[image: image3.png]el




[image: image1.jpg]


[image: image3.png][image: image4.emf][image: image5.jpg]PASSPORT

United States
of America






ORIENTATION

GUIDE
Welcome!    Bienvenue!    ¡Bienvenidos!    Benvenuti!

11149 Research Blvd, Ste 100

Austin, TX 78759

www.spiabroad.com   I   866-502-7505  

TABLE OF CONTENTS

PART 1: Before You Leave






Page 4
· Travel Documents

· Packing

· Money

· Health (Insurance)
· Communications

· Flight and Departure
PART 2:  Housing Info







Page 14
· Overview, Daily Routine, and Meals

· Cultural Differences

· Courtesy

· Living with a Roommate

PART 3:  General Info





       

Page 17
· Banks & Post Office

· Stores & Shopping

· Transportation

· Culture Shock & Adjusting to Life in a Foreign Country
PART 4:  Safety



   

                 

Page 20
· Being Responsible & Aware

· Problems and Emergencies

· Smart Traveler Tips

· On-Site Directors
PART 5:  Online Resources & Reading              


Page 23
· Informative Traveler Websites & Links

LETTER FROM EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

[image: image29.jpg]



Dear SPI World Traveler & Parents,

I would like to personally thank you for choosing to participate in our programs this summer.  We believe that students who study abroad develop fluency in another language and attain new perspectives on other cultures.  These skills increase your future opportunities for professional and personal success in today’s growing international community. 

For many of you this will be your first time to travel outside U.S. borders, while for others this will be an addition to your many travels abroad.  I encourage you to reach out this summer and try new things, be patient, and take the time to reflect on your experiences.   Your journey will be composed of many challenges and successes.  Wise decision making and positive attitudes combine to give you a powerful tool for making the most out of your summer. 

We are committed to providing a high quality program with personalized service.  Our on-site program directors and staff are available 24 hours a day for the duration of your program. 

We believe that language is the key to open unlimited doorways in your future. Buen viaje! Boy voyage! Buon viaggio!
Yours truly,
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Jeremy Goodwin

Director and Co-Founder

PART 1:  BEFORE YOU LEAVE

Travel Documents
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PASSPORT

If you need to apply for a passport, visit the U.S. State Dept. Website here: http://travel.state.gov/
Your passport must be valid for at least 6 months after your return date to the U.S.  Make sure to keep your passport in a safe place prior to departure.  If you misplace or lose your passport you will have to apply for a new one – if it is under 3 weeks prior to departure, we recommend using a passport courier service or contacting the nearest passport issuing office immediately. 

*YOUR MASTER CHECKLIST (SEE ENCLOSED)
We have developed this checklist to help simplify pre-departure preparations as these are the most important things that you must travel with.  Please use this sheet while preparing and have it completed and ready to give to your head director.
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Packing

LUGGAGE

Each airline has unique baggage allowances and fees.  Please consult your airline directly to determine how many bags you can carry for free, how much they must weigh, etc.  Using lightweight “soft” luggage is recommended.  It is a good idea to weigh your bags before arriving at the airport to avoid excess fees and hassles.
PACKING LIST

Keep in mind that your stay will only be a few weeks long! Please do not try to bring your entire wardrobe with you.  Most everything that you can buy and need in the U.S. is readily available in your host country.  Weather and climates will vary, but you will want to pack for warm days and cool nights. 
The following packing list is to guide you, but you do not need to bring each item listed.
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CLOTHES

· Jeans

· Dress/Khaki Pants

· Casual Shirts/Tops

· Underwear

· Socks (Dress Socks/Athletic Socks)

· Sweaters/Sweatshirts/Hoodies

· Pajamas

· Nice Going-Out Outfits

· Bathing Suit

· Rain Jacket

· Jacket/Coat (Even in summer months it can get chilly!)

· Flip Flops/House Shoes

· Dress Shoes

· Tennis Shoes/Walking Shoes

ELECTRONICS

· Mp3 Player & Charger

· Camera, Memory Cards, Charger

· Small Alarm Clock (Battery Powered)

· U.S. Cell Phone & Charger (for when you are traveling to/from your host country)

· Rented Cell Phone (Optional)

· Adaptor (Can be purchased abroad)

TOILETRIES

· Soaps/Shampoos

· Deodorant

· Comb/Brush

· Toothbrush & Toothpaste

· Razor & Shaving Cream

· Personal Hygiene Products

· Small First Aid Items – Band-Aids, Tissues, Neosporin, etc.

· Beach Towel (if you are going somewhere with a beach)

· Medicines – All prescription medicines should be labeled clearly

MISCELANEOUS

· Umbrella

· Batteries for Electronics

· Snacks from Home (Pack in checked luggage)

· School Supplies – Pens, Highlighters

· Dictionary for translating

· Books/Magazines to Read

· Sunglasses

· Backpack or Day Pack
· Inexpensive Watch

· Sportswear or Equipment

· Money Belt

· Journal

· High School ID Card

PLEASE DO NOT BRING:

· Valuable or Expensive Looking Jewelry

· Laptops

· Any items you would regret losing
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IMPORTANT: Lost Items

Each year we are asked to help recover lost or left personal items at a hotel, homestay, or transportation carrier. SPI cannot assume any responsibility for lost or damaged property while abroad. International shipping rates are very expensive, so we ask that you please evaluate the true need for the left item as it is a great burden, expense and inconvenience upon the homestay family, the company, and/or the foreign school. PLEASE MAKE SURE YOU DO NOT MISPLACE OR LEAVE ANYTHING BEHIND!
Money

Spending money varies greatly between students.  It is important that students have multiple means of acquiring money during the program.  We recommend bringing between $150-300 USD per week in spending money to account for personal expenses, including optional activities and local transportation. Please be aware that this does not take into account the additional expenses of shopping or eating out frequently. 

DEBIT/ATM CARD - REQUIRED
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This is the best way to get money while abroad.  ALL STUDENTS MUST HAVE A DEBIT/ATM CARD WITH A 4-DIGIT PIN NUMBER LINKED TO A CHECKING ACCOUNT (you cannot access savings accounts with ATM cards). Activate and use the card before you leave so you know it works.  MAKE SURE YOU KNOW YOUR PIN NUMBER!
ATM machines are located in every city and give the best exchange rates. Please verify with your bank that your card will work abroad. Some banks may require that the card be issued in a parent’s name, which will also work fine.  Various credit card companies (VISA, MC, AMEX) offer pre-paid debit cards that are a great back-up means of acquiring money and can be ordered through the company/bank’s website or searching online. 

VERY IMPORTANT!  CONTACT YOUR LOCAL BANK!
Before departure it is very important that you contact your local bank to let them know that you will be using the debit card (and credit card if you are bringing one as backup) internationally for the period of time you will be gone.  Some banks and credit card companies have security policies which can make it difficult to use your card overseas – do everything you can before you leave to make sure your cards or accounts are not stopped or suspended.  Please be patient and definitely expect to make at least 1-2 calls to your bank or card company to deal with these issues.  When in doubt, contact your local branch so they can help guide you.

ATM/CREDIT CARD FEES

Most U.S. banks will charge international transaction fees for ATM/Debit (1%) and Credit Cards (3%) (Note that if you use your debit card as a credit card to pay for things, most banks charge 3%).  These fees are charged by the credit card companies and also by your bank.  The cheapest way to get money (cash) abroad is by using an ATM/Debit card to withdrawal from an ATM!
AVOID INTERNATIONAL FEES

There are only a few banks in the U.S. that offer cards that do not charge any fees.  They are through CAPITAL ONE and CHASE (at the time this was written in 2012.)  You can apply for one of these cards online.

Foreign Currency
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Bring Euros or local foreign currency with you – before you leave have at least $100-200 worth ready to go. We recommend using WELLS FARGO FOREIGN CURRENCY services online to order currency before your departure: www.wellsfargo.com/foreignexchange. 
TRAVELER’S CHECKS

These are very difficult to cash due to limited bank hours and give very bad exchange rates.  We do not recommend bringing traveler’s checks except as an absolute ‘last resort’ of means to get money. You will need your passport and it is important to sign the checks EXACTLY how you originally signed them to avoid hassles.

LOST/STOLEN CARDS

Make sure to keep on hand your bank and debit/credit cards’ phone numbers and card numbers to cancel them in the event that they are lost or stolen.  It is also a good idea to keep a record at home with your family just in case.  Your bank will re-order you a card, but most likely will only be able to ship it to a local address, and NOT to your host country.  (This process can take up to 2-3 weeks, so PLEASE KEEP YOUR CARDS IN A SAFE PLACE!)  It is encouraged that you always have some back up cash safely kept at your homestay/residence.
MONEY PROBLEMS!?  GETTING EMERGENCY MONEY
SPI ON-SITE DIRECTORS ARE NOT RESPONSIBLE FOR HELPING WITH CARD OR MONEY PROBLEMS. Please make sure you have CASH in foreign currency before departure (we suggest 200 Euros) that you can save as back up in case of money problems and emergencies.
STEP 1:  Contact your parents and/or bank to let them know if you are out of money, your card won’t work, or you lost your card.  It is important to call your credit/debit card company and/or bank to see if your card has been stopped or suspended.  

STEP 2:  Contact your roommate or another student in your group and ask if they can help by giving you a temporary loan.  Ensure them you will repay them as soon as possible and do not borrow more than $100.  Directors cannot loan money unless an absolute emergency arises.
STEP 3:  If there is NO WAY to get your debit/credit card working and you are completely out of cash, parents can send money via WESTERN UNION online to a central location in the city, like the post office or any western union office (student must be 16 years old).  You must bring your passport and money order confirmation number in order to pick up the money (you must ask your director 1 day in advance and return your passport immediately). When dealing with most banks or post offices in a foreign country, prepare to wait up to an hour to get your money! Transfers to international banks are not allowed as they are a huge hassle and incur fees and problems.  
Health

GENERAL HEALTH 

Medical facilities and doctors at all of our program locations are first rate.  In general, medical care will be very cheap and is of excellent quality for locals and foreigners alike.  Astronomically high hospital bills for surgeries and major illnesses are often “pennies” of what it would cost in North America.  Hospitals are for any major and minor visits, and patients are attended to 24 hours a day for emergencies.  

*ON-SITE DIRECTORS & SCHOOL STAFF ARE HERE TO HELP YOU SEEK PROPER MEDICAL CARE IN THE EVENT YOU NEED IT.  PLEASE LET THEM KNOW IMMEDIATELY IF YOU ARE ILL AND NEED HELP.
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ISIC CARD & INSURANCE POLICY (International Student Identity Card)

The ISIC card covers students with medical and basic travel insurance coverage for the duration of their stay.  The insurance works on a reimbursement system and covers medical expenses, trip delay, lost baggage, and repatriation.  Summary of benefits can be found on our website on the Enrolled Student’s page.  ISIC cards are issued by the SPI Office and included in your program price. Your program director will have your card prior to departure, and hold it for the duration of the program. You are responsible for paying (if you have to pay at all) for any treatments and then must apply for reimbursement when you get home.  YOU MUST KEEP ALL RECEIPTS & BILLS! 
*INSURANCE CLAIMS:  Please visit the ENROLLED STUDENTS page of our website for information on making claims and using the insurance.  SPI is not responsible for assisting with claims.
VACCINATIONS & IMMUNIZATIONS

Students do not need any special vaccinations or immunizations prior to the programs.  The water is perfectly safe to drink at all program sites and health standards are equivalent to the U.S.  As a smart traveler, though, it is very important to drink lots of water and eat healthy on a regular basis.  
PHARMACIES
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If you take prescription medicine regularly, it is important to ask your family doctor to supply you with enough medication to last the duration of your time abroad.  If you lose your medicines or need a refill while on the program, a replacement drug will most likely be readily available.  Many drugs that you can only get with prescriptions in the U.S. are available over the counter in pharmacies abroad. Simply walk in to any pharmacy and tell them your symptoms – their free consultation could save you a trip to the clinic!

VISITING A DOCTOR & MAJOR HEALTH EMERGENCIES
Hospitals are open 24 hours a day for emergencies and non-emergencies alike.  If you are ill and need to seek immediate medical help, ask your homestay family or on-site directors to help you get to the nearest hospital or 24-hour clinic. Private clinics are also readily available for minor illnesses and generally provide fast service.  For MAJOR emergencies, go directly to the hospital.  Contact your on-site director or your host family, roommate, etc. immediately so you will have the support you need.

Communications
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EMAIL & COMPUTERS

E-mail is the easiest way to keep in touch during your program! Places to use the Internet in the host cities (such as Internet cafés and other public places with Wi-Fi) are widely available. All program locations will have access to computers at the foreign school. Some homestays may also have Wi-Fi or a family computer that you can use. Please make sure to always ask permission first.  
CELL PHONES

For programs in Europe, we highly recommend students rent an international phone with a SIM card before they leave.  Renting a cell phone beforehand enables students to receive unlimited phone calls from anywhere in the world and is very helpful for communicating with on-site directors and the other students on the program.  Costs to make outgoing calls depend on which country you are calling but vary $.15 - $1 per minute.  
It is also important to note that text messages sent while abroad from an international phone with a SIM card are charged on a per message basis.  
There are various companies that rent cell phones and SIM cards prior to departure. Although we do not recommend one provider in particular, we do have a discount offer through PICCELL WIRELESS: www.piccellwireless.com/spi. Piccell has proven to provide the best service of this nature, but please be warned that calling is always more EXPENSIVE abroad. *ROAMING CHARGES FOR USING A FOREIGN CELL PHONE OUTSIDE OF THE HOST COUNTRY ARE EXPENSIVE!!*
ORDER PHONE ONLINE:  www.piccellwireless.com/spi
*IMPORTANT: SPI IS NOT AN AFFILIATE OF PICCELL AND IS NOT LIABLE FOR THE PRODUCTS OR SERVICES PROVIDED BY PICCELL. SPI DOES NOT REQUIRE STUDENTS RENT AN INTERNATIONAL CELL PHONE THROUGH PICCELL. Please contact Piccell directly for any and all questions on ordering, billing, etc. PICCELL CUSTOMER SUPPORT IS OFTEN TIMES VERY BUSY IN THE SUMMER, SO PLEASE BE PATIENT. 
*SPI CANNOT ASSIST in OBTAINing NEW EQUIPMENT OR WITH BILLING MATTERS*
Please watch the very informative orientation video before renting your cell phone.  Please note that to rent a phone with Piccell you are required to give your Social Security Number, credit card, and Driver’s License Number.  
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USING YOUR U.S. PHONE
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We advise bringing your U.S. cell phone with you in the event you have a major travel delay within the U.S. when you are departing or returning from your program.  Please be advised that using your phone for data or calls outside the U.S. will result in expensive roaming fees of at least $1 per minute, as well as high data fees.  Check with your local provider for exact roaming rates. Most mobile companies offer reasonable rates to foreign countries, but activation is required and charges can still add up. If your phone is UNLOCKED – meaning not connected through a contract with a provider – you can SOMETIMES use your phone with a SIM card only package.  Please consult Piccell Wireless to determine if you can use your home device with an international SIM card.

*WE DO NOT RECOMMEND USING YOUR U.S. CELL PHONE WHILE ABROAD!*
PHONE CARDS

Upon arrival you will be able to purchase local phone cards as a back-up means for international call
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COUNTRY CODES

Spain (Central European Time) Country Code:  +34
France (Central European Time) Country Code: +33
Italy (Central European Time) Country Code: +39

Costa Rica (Mountain Time) Country Code: +506

CALCULATING TIME DIFFERENCE

www.worldclock.com will tell you what time it is at any location on earth! 
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Flight & Arrival Information 
TRAVELING ON THE DESIGNATED FLIGHTS
At the GATE OF THE DESIGNATED INTERNATIONAL OUTBOUND FLIGHT you will meet other members of your program and/or an SPI staff member or traveling teacher prior to departure.  We do not guarantee a particular teacher or director will travel on the same flight as students and all program participants are expected to be capable of traveling independently.  
[image: image21.jpg]


FLIGHT MONITORING

SPI monitors all flights on the day of departure so there is no need to contact us for small flight delays.

AIRPORT NAVIGATION & ESCORTING

Rest assured we have never had trouble with SPI students finding their connecting gates and flights.  Although navigating an airport might be something new for you, remember airline agents are there to assist you if you need help or guidance.  If you feel you need extra support, contact your airline to see about arranging an escort service from gate to gate (for students over 15 there is normally a fee for this.) 
DELAYED/LOST LUGGAGE Make sure when checking in that your bags are going to your final destination.  If your luggage does not arrive with you, you must file a claim at the baggage counter located INSIDE THE CUSTOMS AREA (it is not like in the U.S. where you file the claims outside the customs area.)  They will give you a claim form to complete – you must request that they deliver your bags to you at your homestay address (it can take several days to arrive).  You must keep all receipts from the airline to claim your bag. If this occurs, inform your SPI director immediately. Please stay calm – this is a part of traveling and you simply have to be patient.

PRE-FLIGHT RECOMMENDATIONS:

· Confirm your flight beforehand and check in online.

· Arrive 2-3 hours early to the airport.
· Eat healthy, drink lots of water and get as much rest as possible before and during traveling.
OVERNIGHT/MAJOR ARRIVAL DELAYS 
If a serious flight delay or cancellation is going to keep you from making your international flight or arriving at the foreign airport with the rest of the group, only THEN should you contact the SPI Office or your on-site director directly (this does not mean a few hours flight delay, as we will monitor scheduled flights and will be aware of this – but rather an overnight delay where you will not arrive until the next day.)  If you call outside normal business hours, please leave a message with detailed information about WHEN and WHERE you will arrive.  Your message is automatically sent to someone 24 hours a day to assist.
***ONLY IF YOU ARE 100% SURE YOU WILL MISS YOUR INTERNATIONAL FLIGHT, SHOULD YOU CALL THE SPI OFFICE***
INDEPENDENT TRAVELER ARRIVAL INSTRUCTIONS
SPI will provide an independent traveler guide sheet one week prior to departure with detailed arrival instructions and contact phone numbers.  Any student not flying on the designated group flight is responsible for making their own flight connections and getting to the designated arrival city on their own. Upon arrival to foreign soil and after exiting the plane, you will pass through the customs and baggage claim areas, where you will claim your luggage. Do NOT leave this secure baggage area without collecting ALL of your bags!  AFTER COLLECTING YOUR BAGS, EXIT THE BAGGAGE/CUSTOMS AREA. PLEASE DO NOT SIT AND WAIT FOR YOUR GROUP OR A DIRECTOR INSIDE THE BAGGAGE/CUSTOMS AREA (ask an agent if you are unsure you have completely left the secure baggage area.)  
Please look for the representative with a brightly colored “SPI STUDY ABROAD” sign.  
If you do not see anyone, please wait near the exit of the customs area until the representative finds you.  If your flight arrives early, it is normal that your representative might not be there yet, so please be patient and wait in an easy to find area.  Only if you have been waiting over 30 minutes after your scheduled pick up should you call the local contact person/on-site director.

CUSTOMS & IMMIGRATION 

Onboard your international flight, flight attendants will pass out customs forms for entrance into the country.  These must be FULLY completed – the bottom portion also.  Remember not to bring any perishable items such as fruit and vegetables, or prohibited items such as weapons or alcohol.  It is illegal to bring back alcohol to the U.S. if you are under 21.  
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PART 2:  Housing

Overview, Daily Routine, and Meals  
Homestay Programs Only
*REMEMBER TO KEEP AN OPEN MIND TO EVERYTHING!*
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HOMESTAY FAMILY OVERVIEW

Living with a host family is the most important and rewarding aspect of the immersion experience. This is the best way to get to know a new culture first hand!  Living with a host family also gives you "real-world" opportunities to practice your language of study everyday! 
Keep in mind that the term ‘homestay family’ is used broadly, as family sizes, houses, and set ups will vary greatly just as they do at home.  Homestays will not necessarily consist of a mother, father, two kids and a dog (although some might fit this description).  In most cases, your host family will consist of an older or younger woman who lives on her own with her children, OR it could be an older couple whose kids no longer live at home, but visit often and have meals with them.  It’s also not unusual to find all 3 generations living in the same home! No matter what the size of the host family, they will all be welcoming and helpful. Do not be afraid to talk to them and ask them questions – they are there to help you learn![image: image24.jpg]
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HOUSING CONDITIONS

Although homes vary, most Europeans live in city apartments rather than houses. In Central America this will vary. Living spaces in Europe are considerably SMALLER than what most North Americans are accustomed to, so please be aware that your room may be the size of your closet at home, but it will be clean and comfortable – this is normal.  Families may come from more humble means than you have experienced – this is normal. Be sure to keep an open mind and be flexible. 

You will be provided with two-three meals a day (for most programs), laundry once a week, and a single bed. You will probably share a bathroom with the family or with your roommate – this is normal.  Some rooms of the apartment may be off-limits – so politely ask before entering a new part of the home.  REMEMBER TO ASK PERMISSION SINCE YOU ARE THEIR GUEST!
[image: image27.wmf]DAILY MEALS & ROUTINE

Lifestyle when it comes to eating is going to be vastly different from America. Keep an open mind and try everything at least once! 

Common courtesy asks that you compliment your hosts on the cooking, but be forewarned: You might be expected to eat more than you would normally! As the special guest, you might get the biggest portion of all. If you absolutely cannot eat something, are a vegetarian, or have special dietary requirements, please remind your hosts in a courteous way so that they will not serve it to you again. Try your best to make an effort and try everything at least once! If there is a dish which you really don’t like, simply say so in a nice way and compliment another part of the meal. (We have already informed families of any special dietary needs, but they may forget, so politely remind them of your needs, likes and dislikes again when you arrive).
IMPORTANT – HOUSE KEYS:  Losing your house key is a MAJOR PROBLEM – please make sure you ALWAYS keep them in a safe place with you.  Losing the keys causes stress on the families and are expensive to replace.  If you lose your keys, you must pay your family for the replacement keys immediately. Also, don’t forget to leave your keys with your host family on your last day with them.
Cultural Differences

BE OBSERVANT!  Upon arrival, you may quickly notice differences in culture.  Observe your host family for a few days before making judgments.  Try to be open-minded to these differences – it is all part of the experience.  If everything were exactly the same as it is at home, where would the fun be?  More importantly, think of all the great stories you’ll have when you return!
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In general, Europeans are more formal than Americans. Always use the proper form for addressing elders or with people you don’t know yet.

· Mealtime is an important time in any household. Be respectful, and use these opportunities to communicate with your host family, get to know them and practice your speaking skills. 

· DO NOT GO OUT TO EAT FREQUENTLY!
· You may not like all the food. Just try everything at least once!

· Families can get busy – Everyone might not all be present for meals – this is normal.
· Some foreigners also tend to talk in LOUD voices or closer to each other, but that does not mean they are angry with each other. This is simply a part of their culture and way of being.
Courtesy

Remember that the host family is volunteering their home to you – be courteous and respectful of your family and their home.  Bad manners reflect not only on the other students, but also on America in general!
· Ask your family first before inviting visitors into the house.  It is not as common to invite friends over as it is in the U.S., so please check with your family before having a friend over.
· Don’t take long showers, and remember to turn off the lights when leaving a room.  Water and electricity are more expensive in other countries, so be aware and try to conserve!

· Do not use the phone without permission, and never use the family phone to call long distance.

· Ask before making any changes to your room (i.e. putting up pictures or rearranging furniture)

· Keep your room, bathroom, and kitchen as clean as possible – it is a nice way to show respect.

· IMPORTANT!  Let your family know in advance if you will miss a meal.

· Offer to help around the house (i.e. help clean up after meals)

Living with a Roommate

For many students, this will be an exciting first experience living with a roommate, and hopefully you will gain a lifelong friend!  If you did not request a specific friend as your roommate, you will be matched based on any information you provided on the housing portion of your application. Remember, your roommate may not be exactly like you – adjusting to other people’s habits takes flexibility and patience on each person’s part and it’s important to be accepting and open-minded. The roommate experience is a great warm-up to life in college!
MAJOR ROOMMATE PROBLEMS

If you have a major problem with your roommate, please talk to your on-site director. Housing changes will only be made in extreme circumstances as it is disruptive for the homestay family and complicated. 

It is a good idea to call or e-mail your roommate before departure.  You can arrange to share items such as an alarm clock or toiletries so you will only have to bring one of each item.  This will also give you the chance to get to know each other better.  Facebook and other social networking sites are great for learning more about each other and staying in touch.
PART 3:  General Info
Maps

Maps are readily available at all local tourism offices.  It is important to keep a city map with you at all times, especially the first week as you are learning your way around.  Another way to help practice your speaking skills is to simply ask someone on the street or stop into a nearby shop or café and ask for directions.  Normally someone will give you a friendly helping hand and guide you.
Banks & Post Office 
BANKS & HOURS

Banks are widely available in every city and neighborhood.  They are normally only open in the mornings between 9 AM – 2:00 PM.  Nearly all banks will have an ATM machine located outside, and will take international cards.  If you need to exchange traveler’s checks (ONLY AS BACKUP) and U.S. cash for local currency, banks offer the best rates (but remember to bring your passport and that you must be 16 years old to pick up the cash.)

POST OFFICES & SHIPPING

Post offices are open normally in the mornings and in larger cities in the afternoon as well.  You can purchase stamps for letters and postcards at kiosks throughout the city. Colored mail boxes to drop off stamped letters and postcards are available throughout the city.  

RECEIVING MAIL

All of the schools that we work with have a mail service (school mailing addresses provided in your specific program packet).  All packages/letters (which should be sent ONLY if necessary) should be sent to the foreign school, ATTN: SPI, STUDENT NAME. WE DO NOT ADVISE SHIPPING THINGS PRIOR TO ARRIVAL AS THEY CAN GET LOST!
Stores & Shopping
TIPPING

Tipping is not required unless service has been exceptional. 


Restaurants – Tip is normally included but 5-10% if the service was excellent


Taxis – Tip is not customary but rounding up to the nearest even number is ok.
Bargaining:  Europe is not like Central America.  Most prices are fixed in Europe and it is NOT customary to bargain for things except in the outdoor markets.

Shopping Advice
As an experienced traveler will tell you, when shopping be careful on sizes.  A size Large in Europe or Central America might be uncomfortable for an American.  Most of the current styles are well fitted so be sure to try everything on before making your purchase.  Remember - look for styles and items that you could NOT buy at home. For example a Lacoste or Ralph Lauren shirt after the exchange rate is quite expensive abroad and can be purchased in the U.S. for a better price. 
Transportation

Bring your walking shoes – you will be walking almost everywhere as most places will be within walking distance and this is the easiest way to get around your host city! All homestays will be within easy walking distance or a short bus ride to school.
TAXIS

Taxis are readily available in nearly all cities.  They are a safe and affordable way to get home (especially at night). Like any smart traveler, please use caution and only use designated and official taxi cabs wherever you go. 
BUSES

The bus systems are a fun, safe, and cheap way to get around your host city.  Most people in Europe and Central America travel by bus both in the city and for longer distances. Expect to get a little lost the first few days as it takes time to get to know the best routes to/from school, home, etc.  

Culture Shock – Adjusting to a New Way of Life
When visiting a new country, you may experience what is known as culture shock.  Culture shock is the physical and emotional discomfort one suffers when adjusting to life in a foreign country.  
The typical stages are 
1. Honeymoon:  Everything is great, and you’re having a wonderful time!
2. Shock:  You begin to notice so many differences that you don’t know how to deal with them. You didn’t think things would be like this.

3. Negotiation:  You learn to deal with the problems set before you and try to integrate them with your own beliefs.

4. Acceptance:  You are able to live well in the environment with the differences you are experiencing.
Most people will experience mild feelings from all 4 stages!

PART 4:  Safety
Being Responsible & Aware

Living in another country is an eye-opening experience.  Although many comforts of home may be abundant in your host city, you must remember that you are a foreigner and a representative of where you come from.  We ask that you respect the local culture, local laws, and local way of life to the highest standard.  Your actions reflect not only YOU but also our programs and your country.

Responsibility goes far beyond just “being safe” at night, but being responsible for your actions at all times.  Make sure you take time to think about the consequences of your actions and how they will impact you and most importantly other people.

DRINKING & ALCOHOL

Wine, beer and spirits are a strong aspect of other cultures.  Socialization for centuries has found its center around bars and public places where people gather to talk with friends, meet new people, and relax from a long day of work. While the legal drinking age and customs may differ than the U.S., all SPI participants are considered minors and there is no alcohol consumption permitted during the program. 

Students are encouraged to go out in the evenings in pairs or small groups.  Large groups of Americans tend to create unwanted attention and make it hard to immerse yourself with a local crowd.  If approached, be a smart traveler - ignore the person and continue walking. 

Problems & Emergencies

KEEP YOUR IMPORTANT CONTACTS NUMBERS WITH YOU AT ALL TIMES!
It is important to keep your director’s contact information not only in your cell phone, but also written down on paper, AND your homestay family’s in the event of any emergency (upon arrival you will receive an emergency card to be filled out with important numbers).  All programs are located in cities that have low crime rates and that are quite safe if you simply use common sense and prudence at all times.

HOMESTAY PROBLEMS & CONCERNS

Any problems you may have with your host family are most likely due to cultural differences or miscommunications, so please always approach things with courtesy.  If the issue cannot be resolved easily, talk to your director about it immediately.  Remember that changing families or accommodations is a complicated process and we will only move students under extreme circumstances.  You might not get along with your roommates or house mates right away, so please keep an open mind to the experience and give things time.

SERIOUS HEALTH PROBLEMS
In the unfortunate event any health or personal emergency arises, contact your on-site director immediately or your homestay family.  Directors will contact parents at home and help make any necessary arrangements. *Please use the IMPORTANT CONTACTS SHEET, found in your program specific orientation packet, which contains emergency numbers for police, hospitals, clinics, school administrators, taxi numbers, etc.  Director contact information will be given upon arrival.

Smart Travel Tips for a Safe & Fun Time Abroad:
Here are a few "common sense" guidelines to help make the most of your time abroad and return home safely.  Remember to be observant of your surroundings at all times. 

· Do not display large amounts of cash or expensive jewelry or other items.

· Do not go out alone at night.

· Do not consume alcohol.

· Do not speak English loudly in public places to avoid unwanted attention. 

· Do not walk around with large amounts of money, debit/credit cards and backup cash.

· Be cautious and demand distance when approached by strangers.

· Never leave without your homestay family and director contact info.

· Use well-lit ATMs and have someone accompany you.
· Avoid large crowds and any local political demonstrations.
On-Site Directors & Teacher Travelers

On-Site Directors, teacher travelers, and school staff are caregivers and your #1 line of support while abroad.  They are experienced travelers, teachers, and immersion students themselves. Your directors are there to help you in all aspects of your experience, so it is important that you talk to them about any concerns or problems that may arise. They are there for you 24-7 and they are the ones who are going to be able to help you right away. 

IT IS IMPORTANT TO COMMUNICATE YOUR FEELINGS AND NEEDS TO YOUR DIRECTORS! 

DIRECTOR & TEACHER APPRECIATION
Your directors work hard daily to ensure your experience is first rate. To show your appreciation it is a nice idea to buy your director a small gift at the end of your trip. Even a card that everyone signs to show your appreciation for their help means a lot to them.

Additional Online Resources & Reading
National Passport Site

http://travel.state.gov/passport/about/npic/npic_898.html
Currency Converter



http://www.xe.com
World Time




http://www.worldclock.com
ISIC Card Insurance



http://www.myisic.com/MyISIC
International Calling Cards


http://speedypin.com
Lonely Planet Travel Guides


http://www.lonelyplanet.com/us




The Independent Traveler


http://www.independenttraveler.com
World Travelers of America Online

http://www.worldtravelers.org/travelsafety.asp

US Department of State 


http://travel.state.gov
Center for Global Education


http://www.lmu.edu/globaled/studentsabroad
World Atlas




http://go.hrw.com/atlas/norm_htm/world.htm
YOU MUST BRING:





Copy of Flight Itinerary


Passport


Copy of Passport (Leave 1 at Home)


SPI Orientation Folder


ATM/Debit, Credit cards & Cash


Copies of all medical prescriptions


Master Checklist – To give to director upon arrival








*NOTE ABOUT iPODS, iPHONES, iPADS & TECHNOLOGY:





It is not necessary to bring a laptop with you as you will have access to computers and Internet daily at the school and at Internet cafes, so please leave these at home. However, if you choose to bring an iPod, iPhone, iPad, mp3 player or other similar device, please be courteous and ALWAYS take your ear phones out and put your device away when in class, with the group and directors, and with your homestay. 





*If you’re going to use one of these devices, it’s a great idea to download some Spanish, French or Italian music prior to the program so you are immersing yourself and practicing your foreign language!!





�








COMMUNICATION REMINDER: 


Please remember it is NOT a good idea to call home every day as this detracts from your immersion experience and can lead to severe homesickness!  We ask that students please limit calls home to only 2-3 times per week!





WEAR YOUR SPI T-SHIRT!


Be sure to wear your SPI t-shirt on departure day so your directors can easily identify you.





BRING A GIFT 


It’s a great idea to bring a small gift from home to help “break the ice” with your new hosts.  This will give you the chance to share a part of your home and culture with them.  Suggestions include: t-shirts, typical things from your home city or state, magnets, a coffee mug, kitchen accessories, lotions, calendars, candies, etc.  Also, be sure to bring several photos of friends and family to show your homestay family – this is another great way to spark up some conversation!








Here are a few tips to help you deal with the changes and any feelings of homesickness:





Keep Active! Getting out of your room and keeping yourself busy will help eliminate loneliness. 


Study the Language - The better you are able to communicate, the better you will understand the culture.  Talking with your host family and any new friends is the best way to improve.


Talk to others - They may be experiencing the same problems that you are. By talking with fellow participants, together you can find ways to cope and learn.


Be patient & flexible - Recognize the problem and give yourself time to get over it. If you need to, keep reminding yourself that this is not permanent. 








*The legal drinking age in your host country may be 18 years old, however, as U.S. based students are prohibited by U.S. law from drinking until they are 21 years old, IT IS NOT ALLOWED FOR ANY SPI PARTICIPANTS UNDER THE AGE OF 21 TO DRINK WHILE ABROAD. It is important to always go out in the evening in small groups with trusted people. 











The Role of Your Director





Language Use:  Your on-site directors are there to keep you safe and above all help you practice your foreign language.  You may speak English to your directors ONLY in emergency situations or if a serious problem arises.





Homestay Family Issues:  Tell your director IMMEDIATELY if a problem arises with your family.  They will help you handle the matter immediately.





Daily Routine:  Directors will check in with you daily, at school or other designated meeting points and activities to make sure everything is going well.  





Excursions and Afternoon Activities:  Directors will give you important information about meeting times for excursions and afternoon activities.  Please respect them and DO NOT BE LATE FOR MEETING TIMES!!! 








IMPORTANT: 





PRINT YOUR PROGRAM SPECIFIC ORIENTATION 





All program specific guides are available under the “LOGIN” page at the top of our website:





www.spiabroad.com/login 
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