculty and their 

international club organized much more, so if you are into that kind of thing, try to get some 

contacts among the engineering students. 

The international office held a kick-off event 1-2 weeks before the semester officially started. 

There all administrative issues were explained, and it was the first (and only) occasion where 

almost all international students met and mingled. The international office is extremely helpful 

and tried to fix all issues throughout the whole semester. 

 

1.5 Buddy system 

Brazilians can apply to become an international student’s buddy through a system called 

iFriends. Every international student can have up to 3 buddys, who usually get in touch with 

the respective student via e-mail. The buddy system is a bit of a lottery, some people have two 

or three awesome buddys who hang out with them a lot, some never hear from theirs. Often 

buddys help with the first steps in Sao Paulo and getting all necessary documents. Mine helped 

me especially with getting a Brazilian SIM card for my phone because you need a CPF (which 

is one of the bureaucratic issues you have to take care of and which will take some days to 

finalize) and he let me use his. 

 

2 University life 

2.1 Courses 

I took three courses, a language course and two Master/PhD courses: 

- Portuguese Language Course Nivel B, 3.75 ECTS – I learnt more through Brazilian friends, 

but good to pick up some basics 

- Estratégia Tecnológica na Empresa, Inovação e Internacionalização, 15 ECTS (Portuguese) 

– very nice professor, for a Master/PhD course some but not too much work during the 

semester, 20-page research paper at the end 

- Systems of Governance and Organizational Control, 7.5 ECTS (English) – 1-week intensive 

course, German guest lecturer, very interesting!, 5-page research paper at the end 

The Master/PhD courses are very work-intensive and a lot of reading as well as a 20-page 

paper at the end are required. In the beginning I took another 15ECTS Master course (which I 



replaced with the 7.5ECTS course), however the combined workload was so much that I had 

to drop it. The Technology Course was a little less work, even though the research paper was 

quite laborious. Master courses are once a week, bachelor courses 2-3 times. Generally 

Brazilian students have to work a lot during the semester, however, USP offers some English 

Bachelor courses for international students that, from what I’ve heard, were quite easy. 

Attendance of courses is mandatory. Many Master students did those English Bachelor 

courses. 

 

2.2 Campus Life 

Food. The restaurant “Bandejao” is where all students spend their lunch breaks or eat in the 

evening. The food is typically Brazilian, and costs only 5SEK for a full meal of rice, beans, 

meat/vegetarian option, salad, bread, dessert, and a drink. 

Sports. University sport is very important at USP and a good way to meet Brazilians. Every 

faculty has many sports teams (team sports, athletics, swimming…) that compete against the 

teams of other faculties once per semester in a sort of “Olympic” competition. 

Parties. There are many parties on campus or organized by the faculties.  

Safety. The campus is very big and has a lot of hidden corners. At night time it is not safe! I 

have never heard anything negative about it for daytime, but as always in Sao Paulo, be aware 

of your surroundings. 

 

3 Life in Sao Paulo 

3.1 Language 

You have two choices: learning Portuguese and experiencing Brazil or only knowing English 

and being stuck in the international bubble 😊 Only 3% of Brazilians speak English and even 

at university most Brazilians will speak no or very little English. If you bother to learn 

Portuguese, Brazilians will appreciate it a lot and it will make your daily life and talking to bus 

drivers, store assistants and class mates a lot easier (and more interesting). Brazilians are 

very talkative and will help you where they can, so once you’ve picked up some basics, you 

can go on from there. I went to Brazil with A1-A2 level of Portuguese and decided to hang out 

less with internationals and more with Brazilians. After 4 months my Portuguese is not perfect 

and my grammar still needs to be improved, but I can have a fluent conversation and 

understand almost everything. 

 

3.2 Transportation 

The public transport in Sao Paulo is quite good. There are many busses and metro 

connections. During rush hour they are extremely full, so if you don’t have to go at these times, 

avoid to. In the main areas, where international students move around (Butanta, Pinheiros, 

Vila Madalena, Bela Vista) the public transport is very safe. 

The university has the so-called Circular Bus, which is free to use for all students (you get a 

card from the international office). 

Uber is a very convenient way to get around and especially important at night time. Depending 

on the area, I wouldn’t walk around at night and rather take an Uber, but it always depends (I 

lived in a street with restaurants and bars, so I could still walk at night because there were 

many people, in lonely areas I would not do that!). 



3.3 Safety 

I expected the safety in Sao Paulo to be a lot worse than I experienced. As an international 

student you will probably spend most of your time in safe areas like Pinheiros and Vila 

Madalena. Of course, you should always scan your surroundings and not walk carelessly with 

your phone in your hand. At night time it very much depends on the specific area, if you feel 

unsafe take a Uber. Some areas are not very safe (even at daytime), such as the old center 

(Luz, Sao Bento etc.). Don’t be there at night and don’t take out your phone. However, nobody 

I know regularly went to those areas because despite being the old town, they are quite run 

down and life happens in Pinheiros and Vila Madalena, so you will most likely not have many 

problems. 

Some people had their phones stolen at an event called Peruada and at Luz station, but that’s 

just what happens when you do what every local tells you not to do (= take out your phone in 

a sketchy place). I’ve heard nothing bad of Vila Madalena or Pinheiros. 

 

3.4 Cost of Living 

Sao Paulo is not as cheap as one might think. I spent roughly the same as in Stockholm. 

 

3.5 Things to do in Sao Paulo 

Many tourists don’t like Sao Paulo because there are no classic sights like in Rio, however, I 

loved Sao Paulo and thought there was a lot to do. 

Some of my highlights: 

- walking around Paulista Avenue on Sundays and holidays 

- food shopping in Armazem Sao Vito (go during daytime and don’t take out your phone, then 

it’s fine to walk – take the metro to Sao Bento, from there it’s 20 minutes by foot) 

- Food market in Liberdade on Sundays 

- Parque Vila-Lobos and Ibirapuera 

 

4. Travelling 

The fall semester has a lot of long weekends for travelling. Being a Master student, I only had 

class twice a week and was not depending on that, but for many Bachelor students it was the 

main opportunity to travel. Brazil is an amazing country and there is too much to do and see 

for a lifetime! I did the following trips during the semester: 

- Foz do Iguacu, 4 days (I went with a trip organized by the Poli faculty, and it was definitely 

the cheapest and easiest way to visit the waterfalls. Do 1 day Brazil and at least 1 day 

Argentina, but skip Ciudad del Este in Paraguay) 

- Sao Tome, 4 days (alternative hippie town in Minas, amazing vibe and music, great and 

cheap food, but you need a car) 

- Pantanal, 5 days (we slept in the wilderness for 5 days, cooked over the fire and went for 

bush walks to spot animals – best trip of my life!) 



- Maresias, 3 days (nice beach town quite close to Sao Paulo, not very special but convenient 

if you don’t want to drive too much) 

At an earlier occasion (2014) I travelled to Rio, Paraty, Ubatuba and Ilhabela, all places I can 

recommend. 

 

5. Conclusion 

I absolutely loved my semester and would definitely recommend this amazing country for 

studying abroad. However, it is probably not for everyone: you will have to live with dangerous 

corners and 20 million people in the metro during rush hour. However, in 4 months nothing bad 

ever happened to me and all I’ve experienced was friendliness by the Brazilians, an endless 

summer, challenging but interesting university courses and great travel opportunities.  


