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Preface


to Seventh Edition


 


The world, and the world of travel, is changing continually. The terrorist attacks in the United States on 11 September 2001 continue to cast a shadow around the world and this is still an issue for anyone considering travelling abroad. These attacks have highlighted not only the possible dangers of international travel, but also the random nature of these acts. Undoubtedly there will be more attacks of this nature in the future but it is impossible to predict when, or where, they will occur. This can be a considerable worry for the independent traveller. However, no-one should be deterred from travelling solely for this reason. Thankfully, incidents like this are few and far between and, while travellers should be aware of the potential dangers, it is important for people to continue to seek out new experiences and different cultures and ways of life. Achieving a better understanding of communities around the world is an important way for everyone to break down barriers and misconceptions.


One of the great changes and improvements to the travel business in recent years has been the continuing progress of the Internet. It is hard to find any aspects of our lives that are not touched by the World Wide Web or email, and travel is one area that has benefited considerably from this technological trailblazer. The most obvious benefit is the proliferation of cut-price travel agents that are appearing on the Web. There are a whole host of these and they offer genuine and dramatic reductions on airline tickets. Another area of interest for the independent traveller is the use of personal and mobile email addresses. These enable the traveller to access emails from home, wherever they are in the world, as long as they have access to a computer. The internet is a valuable tool for the independent traveller and it should be used before going and also while away from home.


A book of this type relies on the views and comments of people who are involved in travelling and working around the world. Over the years a number of people have been kind enough to write to me with their comments and experiences. I am always grateful for this type of feedback and any information can be sent to the author c/o How To Books Ltd, 3 Newtec Place, Magdalen Road, Oxford OX4 1RE.


Nick Vandome
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Preparing Before You Go


 


In some ways the hardest part about planning a year out is the initial decision to take the plunge and pack your bags. However exciting it may seem there will always be doubts and apprehensions – leaving family and friends, foregoing stability and security for unknown places, and the thought that you may never see your pet goldfish again.


These doubts are perfectly normal and it would be more worrying if you did not occasionally have second thoughts. However, you have to weigh these up against the opportunities you will miss if you stay at home and resist the temptation to pack up and go. The doubts you have as you stare at the ceiling in the middle of the night rarely look as threatening in the light of day. Although a year abroad is a big step things will be remarkably similar when you return and, after a couple of weeks at home, you may be itching to leave again.


Despite this, a year out is not for everyone and it is a decision that should be taken seriously and not in an offhand, whimsical fashion.



WHY DO IT?


Traditionally a year out is taken for three main reasons:


♦   A transitional year between school and university.


♦   To gain wider experience before entering the job market.


♦   An irresistible case of wanderlust.


After school


The first opportunity most people will have for a year out will be when they finish school. After years of calculus, homework and school dinners the prospect of time abroad is an exciting one. However, it should be looked at as an opportunity for development and not just an excuse to escape from studying for a year.


Careers officers prefer pupils taking a year out between school and university to pursue a structured approach rather than a year of aimless wandering. Donald MacDonald, the careers master at George Watson’s College in Edinburgh, takes a great interest in pupils who are contemplating a year abroad and in general he steers them away from the freelance approach: ‘We tend to take the university line; that is we prefer pupils to do something constructive as opposed to a year in the Mediterranean with a guitar and a bed-roll’. This is good advice and it is worth remembering that you can undertake a second year abroad once you have completed any further education that you choose.


After university/college


A year out after university offers the most scope but it is also the stage at which eyebrows begin to be raised and questions such as ‘Where will it all end?’ are aired. The respectable world of employment views the concept of a year abroad with a certain amount of circumspection. They like it to have definite boundaries – with a specific end in sight. With this in mind several employers now offer deferred job opportunities. Through this you will be given a job before you graduate, but it will be deferred for a year so you can spend time overseas. This benefits both parties: you know you will have a job when you return, and the company knows they will have a more worldly-wise employee.


If you do not want the strictures of knowing that you have to come back after a year (a year out is an elastic creature that tends to expand rather than contract) then you should stick to your guns and worry about the consequences later. This may sound like irresponsible advice but your working career will occupy over 40 years of your life and if you have the confidence to spend a year abroad then you will have the ability to take up a career whenever you return. Also, a year abroad will probably provide more memorable moments than the rest of your entire working life.


Wanderlust


It would be naive to suggest that school leavers and graduates are the only people interested in taking a year out. For people of all ages, and from all walks of life, it is a realistic and viable option. Many people, who see the world as being more than their own town and their own country, spend a year abroad for the simple reason of experiencing different cultures and seeing how people on other parts of our planet live. If this applies to you then a year abroad should be a real possibility. A curious, inquisitive mind is one of the best reasons for leaving the rat-race behind and discovering the rest of the world.



WHY NOT DO IT?


Luckily, human nature being what it is, not everyone wants to do the same thing. For the traveller this is something of a relief – after all, someone has to stay here to keep the home fires burning – and there are some people who have no inclination or desire to spend a year abroad. However, there are others who warm to the abstract image but who would not fare too well with the nitty-gritty of the reality. This is when people have to seriously question their motives and ask if they are thinking of taking a year out for any of these reasons:


♦   romantic notions of adventure and excitement


♦   it seems like a ‘good idea’


♦   someone else is doing it.


The romantic myth


A common response to people who have taken a year out is, ‘That sounds so exciting and romantic . . . I wish I could do it!’ Well yes, it does have its moments of excitement, adventure and romance. But it also consists of moments of home-sickness, physical sickness, uncertainties, and having to wash your dirty socks. It will not transform your personality – you will be living your life in a different environment but you will not be transformed into a different person.


If you think that all your domestic worries are going to disappear when you are abroad and you are going to be transported into some type of nirvana then it would be best to stay at home with a good travel book. This is not meant to be harsh – if you undertake a year abroad under any kind of misconception then it is likely to be a very miserable experience.


A good idea at the time


If the thought of a year out comes to you in a bolt from the blue it is best to sit down and digest the idea for a while. Consider your motives, your ambitions and the effect it will have on your life. If you still think it is a good idea then go for it.


Peer pressure


We all succumb to peer pressure at some time in our lives, but as far as a year out is concerned it is not a good moment to start. When you are considering this option peer pressure can come into play in two ways. You may be won over to the idea when it had not previously entered your mind, or you may be persuaded to do the same thing as one of your friends.


Having the idea of a year out put into your head is no bad thing, and from these little acorns wonderful experiences have blossomed. However, you have to be convinced that you want to do it and that you are not agreeing simply for friendships’ sake. Similarly, do not agree to do the same thing as someone else unless it is something that you want to do anyway. If you agree to something against your better judgment it will lead to broken friendships and acrimonious rows in far-off places.



DECIDING WHAT TO DO


There are numerous possibilities, most of which can be done in a variety of combinations:


♦   A year of travel – expensive, but immense fun.


♦   Organised work – with a camping company such as Canvas Holidays, or a work camp such as Camp America.


♦   Casual work – hospitality trade, fruit-picking, labouring, factory work.


♦   Voluntary work – Voluntary Services Overseas, GAP Activity Projects, Project Trust.


♦   An educational year abroad – United World Colleges, the university ERASMUS Scheme, language schools.


♦   Teaching English as a Foreign Language.


♦   Working on a kibbutz.


♦   Freelance work – writing, photography, busking.


All of these will be dealt with in greater detail in later chapters but the most important thing to remember is to do what you want to do, not what other people tell you to do. If you have always yearned to work on a prawn trawler in Australia or canoe up the Amazon, then do it.



FUNDING A YEAR OUT


Unfortunately, when it comes to a year abroad, money does make the world go around. As with most things that are worthwhile or enjoyable the folding stuff is of great importance. Regardless of whether or not you are planning to work during your time abroad it is essential to have a reasonable amount of money before you start. The sum will vary depending on the countries you intend to visit and we will discuss this more fully in later chapters. However, Murphy’s Financial Law (what can cost you money, will cost you money) is a close companion of the traveller, so it is a good idea to work out how much money you think you will need and then double it.


Calculating how much money you require is one thing, but earning it is another. Short of picking those elusive score-draws on the pools, or a distant relative dying and leaving you a small fortune from a sheep farm in Australia, the only way around this is that unromantic notion of nose-to-the-grindstone, and save, save, save.


What are the options?


Several options can be considered:


Casual work


This can take the form of almost anything, as long as it brings in money. It could be bar work, packing biscuits in a factory, filling supermarket shelves, or working on a building site. Unfortunately, due to the low paid status of these types of jobs it may be necessary to have two jobs and you may find yourself working 60–70 hours a week. This can be mildly soul-destroying but, as you are putting yet another can on yet another shelf, remember the goal that you have in mind. And besides, it will be valuable experience for finding similar jobs abroad.


Professional work


If you have the qualifications it can be tempting to work in a vocational job in order to earn a higher salary before going abroad. However, unless you make your intentions very clear when you begin, this is not advisable. When you come back from your year abroad you will have great difficulty convincing any employers that you are not going to do exactly the same again. One way around this is to take a sabbatical from work – but you will have to convince your firm that it will be beneficial to them to let you have a year off to indulge your peripatetic inclinations.


Company sponsorship


Occasionally newspapers carry stories about people who have been sponsored by a company to undertake a particular activity abroad. If you have a unique idea for your time overseas then this is a possible source of funds, but in these days of belt-tightening and economic recession it is increasingly difficult to convince companies to part with their cash for your benefit. If you do try this approach it is important to stress the advantages that you would bring to the company.


Loan


A bank loan to help fund a year abroad is a possibility but it would undoubtedly cause more problems than it would solve. A simpler idea for ready finance is the traveller’s invaluable companion, the credit card (see Chapter 11, p. 211).



General year out web sites


The following are a few web sites that offer a wealth of information and links about taking a year out.


www.gapyear.com


www.yearoutgroup.org


www.payaway.co.uk


Sacrifices


The period before you leave for your year abroad can be difficult and, at times, depressing. You will be working hard and at the same time trying to save as much money as possible. You will probably not be able to afford any luxuries for yourself and your friends may think that you are becoming a workaholic recluse. But these sacrifices need to be made and you will soon forget about the difficult times when you are heading overseas.


As far as money is concerned, set yourself a specific target and make sure you keep to it. Whether you achieve your goal will be a good indication of how serious you are about the whole venture.



CHECKLIST


1.   Are you sure of your ambitions?


2.   Have you looked at all the options?


3.   Have you taken independent advice?


4.   Are you being pressured to do something against your wishes?


5.   Will you have adequate finances?


6.   Have you set a specific date for your departure, and are you working towards it?



CHECK YOUR YEAR OUT SUITABILITY


1.   A friend tells you that she is going to spend a year canoeing up the Amazon. Do you:


a    Immediately dive into your jungle gear and turn up on her doorstep?


b    Sit dreaming of lost cities and undiscovered tribes?


c    Research other possibilities for spending a year in South America?


2.   You are busy saving for a year abroad. Your friends arrive at your house and invite you to the pub. Do you:


a    Go for half an hour and sit unhappily drinking soda water?


b    Go to the pub, drink a week’s savings and then tell your friends about all the amazing things you are going to do?


c    Decline the invitation and console yourself with the thought of what you are going to be doing in the near future?


3.   While saving for a year abroad you are surrounded by people with large sums of money. Do you feel:


a    Smug?


b    Resentful?


c    Dedicated?


4.   People keep telling you that you are doing the wrong thing. Do you:


a    Break down in tears?


b    Punch someone on the nose?


c    Smile contentedly?


5.   Your bank manager keeps telling you that you are doing the wrong thing. Do you:


a    Change banks?


b    Punch him on the nose?


c    Save harder?


6.   A friend tells you of all the diseases you could catch while abroad. Do you:


a    Begin imagining your agonising death in a far-off land?


b    Say that you have never been sick in your life?


c    Go to your doctor for reassurance?


7.   A civil war breaks out in one of the countries you intend to visit. Do you:


a    Change your destination immediately?


b    Arm yourself with a Kalashnikov and a rocket launcher?


c    Contact the Foreign Office to see what the situation is?


Your score


Mostly a. You have the potential for a year abroad but you have to think seriously about the implications and practicalities of the situation.


Mostly b. A year abroad would be a disaster and you would probably get yourself killed in the first week. You like the image of distant lands and excitement but you should stick to documentaries on the TV.


Mostly c. You have a good grasp of what a year abroad will be like and you are prepared to make the necessary sacrifices. The basis for a very successful year.
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Deciding When To Go


 



GOING BETWEEN SCHOOL AND UNIVERSITY


What’s the official view?


Naturally enough, careers officers in schools want to see pupils benefit as much as possible from a year abroad. For this reason they generally recommend an organised project rather than a year ‘bumming around’ the world.


They also like to remind pupils that although it is a break from studying, if they are going on to further education they should not lose their academic instincts. Shewan Duthie, careers master at Robert Gordon College in Aberdeen, recognises the advantages in terms of personal and social development, but he is wary of its effects in an academic criteria: ‘The main problem with a year abroad is that it has to be carefully planned to be worthwhile. All too often I have seen it used simply as a means of getting a break from the academic grind and, in the process, the pupils concerned have broken good study routines.’


In general, careers teachers have two pieces of advice:


♦   Think carefully about what you want to do.


♦   Be constructive.



What do the pupils think?


Due to an increased awareness of the benefits of a year abroad, school leavers are confronted with a variety of alternatives for a structured year, as Clare Bond from George Watson’s College in Edinburgh explains:


‘I was very surprised by the number of schemes and organisations there are to help fill gap years, and I feel sure that the trend towards deferred entry will continue because as the number of options grow there will be something for everyone. Having examined the numerous options available, from getting a job to working with Tibetan refugees in Northern India, I have now settled on two choices.


‘I will either be going to an American college to study, although this depends on the scholarship, or I will spend four months in Svalbard, 500 miles from the North Pole, on an expedition.’


Simon Peltenburg, one of Clare’s classmates, is equally aware of the possibilities and sees some of the problems he will have to overcome:


‘I intend to go off on a project such as GAP or Project Trust, as these allow me to go away for a whole year. This type of project seems to be a good option for a year abroad because a lot of the organisation is already done, and there is also a certain amount of help and back-up.


‘The main problem I have encountered so far is the fact that some teachers and organisations are sceptical of a year abroad. I feel its reputation can be muddied by people who are naive and lazy, but everyone I know spending a year abroad would much rather be active than inert.’



Friends’ reactions


Clare has encountered mixed reactions to her proposed exploits:


‘Interestingly enough opinion is divided among my friends. There are some who think that the prestige and the subsequent success of the scholarship candidates in the past make it the most attractive option. Others think that the unique opportunity to go to the Arctic and lead a totally different life for four months is so exciting I would be crazy not to go.


‘My parents, although supportive, find it all a bit daunting and just tell me to think about it. There are also a small minority who shudder at the cost of it all and are glad to be going straight to university. A year out will be expensive but it is nevertheless a decision I am very glad I made.’


Looking at these views it is clear that school leavers contemplating a year abroad will have to address a number of questions:


1.   Am I prepared to go to university a year later than most of my friends?


2.   Can I raise the money and make the necessary financial sacrifices for a year abroad?


3.   Do I want to undertake a single project for the whole year, or do two or three for a few months each?


4.   Have I chosen something that will show I put my year abroad to good use?


5.   Do I have alternatives if I am unable to do my first choice?



LOOKING AT OPPORTUNITIES FOR SCHOOL LEAVERS


There is no reason why school leavers should not do some of the options mentioned in later chapters, but there are a few organisations who offer a year abroad specifically for this group.


Doing voluntary work


Undertaking voluntary work during a year abroad is an area that can be both challenging and fulfilling. The idea of helping humanity in exotic locations is an appealing one to many people but it is not a decision to be taken lightly. Before you consider applying to organisations involved in voluntary work overseas ask yourself a few questions to ascertain whether it is really for you:


1.   Do you like working with people?


2.   Can you adapt to new situations and environments?


3.   Are you prepared to make sacrifices in terms of your own physical, financial and emotional well-being?


4.   Do you know the realities involved in the type of voluntary work you are considering?


5.   Are you prepared to ‘rough it’ if necessary?


If the answers are ‘yes’ then read on. There are two main options and in both cases you will have to pay some of the expense involved in getting you to your destination and getting you established. It is also worth remembering that voluntary work is not all smiling children and grateful villagers. There will be times when you wonder why you have made this choice, but it is one of the most rewarding options during a year abroad and something that will bring out personal characteristics that you thought were either well hidden or non-existent.


The organisations


GAP Activity Projects


GAP House


44 Queen’s Road


Reading


Berkshire RG1 4BB


Tel: (0118) 959 4914.


Web site: www.gap.org.uk


Tailored specifically for school leavers for the year before they go to university, GAP organises voluntary work experience in 34 countries, covering every continent. The selected volunteers work in a variety of jobs including: helping the handicapped, English language teaching, conservation work and office work. The assignments range from three months to a year but they all finish by the start of the next academic year. Interested pupils are recommended to apply during the first term of their final school year. Applicants must be 18 by the date they take up their attachment.


Since GAP is an educational charity the successful applicants have to pay certain costs. These include a registration fee (£50 or £40 online), return air fare to your destination, a GAP fee that helps fund your project (approx £900), insurance and, in relevant cases, a Teaching English as a Foreign Language course (approximately £200). This may seem like a lot of money, particularly if you want to go to a long-haul destination such as Australia. However, for this you will have the services of an established organisation with a proven reputation. As a first experience of an extended period abroad it is to be recommended. GAP also operate a Bursary Scheme.
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