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Pre-Departure 

On January 18th 2016 I embarked on what would be a defining experience that significantly impacted 

who I am and how I see the world. The preparation that lead to that day was grueling, they really put 

you through your paces to get to your destination, but that’s their way of making sure you are prepared 

for this monumental shift, which was a lot scarier than I ever thought it would be. It was frustrating, 

waiting until six weeks prior to leaving, to find out that I was absolutely going. Those last two weeks 

were hectic to say the least, I recall staying up till 3 am the night before in a panic, packing and 

repacking. I am the type of person to be overly prepared for things and that resulted in two giant 

suitcases accompanying me to England.  

Here are my tips for pre-departure: 

1. Do plenty of research beforehand. Not just where you’re going and all the fun stuff, but practical 

stuff too. Research how to have a working phone over there. I had to take my phone to my 

provider and have them unlock it so it would work with other carriers. Having a phone with data 

was a treasure that should not be undervalued, you can’t rely on wifi alone. Banking was also a 



I was placed into student housing where I lived with four other international students. The classes I took 

were also generally populated by international students. The university put on a lot of social activities 

that enabled you to meet other international students but to be honest I was annoyed that I didn’t have 

more opportunities to meet actual British people. I ended up dating an English guy for about three 

months but all my friends were international students. I felt kind of cheated out of the full experience by 

not living with and taking classes with British people.  

Once I had made a few friends I could get out and really enjoy Leeds, which was a beautiful city. The 

downtown area wasn’t too big so after a while I rarely felt lost. It was filled with some great little pubs 

and restaurants and plenty of shopping. There was also an active party scene down on Call Lane where it 

was impossible to get an Uber after midnight. One event that really took me by surprise and was 

incredibly fun was Bongo’s Bingo. Its literally a club where you play bingo and dance and win prizes, I 

highly recommend it. 

Before I went I had researched the UK and it is known to be very expensive, especially with the exchange 

rate (which came down a bit after Brexit but by then I had two weeks left). The interesting thing is that 

grocery shopping was cheaper than Canada, however if you went out to dinner it would cost twice as 

much (a meal at a pub and one drink would cost about £25, roughly $50 CAD). Managing money was a 

concern but I didn’t want it to limit my experience.  

At my school, we had four weeks off in the middle which was a great time to travel, though I’d 

recommend booking things early as I waited till the last minute and had to scramble. I went through 

Scotland and Ireland which were both breathtaking. I wish I had spent more time planning my trip and 

researching it because I felt I missed a lot. I’d also recommend travelling with more than one person, 

sometimes that much alone time can drive a wedge between you, don’t let one person ruin an 

experience, and don’t let them stop you from seeing what you want to see. I made many compromises 

for the person I travelled with and I lost out, not them.  

Post-Exchange 

Studying abroad was an incredible experience and changed me for the better. I became more assertive 

and more independent, less shy and less afraid of new experiences. The change in attitude between 

when I first got there, standing outside Manchester airport freaking out and waiting for a cab which took 

me to the wrong hotel, to when I left, navigating the London Underground like a boss, made me feel like 

I had really accomplished something. I learned how to travel alone, how to not rely on others, and how 

to order the right kind of beer (it’s a thing).  

I found it difficult to ingetrate into my old life again after having had such an adventure. Returning to 

reality can be a bit of a let down, especially since I hadn’t worked in six months. But you’ll always have 

that experience (and the photos, take lots of photos) for the rest of your life.  
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