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The English-Speaking Union

Secondary School Exchange
    Advice from ESU SSE 2013-2014 Students

From Megan Barsella

PHONE:

My school had wireless all throughout campus which I used for my iPhone to stay in touch with everyone at home. While I didn't use the phone I bought in England often I definitely recommend buying one to top off every month. I found that not buying a particular plan but just adding as you go was the best for me as I only ever used it while traveling. Also, if you don't already have it on your phone download whatsapp (for texting) and viber (for calling) both are free and ideal for contacting everyone at home and here in England. 
Banking:

I opened an account at Barclays where my parents would transfer money into for me to withdraw cash and to have a debit card. While there is a minimal fee each time you transfer money into the account its far cheaper than exchanging dollars for pounds or using your American debit card. With your bank account you can also convert pounds to euros at a very decent rate at Marks andSpencer's  for when you're traveling around Europe. Also get a credit card that doesn't charge international fees before you come over. 
TRAVELING

I would recommend buying a student card (NUS) and a 16-25 railcard as soon as you get to England. Both we were worth the investment and I used them all the time to get discounts on everything from Topshop to the Co-op. Also travel as much as you can during the holidays. It's so easy and there are always really great deals both on flights and hotels. Don't be afraid to go traveling or meet up with other ESU students if you're in the same cities. Also, most of the schools realize that this is your gap year and are very flexible about missing a few days on either end of a holiday which can be really helpful to get cheaper flights midway through the week instead of on a weekend. 
SCHOOL: 

Don't worry if you're put into the lower sixth or all AS classes. I know I was really freaking out about being in classes with kids that were all two years younger than I am. Once you're at school it's really not that big of a deal, plus most sixth forms are very cohesive between the two years and it won't be a problem at all. Sign up for as many activities as you can. I loved doing sports and plays because it filled up my weekends, especially since my school had mostly weekly boarders who went home on the weekends. Don't bring over bedding or towels when you come in the fall. You can find them all in the towns where your schools are and it's so much easier than to try and lug it all from home. 
Have an amazing year!!!

megan.barsella@gmail.com (Godolphin School)
FROM KENNEDY DONNELLY: 
Here are some tips that I hope people find useful as they were good for me. 

1. Get a cellphone! I got a 10 pound flip phone and topped it up only 3x the entire year, but it was good for when I needed to contact the school when I was on a day trip or was planning trips with other ESU students and we were trying to meet up somewhere. I didn't unlock my US phone, but I never found myself wishing that I had. 

2. Get a 16-25 Rail Card and remember to use it! My school was only 20 minutes from London, so I went into the city a lot. When I used my card I was saving about 10 pounds which was awesome, especially once you see the prices of trains. Even if your school is not that close to London the railcard will still get you discounts on the trains that are outside of London. 

3. I did not use a bank account here, but I would recommend looking into a credit card or debit card that has a chip in it. Most of the stores will swipe your cards, but they get a little fussy when they have to. So see if your bank at home offers a card with a chip. If not, it is not a huge deal, I survived without a chip. I also took a good amount of pounds with me initially and gave it to my housemistress. Then when I wanted money I would ask her for mine. It was nice because I didn't get ATM charges, but became a hassle when she wasn't around. Just find a way you prefer. 

This year has been incredible. I leave in 1 week and I am having the hardest time saying goodbye. I am already planning reunions with the students I have met through ESU and my school. I also had a few ideas for networking the US students with each other and finding ways to help them coordinate their holidays to possibly travel together. I will be emailing you soon with those ideas!
donnelly.kennedy@gmail.com (Cobham Hall)
  Advice from ESU SSE 2012-2013 Students
FROM LAINEY BATTISON

Phone:
Basically no one at my school texted, but instead used a smartphone app called "Whatsapp" that allows you to text for free via internet. You can also text internationally for free with this app, so everyone should definitely get this! It's amazing. Ultimately, I would suggest that they invest in cheaper blackberry for the year and buy the blackberry internet service each month (only like 5 pounds) and only "top up" to be able to text and call when they need to. You can receive calls free of charge, so I found I rarely needed to "top up".

Bank:

I set up a bank account at Lloyds TSB and had my parents transfer money directly into the account when I needed it. I had an Under 19s account, and honestly have no idea how that differed from a normal account, but I think it had to do with the fact that I couldn't overdraw money and could only withdraw a certain amount every day. They gave me a card that worked just like a debit card. I was never charged to withdraw at atms and all in all Lloyds worked really well for me, but I'm sure all banks over there are pretty similar!

Traveling:

I never got a student railway card, which I completely regret so I definitely recommend getting one because you do save a lot of money.

I think this might be kind of a given, but when getting flights for holidays, always check sites like easyjet and cheapflights because they find flights that are the least expensive. Also, if you want to go somewhere like the Canary Islands or Morocco, or somewhere like that, there are loads of websites that do package holidays, all you have to do is search "package holidays" on google and you'll find lots of websites with great deals! They also have package deals for a lot of cities, just be careful because they tend to put you on pretty bad flights with really long layovers so make sure you choose the best one!

Finally, whenever I went to London I would check this website: http://www.timeout.com/london/things-to-do/free-london for free events that would be interesting to see! There's so much you can do in London without spending lots of money on museum tickets and entry fees. 

Packing:

DO NOT OVERPACK! It is the biggest mistake you can make. I completely overpacked and paid so much for like 3 extra suitcases and ended up not wearing most of what I brought. Don't bother bringing over towels and sheets (if your school doesn't provide them), just buy cheap ones over there. I would actually only suggest bringing over your clothing and shoes and buying anything else you need over there. Definitely bring warm/waterproof clothing!!! (again, kind of a given)

FROM EVAN MOATS

For Traveling:
1. Plan Ahead - It helps save a lot of money if you get flights/trains/hostels ahead of time. *But be wary not to 
plan too much as it leaves no room to change where you might want to go.
2. Don't be afraid to travel alone. It allows you to do exactly what YOU want to do and not be worrying about 
another person. While that may sound selfish, this is an amazing opportunity that you need to take the most of. Also you'll meet a lot of great people along the way, so don't worry about being lonely.

3. Don't always assume the best or cheapest flights are out of Heathrow or even London. When you put together 
the cost of trains to get there and the tube, it can add up quick. Use local airports, for me it was Bristol.
4. Everyone says it, and it's because it’s true. Get a 16-25 Railcard. It saves you 1/3 of train rides, so for me 
living in the west country it was virtually paid off in 2 trips to London.
5. Free stuff is everywhere. Find it and do it.
6. Get a student card. Discounts galore.
7. Lastly, many people won’t agree with me but I stand by it. Do not go home the whole year. Most people will 
never get this opportunity to so easily travel in Europe, and be there so quickly. Besides that, some of my favorite times the entire year were going to different countries during holidays. If you want to really see a culture go during a time when every country does something different.

My favorite Sites - www.momondo.com / www.hostelworld.com / www.timeout.com /
www.wwoofinternational.org / www.busabout.com (and its affiliate companies)
For your School;
1. The first and again the one everyone says, but it's because it’s true. GET INVOLVED. Do a new sport, join 
drama, get into debating, anything because once you're involved you will enjoy it a hundred fold.
2. Seriously do not over pack. You will probably have to wear a uniform everyday so there is no need for a lot 
of clothes, and it just causes a lot of stress at the end of the year.
3. Be ready to talk about American politics/culture/geography/etc. and in many cases fix enormous stereotypes.
Evan_Moats@yahoo.com
FROM MEGAN MULLIN
Congratulations! This year has easily been the best year of my life and ESU made that possible. A few tips for you just to get you started on your adventure. Be sure to get and International Student Card it gets you discounts on almost anything from clothes to museums( but not the Louvre in Paris there you need to prove where you live in the EU) however mine could only be shipped to the states so get it as soon as you can. 
When you get to your school make sure you take part in whatever you can because that's how you make the best friends. For example a sports team or a play; I joined my schools musical, backstage but still a part, and I also joined concert band. Also when you are given the chance to go see a play or an exhibition take it because it will most likely not be back and you have the fool-proof excuse that you are a tourist. Which leads to another point take as many pictures as you can the technology is available so use it. I took over 6000 pictures this year of everywhere I went and even just in my small town of Salisbury.
My final bit of advice is to travel, travel, travel. You are so close to everything in Europe that it is easy and cheap to get around and there is so much history that you will not want to miss. Over the course of my year I went to 26 cities in 15 different countries including the not so common Russia. I know it's quite popular but tripadvisor.com was the website I used most often it is great for attractions, hotels, hostels and restaurants. Most importantly always have a way to communicate, when I got to England I bought a pay as you go phone that worked everywhere internationally and I just topped it up each month. So best of luck to you, enjoy your time in the UK and stay safe!
mamullin1@comcast.net
FROM JESSICA HILLMAN
My main advice for next year’s ESU students would be to take advantage of every field trip and lecture and travel on weekends. My school had several lecture days in London which were wonderful because it was completely different from America. I would also suggest that you take classes in subjects you are interested in but might not have the opportunity to take in University. I really enjoyed taking photography AS this year. As far as phones I would highly recommend GiffGaff it works really well and it is by far the cheapest I have found, it also allows you to do monthly plans with no contract. Also if you are booking one way flights or last minute, it is much cheaper to book through http://www.statravel.com/. If you are in the London area oyster cards are really useful and you only need a small deposit which you will get back when you return them at the end of the year. Also I was able to make full use of England's wonderful train system and I would recommend that you get a 16-25 rail card early on, they cut your fair by 1/3 so it pays off quickly. Most of all make full use of your time in Europe by spending lots of time traveling and sight-seeing. 

jessikota700@gmail.com 
FROM OLIVER NATHAN

It would be far out of my reach to say that I know what would be best for each student to consider before taking his/her gap year. The most I could claim to know about any one of you is that, most likely, you all share in common a set of characteristics I can expect the English Speaking Union to have favored. The ESU wants students who are motivated to explore themselves and the world, and if you have been accepted into the program, congratulations; you have succeeded in convincing them that you want this. Applause to you. That said, I have one piece of advice to offer. The kind of suggestion that you hear again and again from the cliche media blob that hounds most of your memories and, probably, hasn't gutted you into any serious consideration or action. The advice is this: if it's unfamiliar, do it. I spent too much of the beginning of this past year trying to recreate the 'American' lifestyle and personality I had become so used to - I made a similar group of friends from school, I took classes I had always been good at, I replicated the same relationship to my housemaster and things felt dull and the days passed quickly. This is a year to divorce yourself from habits and to meet the strangest people you can find and to not restrict yourselves to just one method of travel, doing this only conflates all the cities into one. I heard a saying this year: "If you eat at Starbucks in Paris, you could of saved yourself the ride from home." Okay, maybe I made that up myself, but that shouldn't at all disrupt the curiosity and verve you know you ought to have.
 I have a few suggestions which, though you may think them impossible for you, will make your trip really exciting. If they seem to frightening now, wait and see and you'll find yourself adjusting and growing more rapidly then you could have predicted. The first suggestion is to leave your laptop/iPad/iPod at home. I did this for financial reasons but found it to be the single most beneficial aspect of my year because instead of going on Facebook or watching YouTube videos I was forced to interact with the culture - both of England and of each place I visited. The worst result that could happen from this year is if you come back and realize that you didn't engage the opportunity. Get outside, talk to the locals (they aren't scary, and if so, at least you did it), and please don't watch television. You worry that you might get lost in a city without your precious connectivity, this isn't true - what happens is you discover new areas of resourcefulness you didn't know you had and end up that much less frightened of the 'real' world once you've done it. A good indication of your success over the year is how often your heart pounds and spine tingles. I may sound like an embittered old coot, barring his anger and reluctance for innovation at anyone that might listen, but I promise that if you get out of your routines your year will be fantastic.
 Get a Eurail ticket tomorrow, it's much easier to do from home than to wait until you're there. Also, you'll find yourself having a lot of the same conversations at first about your accent and American culture - if this bores you then just tell them and you'll make a much better connection with that person in the end. Last thing: the best way to have a miserable time while you’re there is to wish you were back in the states with your old friends - they'll be changing a lot in college so you might as well too.  aonathan11@yahoo.com 
FROM THOMAS DOUGHTY 
Greetings, I spent my 2012-2013 SSE year abroad at Clifton College in Bristol, which was around 700 students total, part boarding/part day students, and coed.  My experiences and advice for the year abroad should have some value for anyone reading this; however, just for the knowledge of the audience, I did attend a very urban school for the year, so some of what I put down may vary in applicability, depending on the part of the UK in which you’ll be studying.

First and foremost, packing:  the excerpts I read from former ESU scholars prior to my leaving advised bringing no more than two large bags.  I brought two generously-sized roller bags, and those plus my carry on were more than enough to house whatever items of clothing I needed for the year.  By packing standards, I’d say I was far from Spartan in what I brought, but at the same time, while two bags was comfortable for me I know that everyone has their own standards… Just know that room space in these boarding houses is varied.  I was lucky to have plentiful closet and storage space in a room that was reserved for ESU scholars at my boarding house; not everyone will have the same luxury of space.  I bought all my linens, towels, and a desk lamp over there, as it was cheaper to purchase these items at a department store than it was to pay for an extra checked bag.  A twin bed is a different size in the UK than in the US.  Also worth noting is that MOST electrical appliances (bar laptop power converters, iPad, iPod, iPhone, and general phone chargers) will fry when plugged into a UK outlet, even with an adapter.  Don’t try it.  I fried an iHome alarm clock/radio because I didn’t take the advice in the SSE packets that said the same thing.  It’s because the electrical current is a different strength over there, or something of that nature.

The dress code for my school eliminated the need for too much casual wear.  Grey suits and white shirts every day took care of 90% of most days for me, but what I did bring outside of that was mostly athletic gear, because I knew I’d be spending a lot of time playing rugby/ in the gym/ running.  Semi-nice sweaters and quarter-zips were essential wear for most of the year.  England isn’t frigid, but it’s constantly damp and a little cold and a nice-looking layer over a casual weekend button-down is a must-have.  I wore my L.L. Bean hunting boots and a Barbour field coat (everyone wears some semi-waterproof sort of smart coat over there) constantly in the wettest winter months. I’d venture a guess that unless your style taste is already European, you’ll probably get some weird stares from the Brits on nights out or in the general weekend social scene (especially as my school was on the edge of a major city).  This section is probably much more applicable to guys than girls, but everything in the UK is slim-cut.  All my UK friends wore Levis jeans that I would’ve needed axle grease to slide myself into and that were certainly not the norm for what you’d see in the mid-Atlantic/ Southern states.  Tons of hair gel, designer clothes and shoes, and guys haircuts unlike anything I’d seen stateside were also the norm in my experience there, but I didn’t adopt any of these style trends and was still always dressed in a manner that was certainly accepted socially, but still definitely American. As a general rule-of-thumb (and this has been the case in every city I’ve visited), for guys, dark slacks and semi-nice shoes are required dress for most clubs.  Khaki slacks got me in most places, and most of my friends wore black/charcoal slacks or jeans, which were all fine, but blue jeans are a no-go for most places.  Ask your friends when you get to your school about that sort of thing and they’ll sort you out.

Building on that point, you ARE the American scholar for the year, so expect that to be a part of your identity.  Seeing as my fall in Bristol coincided with the US Presidential elections, I was (to my surprise), bombarded with rather forward questions about my political beliefs and voting preferences.  Prepare yourself to give vague answers on all of these questions.  If you adopt a “I’m just here to make friends and experience England,” standpoint, people will soon just become more interested in you and where you’re from rather than what you think about Romney or Obama. Talking politics was never socially acceptable where I was from in the states, and I was at first surprised that being asked who I voted for wasn’t considered rude there as well, but take it all in-stride.  This year, from my perspective, was supposed to stretch me and remove me from the east coast American bubble, so be prepared to adjust your personal lens through which you view things.

Returning to my point about everyone knowing that you are the (likely) single American on campus, this gives you what I see as social wiggle room.  If you’re a guy, unless you already do, don’t try to dress like your British friends.  You’re American, in personality, in intellect, in mannerisms, in dress, in accent, and in reputation, so OWN it.  This doesn’t mean be jingoistic, obnoxiously “Team USA,” or closed to trying new things.  I’m a Vikings and Redskins fan, but I watched plenty of Chelsea and Manchester United “football” games over there (never call it soccer), and I tried rugby.  Especially with rugby, I discovered a new sport that I’ll play for life, and it translated to countless weekends at pubs with my friends and teammates watching international matches and tournaments.  It was awesome.  I guarantee each and every one of you will find something like that—whether athletic, social, or academic—that you just latch onto and that makes your SSE year all the more rewarding.

With regard to travel, I had two exeats in the fall term (September to Christmas break), which were four days apiece.  Half term was ten days.  Winter ONLY had a half term, due to the fact that the time from Christmas to Easter was shorter than the first term, and my UK friends spent their spring breaks studying for exams anyways, so I know lots of SSE scholars from my year used them to travel.

Due to the fact that my first two terms were intensely academic (because I was re-applying to college, which put me in a unique situation) I took the first exeat to just get to know the city of Bristol better, and I stayed with a group of friends from my boarding house.  The second exeat coincided with the ESU Thanksgiving weekend, and I used my half-term break to get my PADI Open Water basic SCUBA dive qualification through a program run by an ex-military Royal Navy diver in my school.  If you’re into that sort of thing, seek it out and take full advantage of it, because I am now fully dive qualified for what cost next to nothing through my school.  An equivalent program would’ve cost a few thousand dollars minimum and a couple of weeks in the States, and I had the chance to do it all in just seven days with top-notch instruction.  Spring break I had to come home, for college interviews, and much of the last term I was able to travel, which I will address later.

If you want to travel as much as possible, the exeats are great for train trips around the UK, and a 16-25 student railcard is a must-have.  Book your tickets early, and always get a seat reservation and all-day return ticket wherever you go.  British trains aren’t like Amtrak.  Car commuting is less common across the pond than it is here (especially for me, being a DC native), so a cross-country train with all the seats taken ISN’T considered full, like ours are.  These cross-country trains are commuter trains for many folks say, coming from Birmingham to London, for example, so if you don’t book a seat reservation when you decide to travel from London to somewhere north of there during commuter peak hours, you may find yourself standing with your bags squished between all sorts of folks—think New York Subway during rush hour.  This forewarning might lead you to believe that train travel in the UK isn’t pleasant: nothing could be further from the truth.  Do it as much as you can.  It’s much nicer than it is in the States, and you can also get just about anywhere you want to go cheaply, if you book your tickets in advance.  Bill Bryson wrote “I don’t know why anyone would want to own a car in England,” with regard to the efficiency of the trains, and I am in complete agreement.

My advice on travel outside the UK will pretty much echo what I’m guessing everyone else is going to say.  I used EasyJet for all my flights, and they were all relaxing, quick, and dirt-cheap.  Any trip longer than 5-6 hours by train is probably worth booking a flight for, as they’ll be comparable in terms of price.  I’ve heard other students used RyanAir as well as EasyJet during their SSE travels, and I can’t speak to that airline, but from what I gather, both are like Southwest in the US, meaning they’re cheap and they fly pretty much anywhere you need to go.

That being said, what I say next, all my SSE peers might not agree with: don’t travel during the first chunk of the year.  If you decide to use the time from when your classes end on Friday to when your boarding house locks up for the night on Sunday to travel everywhere you can, you may reward yourself in terms of what you get to see around the UK, but plane flights just aren’t feasible with only 1 full day, and more importantly, you’ll miss out on all the fun stuff that goes on during the weekends at school, regardless of whether your school is urban/ semi urban (as mine was) or rural.  The way I saw it going into the year, SSE was and is just as much about the relationships you build with friends over in England as it is about your chance to see another part of the world, and if you treat your year like a weekday student rather than someone who’s there to live among friends and get the full experience from your school, you cheat the school that offered you a free place as a student of the opportunity to REALLY know you and have you involved, and you cheat yourself of the chance to make friends that’ll last a lifetime, as well as doing things you’ve never done, like seeing your city/ town, and in all our cases, being able to drink LEGALLY with friends—(what a novel concept that is)!  I don’t need to advise you to be responsible, seeing as you’re the only American some of these kids may have ever spent any significant portion of time around, and the image you foster for yourself will be the standard by which people judge all future ESU scholars, not to mention the USA as a whole.  Miles Radcliffe-Trenner and Matt Liptrot, my predecessors at Clifton, set the bar extremely high for me in all categories, and clearly left a great imprint on the school, which is what all of you should seek to do.

Another reason not to travel every weekend is because of school (and if you go to a school that has boarding houses, then house) activities.  Let me briefly explain the concept of a boarding house—think Harry Potter, i.e., Gryffindor, Hufflepuff, Ravenclaw, and Slytherin, and in the case of my school, imagine them as single-sex, and you’ve got the right picture.  Not only will you have sports matches against rival schools, Clifton had an inter-house competition circuit for everything under the sun, from football and rugby, to rock-climbing, debate, and chess.  My housemaster was certainly enthusiastic about winning such competitions, and if you seek to throw yourself in wherever you believe you’ll be an asset, you’ll make a better name for yourself, the ESU and (if you succeed—not even being funny here, America) in doing so.  I had further incentive to get involved in school and house sports, because all my friends did them!  To reject these things in the interest of a half-a-day of weekend travel would’ve been unfair to myself, to my school, to my house, and to my friends, and there’s not much better than a weekend of house rugby followed by an evening watching the pro matches at the Royal Oak pub.  Even if you’re not a jock, my school offered debate, school and house drama competitions, sailing, rifle shooting (which I did in the winter), and just intramural sports as well, so there was always something to get involved in.  In my SSE year I participated in rugby, sailing, swimming, shooting, debating, quiz team, acapella singing for the house, and continued playing the bagpipes with private lessons at the school, so I never had a dull moment, and neither will any of you if you seek out everything there is.

Academically, the year will be what you make of it.  I had the chance to take as many or as few classes as I wanted to (of course, colleges were going to see my grades and courses, so I think I took a larger-than-typical load for the average ESU student), and I settled on AS-level History and Psychology, UK Politics (for those of you that took AP Gov in high school, it’s basically the British equivalent, only with more contemporary analysis), and A2 English Literature, which was very much coursework based, i.e., a lot of out-of-class reading and analysis.  Seeing as the A2 year for the most part builds on AS material, I ended up with 3 subjects (6 classes), where my peers were two years younger than me: this guarantees that your teachers will expect a lot from you, because you are the big, older American with the funny accent and the international scholarship.  Don’t shy away from this!  It’s not often in life you get to study what’s purely of interest to you rather than what your college counselor suggests, so seize the opportunity and go all-out.  If you’re enthusiastic, you should have no problem with classes.  AS courses aren’t generally too heavy on homework, due to the fact that coursework is done at the A2 level, and I just took the courses where the subject material interested me most, regardless of which ones were AS or A2.  If you take an A2 course and it’s just too much not having taken the AS one, you’ll know within a week and will be able to easily drop the class or switch to another.  At least at Clifton, being that the school takes an ESU scholar every year, the administration works to do everything it can to ensure that you have the best year possible, and so in turn it’s important to put your best foot forward academically, especially as the pressure of college apps is done.

Finally, advice for overseas travel:  unfortunately due to my unique situation during the year having to redo college applications, I wasn’t able to do as much traveling on breaks as some of my fellow SSE scholars were; this said, Clifton, unlike some other SSE schools, did not require me to sit the exams, which freed up my entire Spring Term for travel outside of the UK.  I came back after Easter break for some house events and to do some things with friends, but seeing as no new material was being covered and the AS classes let out for study leave within two weeks of the return, I cleared permission with my Housemaster and the administration to take a week here-- a week there to travel.  Had my schedules coincided with fellow SSE scholars, this would have been undoubtedly the best scenario, and had my friends at school not also had their own schedule complications due to final projects and A-level studying, I would’ve traveled with them.  In the end though, I went all over Scotland, and to Madrid to see friends, and I went to Normandy, France (with an interest in World War Two) and to Ireland (for fly fishing) with family.  Had I had one more month, I would’ve surely loved to see more of Spain, the South of France, and the Amalfi Coast of Italy, but each SSE student’s ability to travel will depend on any number of factors, not limited to but including courses, exams, and people available to travel as well. Just mainly remember to travel light, book early, stay in bed and breakfasts (generally the best accommodation for price relative to the quality of lodging), and fly with EasyJet.

I put the section with regard to cell phones last, because honestly, by the end of the year I learned really just how unimportant they were.  The only reason I say this, is because 1) Skype is free to download, is free if you use it to call another person with Skype on a computer, and you can also buy credit which allows you to call cell phones internationally at a VERY affordable rate (see information online).  2) One of my friends studying at University of Edinburgh (not an SSE student) recommended a Google program to me at the end of the year, which apparently allows you to make voice calls for something virtually free if you have a Gmail account (like $ 0.014 per minute), but this was at the end of the year and I didn’t investigate it, so I can’t speak to whether it is better or worse than Skype.  3) Either way, if you have a computer, there are several ways to call for free, and if your computer is slow or the connection is bad, download Spotflux, which is a malware blocker/ internet proxy that increases security and allows for better connection, especially when using Skype.  With regard to cell phones though, I used mine to call and text UK friends, and having an iPhone, there were a myriad of VERY useful free apps to use; however, all of these require a data connection (wireless internet), and data connections are not reliable in much of the UK.  Cities should be fine, and dorms should have wifi though, to which you can connect your phone.  Again, there is a Spotflux app for iPhones that helps.  Some SSE advice that I read recommended buying a cheap cell phone to be pre-stocked with minutes, but I found pay-as-you-go plans to add up to being more expensive in the long run than just buying a year-long plan, especially if you intend to be calling or texting UK friends.  Really, you just have to decide what is best for you, but I have included the various methods of communication I used during my year abroad:

iPhone apps (some should be available for other smartphones, too):

Viber: free calls and texts, uses 3G (mobile data connection, which you need a phone plan to get), or wifi.  Calls on this app only really worked when the mobile data connection was great, which was sort of hit-or-miss.  Occasionally was great to have, and text was flawless, so well worth it.

WhatsApp: free texts to other people with the app—again, uses either data or wifi.  This is probably the most popular smartphone communication app used today.

Vonage mobile: same thing as Viber, only with the option of buying credit (like on Skype) to call cell phones internationally for cheap.  

Skype mobile: as explained earlier, this is the same as Skype, only you can use it on your phone, which is handy, if you have a phone plan with data.

The SSE year is probably the coolest and most rewarding thing I’ve ever had the opportunity to do, and it has influenced me immensely as a student, as a person, and as an American.  Best wishes to all those starting their journey. For further questions please feel free to contact: thomasdoughtyjr@gmail.com
FROM ANDREA CANACCI

Upon arrival to St. Peter’s School in York (Northern England) I had several questions for my school, and my first piece of advice would be to ASK. Ask as many questions as you can so you know exactly what to expect in terms of what you will need for the year, and if it helps you to pack lighter then that’s even better! Do your best to reach out and ask the school advisors and the students your questions so you can get first hand advice on what you are about to experience.

At St. Peter’s School it was their first year having an ESU student so everything was new for the both of us, which brings me to my second piece of advice, dive in! Dive in to all the new opportunities with A-levels, sports, and extracurricular activities and I promise you will not be disappointed. I came to my school in England having a 4 year background with competitive diving during my high school career and a ton of community service as well as other clubs I was involved with, but mainly diving and community service were areas I excelled outside of school. Unfortunately there was no diving board waiting for me at my new school here in York, nor within an hour drive. Fortunately, however, this pushed me to put my energy into an array of new activities. This year I have been able to join the Combined Cadet Force, three school plays, Cross Country, Community Action, Shooting Club, body toning, co-director of a school play, and I was even able to orchestrate my own community service event in York! Throughout all these extras I learned quite a bit about the British military, found that I have quite a good shot on the shooting range, discovered a new passion for acting, improved my running time, and got to know my community here –and that’s merely what I learned outside of the classroom! What I find exciting is that I tried things here that I can now tell stories about, but also continue doing when I return to America. Conversely, I will leave something behind at St. Peter’s School, as I have brought my community service project that I usually do in my community and introduced it to York, which another student will orchestrate here next year when I’m gone. It is a really great feeling to know you have contributed something beneficial to your community so I would urge others to do the same by getting to know your communities, as it will give you a great cultural experience and understanding. 
Take advantage of your location, and travel! Being in England it will be so much easier for you to travel so make friends right now with some of the ESU kids, or make plans with family, or make friends at your new school and go somewhere amazing around Europe. One of my best friends has been here with me this year so we got together with another ESU student and travelled to Italy, Switzerland and France. It was so great! Alongside that, it could have been better had we planned a bit better. I am not a good planner when it comes to traveling and things like that, but if I could go back in time I would have put that aside and planned like I never planned before. I could have saved so much money and done so much more had I planned ahead with my travelling. If you do travel independently, research the places you intend to go and legitimately make a list of the things you want to do, buy tickets that can be bought ahead of time, draw a map of every step of the way, whatever you have to do! You don’t want to be “that girl(or boy) that got lost in Paris ALONE at 1a.m. on a Saturday without a mobile device”…yeah, not fun. If you do happen to become that lost/separated person do not draw attention to yourself by crying and stay where you are. Let’s just hope that doesn’t happen and that you take my advice and make good plans. 

Another thing my friend and I did was travelled around the UK. This place is so amazing and full of traditions, so I will say again to dive in! Travel to London, be a tourist, drink tea with your mates, explore the castles, eat fish and chips, get to know the country you will live in for the next year, and take loads of pictures and videos to remember it all. This year was the Queen’s diamond jubilee, which was so cool to watch. I was also able to see English bands, such as Coldplay, saw the Olympic torch, watched TV shows with humour I did not understand, got addicted to Jaffa Cakes, and much more. More advice would be to see what events are happening in England during your year and read about the culture so when you get here you know exactly what you want to do and see. 

My final piece of advice is something my dad always told me and that is: “Don’t just show up.” With that said, I mean you should take initiative when you get here. Come here knowing you have A YEAR to meet new people, try new things, and discover something about yourself, so use that to your advantage. You can do anything you want and be anything you want when you get here, it is a chance to reinvent yourself, and if you don’t want to do that then it’s a chance to discover something new about yourself, and if nothing else it’s a chance to better yourself by learning new things. So come to England and embrace this opportunity, and always, always try to live with significance by contributing in some way. 

