
A preparatory year before admission to a Dutch 
university

In order to be accepted to a degree programme, international students must meet the admission criteria of 
their chosen higher education institution. Depending on the language in which the study programme is taught, 
one of the criteria is usually a certain level of competence in English or Dutch. If you have not yet achieved the 
required level, you may be granted conditional admission to the programme. In this case, Dutch immigration 
law allows you to come to Holland one year before starting your chosen programme in order to gain the 
required competence(s) and pass certain examinations set by the university.

What is a ‘preparatory year’ and how do I enrol for it?

A preparatory year is a customized programme which prepares you for a study programme at a Dutch higher 
education institution. In most cases a preparatory year will consist of language courses, but it may also include 
classes related to your chosen discipline. For example, if you are applying to be admitted to an engineering 
programme, you might need to improve your knowledge of mathematics. Holland has various language schools 
that offer specific training for international students in their preparatory year. Most of these are affiliated with 
a university. If you need to take preparatory courses, the Dutch higher education institution to which you have 
applied will most likely refer you to a school in the same geographic region.

Am I expected to have a basic knowledge of the language or other 
preparatory subjects?

Dutch immigration law allows international students exactly 12 months of preparation. This means that you 
must be able to meet the criteria set by the Dutch higher education institution within those 12 months. A 
preparatory year cannot be extended under any circumstances and, if you fail to meet the requirements, you 
will not get a chance to try again. This means that you should only start a preparatory year programme if you 
can reasonably expect to qualify for the obligatory final exam. If you have no prior knowledge of the language 
or other relevant subjects at all, this will probably be very difficult to achieve.

Do I need a visa?

Whether you need a visa and/or a residence permit depends on your nationality. Consult the websites listed 
below to find out which immigration procedures apply to you. In most cases, international students need a 
‘provisional residence permit’ before coming to Holland (known in Dutch as a machtiging tot voorlopig verblijf 
or MVV). 

How does the immigration procedure work?

If you need a provisional residence permit (MVV) your Dutch host institution will probably handle most of the 
paperwork in the form of an ‘advisory procedure’. This precedes the formal application for the provisional 
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residence permit. You must submit this formal application yourself in person at a Dutch embassy or consulate. 
The fee for an MVV application is € 300 and must be paid by automatic bank transfer by the host institution. 
Paying the fee does not automatically mean that your application will be granted, and it must be paid even if 
your application is turned down. Since you cannot be sure that your MVV application will be granted, you are 
advised to wait for a reply before arranging your travel to Holland.

MVVs are only granted to students who can provide the following documents: 
•	 a letter of conditional admission from a Dutch research university or university of applied sciences which 

has signed the Code of Conduct (see www.internationalstudy.nl), stating the exams they require you to pass 
before you can be admitted, as well as the study programme to which you will be admitted and the date of 
admission, subject to a pass in the necessary exams; 

•	 proof that you can support yourself financially; 
•	 a valid passport.

When collecting your MVV at the embassy you will need to present your passport and you may be asked to 
present an authenticated birth certificate as proof of identification. We advise you to make sure you have an 
authenticated birth certificate ready, as you may also need it for formalities upon arrival in Holland.

Once you have arrived in Holland you need to apply for a residence permit (€ 300). The host institution will do so 
on your behalf. If you do not need an MVV to enter Holland, you may still need to apply for a residence permit, 
depending on your nationality. The same documents as mentioned above must be attached to the application 
which your host institution will hand in on your behalf.

Can I take a part-time job while I’m studying?

Yes, you can. However, specific rules and restrictions apply depending on your nationality. These rules are the 
same no matter whether you are enrolled in a preparatory year or in a degree programme. For more information 
about finding a job and the applicable rules, see the ‘International students and part-time jobs’ factsheet on 
www.studyinholland.nl.

Start your preparatory year in September!

Be sure to begin your preparatory year at the right time of year. The best time is September, as almost all degree 
programmes also start in September. This gives you exactly one year to prepare. Remember that you cannot 
extend your preparatory year, and starting earlier than September could cause problems later on due to the gap 
in your residence status. If you start later than September, you are in effect giving yourself less than 12 months 
to prepare.

Further information

www.studyinholland.nl
Provides general information about studying in Holland, information about immigration and residence procedures 
for international students, and contact details for university language centres. 

http://english.ind.nl/
Website of the Dutch Immigration & Naturalisation Service.



Programme Management
Administrating international mobility programmes (scholarships) 
and institutional cooperation programmes.

Information Services
Providing information about higher education systems in the 
Netherlands and in other countries; providing credential evaluation 
services; providing information in the Netherlands about studying 
abroad, and in other countries about studying in Holland; 
promoting Dutch higher education in other countries; encouraging 
international mobility.

Expertise
Conducting studies into international cooperation in higher 
education; providing information to expert groups and consultation 
forums; transferring our knowledge of international cooperation in 
higher education through courses and seminars.

© Nuffic, July 2011

Nuffic is the Netherlands 
organisation for international 
cooperation in higher education. 
Our motto is Linking Knowledge 
Worldwide. This means linking 
people, because it’s knowledge 
that makes us unique as people. 
Nuffic works in line with Dutch 
government policy to serve 
students and higher education 
institutions in three key areas:

Nuffic
Kortenaerkade 11
P.O. Box 29777
2502 LT The Hague
The Netherlands
t +31 (0)70 42 60 260
f +31 (0)70 42 60 399

www.nuffic.nl

The information contained in this publication has been compiled with the greatest of care. Nevertheless, we are unable to 
guarantee its accuracy or completeness at the time of reading. The information may have been changed or updated. Nuffic 
cannot accept any liability for these changes. We recommend that you verify the accuracy of the information yourself where 
appropriate.

All intellectual property rights for this publication belong to Nuffic. No part of this work may be reproduced, stored in an 
automated retrieval system or published in any form, without the prior written permission of the author.


