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Foreword

Some of the observations and suggestions given in the following pages have been supplied by Lancaster students [year of residence given in brackets]. Discernible from the official body of the text as unedited quotations, they are presented inside a box under the subheading Tips from past Year Abroad students, and are printed in a different font. These tips are intended only to complement the official information given in this handbook. In recent years, students have found such advice from their predecessors invaluable.

All entries are completely unedited and have simply been copied and pasted from student emails.

Neither myself, the students themselves, or Lancaster University will accept responsibility for any inaccurate or out-of-date information presented under any of the subheadings: Tips from past Year Abroad students.  Neither do we accept any responsibility for the ensuing consequences of information acted upon.

Alison Leech, May 2003  

Money
Living costs should not be drastically different from what you are used to in the UK. Obviously your life-style will determine how much money you 'need'. If you are in Italy as a Socrates/Erasmus exchange student a) you won't need to worry about “top-up” university fees (you pay none, either at the Lancaster or Italian end for study during your year abroad) and b) you also get a small amount of cash direct from the funding authorities in Brussels. It won't be huge amount but will cover the cost of a flight home or two. If you are in Italy on a teaching placement you will, of course, have signed a contract with the appropriate recruitment agency and will be in receipt of a regular monthly salary.

The issue regarding your money is not so much how to spend it but how to get at it. Opening an Italian bank account (conto in banca) and getting your UK bank to pay money into it, gives you a good rate of exchange and may be fairly cheap in terms of charges, but should really be a last option because (a) you will probably only be allowed to open a deposit account; (b) they may not give you a cash card, so you face restricted opening hours and long queues to get at your own money; (c) it is really only cost effective if you transfer the money from the UK in one lump sum, since the cost of the transfer is not proportional to the amount transferred, but generally works on a fixed-fee base, and with most banks this is quite a considerable fee (£20 plus). If you are in Italy teaching however, you employer may require you to open an account in order that your salary be paid directly into it.  Make enquiries at a bank where someone speaks good English (remember you'll have only just got there and perhaps not quite ready for discussions of this nature in the Target Language!) and ask about accounts you can open just for the purpose of having a salary paid into it, i.e. not a regular deposit account.  I know they exist because I had one when I worked in Naples. When I left, they wanted to charge me nearly £20 just for closing it, so I just withdrew all the contents and ran away! This, of course, means that I've got an empty bank account at the Banca di Napoli, which I doubt I'll ever use again!

So, whilst it is possible to open a bank account (conto in banca) in Italy, students tend not to preferring instead to use their British debit/credit cards which are acceptable wherever you see the VISA/MASTERCARD or CIRRUS sign [study your cards to see which of these logos appears on them].  Your pin-number will be accepted at cashpoints (bancomat) where these symbols are displayed though each transaction will incur a charge (and charges may differ from bank to bank).  Credit (as opposed to debit) cards however do not incur a charge when used in shops but how you go about organising payment is another matter and has often caused problems for students in the past.  It is possible to set up a direct debit from the UK which will pay off your debts monthly but then the responsibility is upon you to always check that your account has sufficient funds to cope with your credit card bill. Remember that interest rates are high and can mount up quickly if you don't keep a close eye on them. As a student you will pay little or no interest on your overdraft, whereas any outstanding credit card balance may be charged at anything up to 18% per annum.

Our advice is that you find out and compare 1) what your bank charges to withdraw cash from a cash-point abroad with cash-card (e.g. Switch) and/or credit card 2) what exchange rates your UK bank applies to these transactions.  You could also ask other banks what they would charge you, and consider changing if there is a better deal to be had.  
Tips from past Year Abroad students

“An Italian bank account isn’t necessary, a normal English bank card is fine and as it charges a set amount on each withdrawal it is best to draw out the maximum value to save additional costs.” [2001-2002]

“Its not that necessary in ferrara to have an italian bank account there are so many holes in the wall that take your british card, but if you do "credito italiano" take the least amount of time to set up an account on the spot, though it took forever to get a bancomat card! Using a normal brit bank card to draw money is better than using your credi card, as the charge is less (1.50 for every withdrawal under 100 pounds).” [2001-2002]

“AVOID credito italiano in Ferrara...their sportello is always out of order. The

best way is to use credit cards, and just withdram a lump sum each week.” [2001-2002]

“-I decided not to open a bank account because you have to pay an opening and closing fee.  Instead, i tried opening an account at the post office, where they do not charge you.  I gave up, though, when they didn't sent me the account number, even when i went there several times to ask them of the whereabouts of the letter they were supposed to send me...but i do recommend this method if you manage to get past this step! All it means is that i have to keep the money that the school pays me at home instead of it being at the post office! For other transactions i use my debit card or my credit card (no charges) but i try to keep these to a minimal.  Most cash points accept my cards, so i have had no problems there, except for the fact they don't print statements of my balance...in this case its best to keep a note of how much you take out or alternatively get someone back home to post them to you!” [2002-2003]
“re money, I used internet banking to organise my (UK) current account, then used switch to take out cash  (£1.50 charge per transaction) and my credit card (no charges) to pay for things.” [2002-2003]

“I wouldn't bother opening a bank account- no one here has bothered as far as i know, because it seems more hassle than its worth. I've got a nationwide current account and just use my debit card to withdraw cash and to pay for stuff in shops where possible. I have a credit card but have never used it. Nationwide is the only bank to not charge you to withdraw money when you are abroad.” [2002-2003]
“I managed fine just using my normal visa debit card over here and setting a budget every week and drawing out larger amounts so as to keep the charges down.  However, i know a girl who had her debit card stolen and it left her in a mess with no way of accessing any money!  The best way to avoid being stuck if you have a tendancy to lose things is to have a credit card as well which you keep in a separate place in case you lose your debit card, or set 

up a bank account in Italy so you can always access your money over the counter - but this really is more hassle than its worth.” [2002-2003]

“Arrangements of finances during year abroad:-I decided not to open a bank account because you have to pay an opening and closing fee.  Instead, i tried opening an account at the post office, where they do not charge you.  I gave up, though, when they didn't sent me the account number, even when i went there several times to ask them of the whereabouts of the letter they were supposed to send me...but i do recommend this method if you manage to get past this step! All it means is that i have to keep the money that the school pays me at home instead of it being at the post office! For other transactions i use my debit card or my credit card (no charges) but i try to keep these to a minimal.  Most cash points accept my cards, so i have had no problems there, except for the fact they don't print statements of my balance...in this case its best to keep a note of how much you take out or alternatively get someone back home to post them to you! “  [2002-2003]

“Regarding Banking, my advice is to have at least two cashcards, in case you lose one, or one stops working. Access to my money was a major problem and almost meant i had to come home.  Bear in mind it takes weeks for replacement card to arrive.  Switch and creditcards work fine.  Credit cards have a higher charge to withdraw cash.  You can also pay with maestro inshops.  

Also beware of your maximum daily withdrawl limit in case you need to pay your rent at the last minute.” [2002-2003]

“For any YA students who already have an account from another Euro country, 

you do not have to pay to take out money.  That is what I have done.” [2002-2003]

“About how I arranged my finances in Milan, I did open an account in an Italian bank, although it should be noticed that it takes quite a while for the bank to receive the money from the bank abroad(like a week o so, at least). Any advices. Well, basically the International office does a good job helping and informing the exchange students. They arrange meetings and they send loads of e-mails. About accomodation. I believe that it is better for an exchange student to find accomodation in one of the residences of Bocconi. He/she will get to meet a lot of people, including foreigners (very handy for those who study two languages).” [2002-2003]

Careful spending 

Accommodation Expect to pay in the £ 200-300 per month range, depending on city and type of accommodation.  Milan is by far the most expensive city to live in but if you arrange accommodation through the University you should pay significantly less provided that you are not too fussy about décor, sharing with someone else in the first instance etc.  

Beware rogue agencies. Some students in the past have been badly ripped off by agencies that promised to find them accommodation for an initial fee. Our advice is to stick to student notice boards, accommodation organised by the University (who often have reliable contacts with private landlords) or even better, try to contact the students who are out there now and arrange to take over their accommodation. This has happened successfully between some students in the past. (For more on accommodation see pp 8-10.)

Utilities  Costs are slightly higher than in the UK. To economise simply try not to waste water or electricity. Land –line telephone charges are much the same as in UK though students tend to use exclusively their mobile phones nowadays. Texting is by far the quickest and most common way of communicating with friends. Students tend to find that buying an Italian cellular works out cheaper than having your UK phone converted whilst over there. Make enquires prior to leaving re. costs of incoming and outgoing calls if you do choose to use your UK phone over there. International phone cards work out much cheaper though you are limited to the telephones you can call out from (€10 for 180 minutes is the cheapest I’ve found). 

Tips from past Year Abroad students

“Get an italian phone, or an italian sim card, after you have unblocked your phone, that arent too expensive, it is impossibile to keep in contact with the italian friends otherwise as their calls keep costing you a fortune to receive on an english phone!! Plus the eng phones dont like very much trying to find the italian networks-I had to get mine "retuned" from england twice!! Dont go for Omnitel, which is Vodafone, as it is terrible! Wind or Tim is a lot better, and cheaper! “ [2001-2002]

“DONY BUT BT PHONECARDS!! There are good ones out here that you can get 3hrs to a uk landline for roughly 7quid-thats the standard and best offer you will get. Phoning to Lancaster no's is a nightmare as the rate is a lot higher to call them. Unfortunately, phoncards to call to a mob phone cost 7 quid but you can get only a maximum of 35 min!”   [2001-2002]

“Ask in Tabacchi’s for phone cards for Europa as they save a lot of money, but lot all of them have them. They cost 5 or 10 euros and provide about 1-2 hour’s call time.” [2001-2002]

“An Italian mobile is very good but if possible its best to get a landline but you musts start the process early as it took us 2 months to get it installed.” [2001-2002]

“ unlock your UK handset and buy an Italian SIM card.  Tim and Omnitel are reckoned to be best here.  Italians tend to make plans at the last minute, and it helps to be contactable. “[2002-2003]

Food Local open-air markets are often cheaper than supermarkets for fresh produce. The local corner shop is usually the most expensive place to buy groceries. Find out if there is an ipermercato in your town; then make friends with someone who has a car, and this way then you can do one main shop infrequently and just use your local supermarket for fresh things like milk and vegetables. Eating out can be expensive just as it can be inexpensive but wherever you go there will be a menu which displays prices, so you can always budget before hand.  Bear in mind that with the exception of quick-food places, there is a basic charge (coperto, which should be set out on the price list) which you pay regardless of how much or how little you eat, on top of what you have actually ordered.  There may also be an automatic service charge.  

Drink  In bars beer and spirits are expensive relative to wine and aperitifs.  Hot chocolate is more like chocolate custard than our British Cadbury’s. If you ask for un caffé  you’ll  get a very strong espresso in a very small cup. If you want something akin to British coffee, ask for a caffé americano. It’ll last longer and you’ll feel like you’ve had something to drink. Prices in bars vary depending on location, and whether you drink standing at the counter (no charge) or at a table (may incur a charge). Off-licences do not exist in Italy.  

Entertainment Cinemas, theatres and concert venues operate a system of student discounts and/or cheaper times/days which you will need to investigate.  Cinema costs are much the same as in Lancaster (but cheaper than in UK large cities), while theatres and classical music venues (heavily subsidised) can be relatively cheap. On the less highbrow side (but not to be sniffed at for the perspectives it gives on contemporary Italy) big-time football is also an option. Wherever you go your city will have its own football team even if it is in the equivalent of the Sunday League. If you want to see some live Ferrari race cars make enquiries to go and see the Formula One races/trial races if you are anywhere in the vicinity of Imola or Monza. For clubbing just go where your Italian friends take you! Note that they use the verb andare in discoteca, which sounds dated to us but is standard over there.

Insurance

Health cover  Provided you have your E128 form, this is not a problem.  In the cities where we send Lancaster students, all of which have a University hospital, Italian National Health Service facilities are at least as good as the UK’s.  In most cases, service will be free at the point of provision, but be prepared to pay for some things. You should then be entitled to a reimbursement for anything which would have been provided free in the UK.

For routine medical problems, the USSL (Unità socio-sanitaria locale) nearest to where you live is the first port of call.  The staff there will direct you to a GP or specialist as appropriate.  In emergencies, hospital ERs (pronto soccorso) are the place to go, as in the UK.

Tips from past Year Abroad students 

“Your e111 is not valid as valid as an e128,  this ia  a special student form as you will be in italy longer than three months, you need to apply for an E128 form instead. Also photocopy this as the USSL take the original, so if you can get them to stamp their "seal of approval" on the photocopies it would be better, just incase of multiple visits to the doctor!” [2001-2002]

Personal injury and property losses  Insurance cover for personal property and personal injury is a very good idea. Make sure that the policy includes repatriation costs in case of longer illnesses as well as accident; if you cannot go about your daily business, it is probably better to recover back home with your family than alone in a bed-sit in a foreign country. 

To insure your property there are a large number of schemes specifically for students abroad – try Ensleigh who specialise in the student market. Remember that any insurance claim you make will not be considered unless accompanied by a written statement from the police so it is vital that you report any theft or loss of property and keep resulting paperwork in safe place. 

You can, of course,  do much to avoid unpleasant experiences by taking care of your property. Never leave bags and other personal effects unattended in a car, no matter how safe the area seems.  It is one of the most common causes of loss, and one for which no insurance policy will cover you. Pay special attention to you bags when travelling on buses, trains, or standing squashed in queues at railway stations etc.  

Law and Order 

It is essential that you take steps to equip yourself with a residence permit (permesso di sogiorno) as soon as possible, and certainly within a fortnight of arrival.  This involves going to the Ufficio stranieri of the local Questura (police headquarters) equipped with passport, several photos of yourself and a copy of the standard letter from Lancaster University.  It is a good idea to check with the International Office (Ufficio relazioni internazionali) at your host University exactly what documents are required, since the police in different towns seem to interpret the rules concerning residence permits slightly differently.  The International Office may issue you with a declaration certifying your status to present to the police which should speed up the process, but in any case go to the Ufficio stranieri of the local Questura (Police Headquarters) first thing in the morning (the Ufficio stranieri is generally open from about 8.30 am to 1.30 pm), and be prepared to spend some time there, and to ahev to go two, three or even more times before the matter is resolved.

Tips from past Year Abroad students

“Getting the permit to stay is a nightmare too. I finally got mine in april after i arrived here in september. They are so unorganised. The way i got mine was by attending a course at the stranieri uni (for grammar) and by enrolling at this uni i was allowed to get the permit, this was easier as there is a police office within the uni, otherwise you have to trail across perugia, find the correct office and get the permit this way. It is such a hassel, i have friends that havent got theirs yet, you dont need it for the main uni.”  [2001-2002]
“A permesso di soggiorno should be stressed to be an essential document to get old of as we had problems with our landlord when he discovered we didn’t have one. In Perugia it is best to obtain one from the università per stranieri because it only takes a week or two, the only draw back being you need to sign up for a course there but it will further improve your Italian and is half price for Erasmus students.” [2001-2002]
“In ferrara you cant get a permesso di soggiorno without a permanent residence and proof of contract with your landlord. a permesso takes about two months, BE PERSISTENT!!!” [2001-2002]

Regarding general behaviour, the same rules apply as at home.  Follow these, and you will not find yourself in any difficulties. Note that public drunkenness is not appreciated, and could well result in a call to the police.  You should be aware, however, that in Italy (as elsewhere in Europe) it is a legal obligation for everyone over the age of sixteen to carry some kind of valid document proving identity, and the police are entitled to demand to see it even without obvious cause.

Italians use their Identity Card as proof of ID.  In your case, a passport, a new-style driving licence with photograph or your Italian University registration card are best. Your Lancaster library card, International student card etc. are not legally valid documents.  Of these, try to avoid always carrying you passport with you (though you may have to at the start, before you get an alternative document).  An EC passport is a valuable commodity on the black market, could be stolen, and replacing it can be time consuming.  You are unlikely to be asked to show proof of identity, but with police everywhere tightening up on illegal immigration there is always that possibility. 

If, on the other hand, you need police help, contact the nearest. Take proof of identity with you; it will be necessary when declaring the loss or theft of something. Such written declarations will be vital if you intend to make an insurance claim against your loss.

Looking for and choosing accommodation 

Try to share with Italian students, who may be able to secure a good deal. Sharing with Italians is also the best guarantee of improving your Italian.

If you are planning to start looking for accommodation upon arrival (which is what most students do) you will need somewhere to stay for the first few days. Plan your outward journey carefully, calculate how long it is likely to take you to get from the arrival airport to your final destination, and book overnight accommodation accordingly.  I recommend that you use the Internet to book the first few nights. A good web-site that compares types of accommodation and prices is www.venere.com. Youth hostels are also popular and cheap places to stay for the initial period whilst flat-hunting though you’ll probably need to be a member of the Youth Hostel Association and have a membership number in order to stay there.   Consult the Web for further details. 

All our host universities give at least some help with finding accommodation, though this ranges from Halls of Residence to more basic assistance like putting you in touch with a reputable local letting agency. Go to the Ufficio relazioni internazionali of your host university. If what they can offer is unsuitable or insufficient to get you a place, there are a number of alternatives, but if they do offer you accommodation think well and hard before turning it down: it may be worth putting up with something less than wonderful, but not too expensive, while you look around for something better, especially if it is in a Hall of Residence (Pensionato universitario or Residenza universitaria) Places of this kind are in demand, and you should be able to pass your room on when you have found something that suits you better, without incurring significant financial penalties. Basically, try not to be too choosy to begin with.  All (well most) of our students have landed on their feet eventually!

If you have to find accommodation entirely on your own:

a. Consult the student notice-boards of your host university and any other higher education institution in the area –for offers of student flat shares - sharing a flat with Italian students is by far, far the best way of learning the language, and we would make it compulsory if we could! Italian universities do not generally have a single central location for such notices, so there may be several notice boards in different places scattered around the university quarters of town: in the central administartion building (Rettorato); the student support offices (Ente per il diritto allo studio); the different faculties; the various student canteens (mense); the University sports centre etc.  Find out where all these are, and in the process get to know the town.

b. Check the local free-ad newspapers  - they work the reverse of the way they do in England: you buy them like an ordinary newspaper; people advertise free in them. Be careful when arranging to go and see a place. Best not to go alone.

c. Avoid  letting agencies (see the Pagine gialle) . Their fees are high, they tend to deal with fairly expensive property, and they may be unwilling to offer a 9-month contract.  If you do go to an agency, you should also not pay a fee up-front: only after they have found you something that matches your request.  And the fee should be proportionate (usually 5%) to the total rent you will pay over the duration of the contract.
Having found accommodation, bear in mind that if you are entering on a new letting contract (as opposed to moving into an on-going flat-share) in most cases you will be expected to leave a deposit in addition to the first month’s rent. This may be equivalent to between one and three further months’ rent. Pay nothing until a satisfactory contract has been signed by both parties.  If you are renting something from scratch, as opposed to joining an existing flat-share, it is a good idea to agree an inventory of contents, and mark any existing damage (e.g. a chipped or cracked wash-basin), just as you would in the UK.  

Finally, please note that it is YOUR responsibility to organize accommodation. Here at Lancaster we can only pass on information and make recommendations based on previous year abroad students’ experiences. Please do not put us in an unfair and often embarrassing  position by assuming that we can wave magic wands and sort everything out.  You might like to make this point to your parents also!

Tips from past Year Abroad students

“Get out here as early as possible as accomodation goes quickly (and try to live with italians!).” [2001-2002]

“If at all possible try and get a contract drawn up when you move into accomadation. It saves worrying about return of deposits, repairs etc. At least make sure that you get receipts for rent paid” [2001-2002]

“Dont stay in uni accomadation at ferrara uni's santo spirito, it is very basic and you are surroundered by every other nationality but italian. If you are here in plenty of time you should be able to find decent enough accomdation elsewhere. watch out for words that mean short contract=settimana corte, which means they only want people during the week and you would have to go home sat and sun!! Spese incluse=bills included, is also another good thing to ask about before you see the accomodation!” [2001-2202]
“When you first arrive and are looking for accomadation stay in Ferrara's youth hostel as it's nice, cheap and fairly central. The only annoying thing is as in all youth hostels there is a lock out time, 10am-5pm however you'll probably find that useful as it will get you out of bed and there is loads of stuff to sort out at the start.” [2002-2003]

“[Pisa] […] apply for the accomodation on the application form but not to bank on it - it gives you a place to start with but there are much better deals and you probably wont be living with Italians - basically sometimes it works out and sometimes it doesnt.  You are not tied to anything by applying because all they do is give you the name and phone number of a landlord anyway and you are on your own from there!” [2002-2003]

Work

As an EC citizen, you can work legally in Italy, and there is no doubt that a part time job is an excellent way to meet Italians and speak the language.  Naturally, in seeking a job the same kind of precautions apply as in flathunting - don’t agree to meet strangers anywhere other than public places. Sometimes local firms require assistance with English language correspondence, publicity materials, translating etc.  Other Common jobs are those you might expect to find in the UK in bars, clubs, shops, gelaterie etc. However, by far the most common way to earn some extra cash is through private tuition. 

Teaching English privately

Being a mother-tongue (madrelingua) speaker of English and of British origin, rather than American or Australian, you are favourites on the market of private language tuition. You often find parents wanting ripetizioni (revision lessons) for their school children who perhaps have to sit their English exam again before progressing to the next year. English speakers are sometimes required to work in private nurseries or kindergartens (asilo/scuola materna) with very young children (aged 3-5). Whatever the type of teaching you agree to do, however, make sure that you know in advance what it is they expect you to teach i.e. if school or university students require extra tuition in order to pass an exam, find out what the exam will entail and plan your lesson accordingly. For example, if a student of a liceo linguistico has to prepare for a written test which will include questions on English literature, it would be somewhat inappropriate to revolve your lessons around general conversation. Remember, prospective students will be paying you for a service so you need to demonstrate competence not only as a teacher but also as an organiser. Both you and your student will need a framework in which to carry out your lessons so establish what your student needs to learn and where they want to get to in the course of their lessons so arrange a preliminary meeting and don’t charge for it – this shows that you are serious and establishes good will.  At this initial meeting discuss lesson content (what they need to learn/practise) and methods (how they want to learn it) e.g. will the student require more speaking practice rather than writing, or listening, or reading, or translating? Are they preparing for an exclusively oral exam, often the case with university students – if they are, then using up lots of lesson time on reading and writing would be inappropriate; here, your function will most liley be to correct pronunciation, act as examiner and pose model questions, encourage the student to paraphrase answers etc. ec. Ask them to bring along any learning materials they currently use; this will give you a good idea of what you need to get familiar with in order to teach it. The same principles would apply if you were arranging to teach a company director/secretary who needs English for the purpose of seeing business emails or faxes or for basic telephone conversation. Ask him/her to show you examples of emails/faxes or to indicate the kind of language he/she needs for telephone communication. Having gleaned this information you will then realise why you would be wasting your time and your student’s money if you then based your lessons on working systematically through an English grammar book. 

Remember however that your Year Abroad is an essential part of your Lancaster degree programme and will demand a great deal from you in terms of assessable work. Do not let your paid work interfere with your study and be very aware that here in Lancaster we will not give extensions or exonerate you from submitting work  unless the circumstances are exceptional. Doing too many private lessons or working over-time at the bar do not count as exceptional circumstances! The same applies to the examinations you will be expected to take at the host university.

Travelling in Italy

You are encouraged to travel as much as possible. Explore the surrounding areas, get to know the trains and where they take you, visit other Lancaster students etc. Take advantage of public holidays and arrange overnight stays if you plan to travel any distance.   
 Bear in mind the following:

· Train travel is very cheap compared to the UK. 

· Buy a carta verde and this will entitle you to student discounts.

· You don’t save money buy buying a return ticket.  

· Consult the big, yellow time-tables of departures  (Partenze), which are displayed on platfroms and at station entrances before purchasing your ticket. This will inform you of which type of train you will be travelling on,  according to time of departure, and therefore which sort of ticket you have to ask for at the ticket office (biglietteria).
· For travel on fast trains (Eurostar/Intercity/pendolino) you will have to pay a surcharge (supplemento) which can considerably increase the overall price of your ticket. If you are  caught without it (it shows on your ticket if you’ve paid it or not) you’ll have to pay a fine (multa) as well. 

· Pre-book your ticket (prenotare) before travelling on Eurostar and Pendolino. 

· You must stamp your ticket yourself before getting on the train. You will be fined if you don’t. You do this buy simply inserting your ticket into one of the little yellow machines dotted around platforms and wait for the punching sound. They have CONVALIDA written on them. 

· Allow plenty of time to do all the above! And don’t be surprised if a strike (sciopero) is suddenly announced.

Coach (pullman/corriera) travel can be relatively expensive compared to train travel.   In some areas however, Sardinia and Umbria especially, the latter is the only way of reaching many places.
Enquire about weekly or monthly passes for buses and trains. These could save you money, especially if you plan to do a lot of travelling. In smaller cities this may not be the case unless your accommodation is some way out, because you will be able to walk to most places, and only need to take buses occasionally. Cycling is a popular means of town transport in Pisa, Ferrara and Parma, so it may be worth considering buying a second-hand bike there.  In larger cities however, even at a fixed rate of just a typical 1 per trip any distance the cost of travel can soon mount up. If you find yourself taking more than 2 bus/tram/underground trips per day a pass will probably work out cheaper.

We strongly discourage you from taking your car to Italy. Besides the problems of different driving styles and traffic conditions, you will be working/studying in central locations within historic cities. Car circulation and car parking will be very restricted if not impossible. Outside cities, driving costs are high because of compulsory  motorway tolls.
Tips from past Year Abroad students

“Make sure you travel at first opportunity because time runs out before you know it.” [2001-2002]

“Carta verde is the best travel card for us students, it is a large initial payment but does get you a good reduction the more times you travel. Apply at the railway station directly.” [2001-2002]

“Buy a carta verde! It gives you 20% off train travel (which is cheap anyway) and cost about 23 euros. They have quite a lot of rail offers, where you can go anywhere is italy (from top to bottom) for 10 euros.” [2001-2002]
“Carta Verde is the best way to travel, however, you can also buy other cards, they are called I believe 200 kilometres. Be careful, you have to pay for supplemento extra. If you are a group of 10 or more you get a 30% discount.” [2001-2002]
“Always buy a bus ticket cos ive been fined twice (30 euros each time) and they dont take into consideration that you foreign!” [2001-2002]
“Trains -validate your ticket in the yellow machine -

book seats on the Eurostar trains, it’s compulsory.  Consider booking seats on long journeys on the Intercity trains if it’s likely to be busy.  Otherwise it can be a scrum to find a seat that’s not already booked.  This does however cost a bit more.

There are different tickets for different types of trains (Regionale, Interregionale, Intercity, Eurostar…).  They’re not interchangeable and you can expect to pay a fine if you have the wrong type of ticket.

A CartaVerde this year costs (25.82, is valid for one year and gives you 20%  off all national tickets.

Girls – DO NOT SIT ON YOUR OWN IN SMALL COMPARTMENTS.  It is tempting to get some peace and quiet, but please, please DON’T do it.  Find a nice elderly couple, or group of women and stick with them.  Young foreign girls (yes, we’re easily identifiable) are easy targets for weirdos, and the best thing is not to give them the opportunity.  

Buses - buy tickets from the Edicola or tobacconists. They’re usually not available on board, 

and if you’re unlucky enough to get stopped, they might well fine you ((40). “                                                                                                          [2002-2003]

Coping with Italian universities
The best way to cope with Italian university administration is to expect very little from authority and bureaucracy in general. Do not base you expectations on what you have grown accustomed to at Lancaster. Understand early on that somehow things just fall into place. Do not expect any kind of ‘institutionalised’ student life such as JCRs, kitchens, Students’ Union, university societies etc. You will meet Italian students by going to classes, to the university refectories and to the bars in and around the faculty buildings.  So choosing courses, working out a timetable and going along to lectures is essential to a good social life and meeting other Italian students.   

University registration
The university’s Ufficio Relazioni Internazionali will advise you on exactly what to do. This should be your first port of call.

As part of the Socrates/Erasmus package the host universities arrange intensive Italian language courses for guest students. They typically last between  two and four weeks and  normally take place before university courses begin. At Pisa University this course runs throughout the year. You will sit a diagnostic test which places you in a group according to your level. We strongly recommend that you attend this course as it is likely to be the only formal tuition in Italian language you will get while you are there. Make enquiries as soon as you visit the International Office. Don’t be surprised if you find out that the course has already started. Don’t expect information advertised on university web-sites always to be accurate! 

Choosing your Year Abroad courses
On-line registration is becoming increasingly popular and it may be possible for you to register for your courses before you leave the UK. However, some universities advertise their courses very late so it may not be possible to register before you arrive. Again, the place to seek advice on registration is at the International Office.  Alternatively you could arrange an appointment with your Socrates/Erasmus co-ordinator, but don’t be disappointed if he/she fails to turn up. It’s all rather pot luck! Socrates/Erasmus Co-ordinators in Italy are not the equivalent of Year Abroad tutors at Lancaster. In fact, you will be lucky if you ever get to meet yours! 

Whether registering on-line or in person do not expect to be given much information regarding course content. Often, a course description will consist of nothing more than a title e.g. Letteratura italiana I (a first year course); Storia delle religioni II (a second year course);  Storia del cinema (a course that may be taken in any year). It may be up to you to go to the various departments and look for further information which you will find in the programma del corso if there is one.   This is usually displayed on notice-boards, and sometimes put on the web. Approach staff in the relevant academic if this doesn’t help.

 Courses are often divided into two parts: the parte monografica (the topic or topics which the course tutor will cover in classes) and the parte istituzionale (the background, which will also form part of the exam, but which you may be expected to read up for yourself, from a reading list supplied).

Courses are taught almost exclusively in lectures. Seminars and discussion groups  are rare.  There is usually no coursework and the emphasis is much more on learning/proving you understand what the lecturer said or what is written in the set books, and less on conducting your own research/having independent views on a subject.

When choosing university courses try to keep to the following guidelines:
· Don’t worry too much about credit weighting of courses. The best indicator of how many courses to enrol on is to aim to be spending  10 – 12 hours in a classroom/lecture theatre each week. 

· This will usually mean registering for four courses altogether if you are in Italy for the full year, or  two if you in Italy for half the year.  

· Try to spread your courses over the duration of your stay.

· Bocconi students are expected to register for eight courses (four per semester) half of which will be taught in English, half in Italian.  
· At least 3 of the 4 courses you chose should have some direct bearing on Italy since the middle ages. eg. courses on Italian literature, art, politics, music, sociology, business etc. or courses providing a European perspective inclusive of Italy. 

· The fourth course can be entirely of your own choosing. 

· If you are one unsure of the suitability of your choices, contact me (Alison) and I’ll advise.

Assessment in Italy for Socrates/Erasmus students
Unlike in the UK assessment is usually in the form of an oral exam, though in recent written examinations are being used more and more. The idea of an oral exam may seem daunting, particularly since oral exams form such a small part of the British system. Lecturers, however, usually take into account that you are a foreign student whose mother tongue is not Italian. Furthermore, though you are probably unused to oral examinations of this sort, they are actually easier for a non-native speaker than writing formal essays in a set time.

Aim to take all examinations and remember that we only count your two best marks out of the four (best four out of eight modules for Bocconi students). These will constitute 50% of your Year Abroad unit (known as Euro 335).  [The other 50% is based on the mark given for the Retrospective essay you will write towards the end of your stay. This essay draws on the findings you will have documented in your Year Abroad Journal. Full details can be found in the (pink) YEAR ABROAD HANDBOOK]. 

Though the form and conduct of the oral exams will vary from lecturer to lecturer you will most likely be asked something fairly general to begin with, and then perhaps be questioned on specific points, and be asked to provide further detail. If you misunderstand a question or stray off track the examiner will usually try to lead you back on the right path.  You may even be given the opportunity to talk about a topic chosen by you.

If in the unlikely event you are met with an unrelenting examiner who makes no allowance for your linguistic circumstances, contact me (Alison) and your  Socrates/Erasmus co-ordinator (i.e. not the International Office). Also, remember that we only count the best two marks, so if you (or somebody else) were to ‘mess up’ one of your exams it wouldn’t be the end of the world!

Converting Italian marks into Lancaster percentages

Italian university exams are marked out of 30. L (Lode) is a special distinction.  You must score 18 to pass.
 Here is the conversion table:


30L= 75 % 

30  = 70 %


29  = 67 %


28  = 64 %


27  = 61 %


26  = 58 %


25  = 55 %


24  = 52 %


23  = 50 %


22  = 48 %


21  = 46 %


20  = 44 %


19  = 42 %


18  = 40 %

The academic hierarchy
There are two categories of teaching staff: professori (always addressed as such) and ricercatori (always addressed as dottore).  Though ricercatori may teach parts of a course or deputise for the professori, they are generally subordinate: where they teach a course jointly, the professore always has the final say.

As in Britain, assistant staff (segretari, bidelli, portieri) are the salt of the earth, the only ones who really know what is going on and the people to approach first if you have practical problems. 

Be aware that relations with staff are more formal than they are here.  You should expect to address people by their correct title (Professore, dottoressa, signora etc.) and use the polite third person (Lei), unless specifically told otherwise.  You may discover that academic staff tend to be tolerant of minor, routine queries than we are here.  Ask at the International Office first, then the secretaries and bidelli in the relevant department.  Only go to the professori when it is something that the others cannot help you with. Finally don’t excpect them to be in the department every day. Some professori, and these will most likely include you Socrates/Erasmus Coordinator, teach only a few hours a week and therefore the days that you can hope to see them may be restricted.  Most staff tend to have an office hour (orario di ricevimento) but you may have to queue to be seen. 

Studying
Studying in Italy is very different from studying in Britain.  Courses are conceived differently, and the study effort is more concentrated on what the lecturer says and the compulsory readings set out for the course. There is much less emphasis on independent thought and reading around a subject, namely, the approach that Lancaster University has hopefully trained you to be good at!  Notable differences concern study facilities, libraries, computers and even simply places where to sit and do a bit of work between classes.  Availability of books may be a particular problem> Don’t expect multiple copies of popular texts; expect to have to buy main course books, or borrow from a fellow student.  University library holdings are generally split between the central library and departmental libraries.  Most of the books you are likely to want will be in the Departments, but the Central City Library may also be useful, and will contain a much more academic collection of books than its UK equivalents.  Don’t however expect to be allowed to browse. Books are almost invariably brought to you by staff, so you have to know what you are looking for by using either bibliographies or subject indexes.  Access to computers may also require some research. Find out the where they are and the times of least use.  Certainly do not expect an abundance of computer labs as you are used to at Lancaster. 

Finally, consider all these obstacles a healthy challenge rather than an excuse to do the absolute minimum necessary.  As Italy’s most famous academic, Umberto Eco, says, studying at an Italian university may not be particularly easy, but those who find their way around the system learn a great deal, and are ready for anything the future might throw at them.

Assessment in Italy for teaching assistants

Like Socrates/Erasmus students, 50% of your Year Abroad assessable work will take the form of the Journal and Retrospective essay (known as Euro 334) which you will send to Lancaster towards the end of your stay. The other 50% is based on an individually-researched project written in Italian (known as Euro 335) and supervised by your Year Abroad Tutor (Alison). Further details on assessment and submission-date deadlines are found in the (pink) YEAR ABROAD HANDBOOK .

How not to neglect your written Italian
Provided you actively look for opportunities to practise and use your Italian you should expect to make noticeable improvements in your oral, aural, and reading skills. Because of the nature of the Italian university system, however, you will find that you have fewer opportunities for practising your written Italian (text-messaging doesn’t count!).  In fact the only opportunity will be in the form the coursework you have produce for us (journal and retrospective essay). You should, then, use this opportunity wisely. Devote special time to your journal and essay bearing in mind that your final year at Lancaster will involve much writing in Italian. Create opportunities such as old-fashioned letter-writing to friends in other cities from Lancaster, send emails to each other in Italian but focus on accuracy in your grammar and spelling and learn how to type accents on the computer – contrary to popular belief, accents are not an optional extra! Exchanging English and Italian lessons with the locals and placing the emphasis on writing in the foreign language, and correcting/explaining each other’s mistakes afterwards is one possibility.  Emailing me (Alison) - or anyone else you need to contact back in Lancaster - in Italian is another. Finally, seek help from mother tongue Italian speakers, especially if you feel that you might be repeating the same bad habits in your diary. You will only have one opportunity to send samples back to Lancaster for feedback, so a good point at which to send them would be after a few months when you’ve got into a routine and been there long enough to express yourself with a degree of fluency.

Keeping in touch with Lancaster
Please notify me (Alison) and Brigitte Theunissen-Hughes of a) your long-term address as soon as you have one, b) the telephone number/mobile phone number you can be contacted on in an emergency, c) the courses you are taking at the host university.  Please notify us also if any of these details change during the course of your stay. This is vital as we rely on these methods for getting in touch with you (and vice-versa).

Contact me if you encounter problems you think I’ll be able to help with but remember that the distance between us means that there will be a lot I can’t help you with. In most cases persistence, patience, and banging on doors is the only answer! 

Apart from anything, please don’t expect me or anyone else here in Lancaster to be constantly available. We are not a 24-hour help-line! And remember that the experience is as much to do with surviving in a foreign country as anything. None of this “I’m not a celebrity but get me out of here anyway” lark.

Obviously I expect to be contacted if you experience serious difficulties but these do not include things like: falling out with flatmates; having your purse/bag stolen; losing your mobile; realising you’ve missed your examination date or that your tutor has postponed it etc. etc. If anything I’d be surprise if you didn’t experience most if not all of these!   

Your compulsory participation in the Year Abroad Preparation Course will equip you with all you need to know regarding legalities, how to report theft or loss (also see pp 7-8) money matters, documents, forms, officialdom in its various guises, health matters, insurance etc.  The course is carefully put together in such a way as to attempt to address these issues prior to your departure and also so that we can be confident when we tell parents,  “Well actually, we did tell him/her about that!”)

Of course, I’ll welcome good news too, so feel free to drop me a line when you fancy an email chat.  And though no news is generally good news I’d still like evidence now and again that you are alive. A postcard is just as acceptable, if not more so!

Hope this information proves useful, 

Thankyou

Alison Leech,  May 2003

Tips from past Year Abroad students in Ferrara

“Dont stay in uni accomadation at ferrara uni's santo spirito, it is very basic and you are surroundered by every other nationality but italian. If you are here in plenty of time you should be able to find decent enough accomdation elsewhere. watch out for words that mean short contract=settimana corte, which means they only want people during the week and you would have to go home sat and sun!! Spese incluse=bills included, is also another good thing to ask about before you see the accomodation!” [2001-2202]

“For ferrara the mensa food is really cheap, but you need a TESSERA to qualify for the discount, ask at the international office where you can get it from (I cant rememeber the address but it is near the lettere facolty.) You get a bowl of pasta, veg, meat, bread and water for 2 euros 84, about 2 quid!  Also, monday night is the reduced cinema night at the Apollo in ferrara as normally it is quite expensive!” [2001-2202

“The Tessera for the mensa you get from ARDSU, thats the name of the organisation that run the scheme, italian students have to pay, but Erasmus students DONT as we are only here for a year.”[2001-2202

“For ferrara, a bike is essential!” [2001-2202
“For ferrara you need to take a ticket (like at the cheese counters at tesco) at the segreteria's office to be able to see her, but get there for half eight in the morning as in september every student wants to see her and the wait can be VERY unbearable! And the office is only open until midday!” [2001-2202]

“Also a lot of the professors here prefer to see the students instead of sending emails with regarding queries! Brush up on your polite forms!” [2001-2202]

“In ferrara you need a LIBRETTO for the examiner to sign after you have done your exam, you need another photo and must ask at the segreteria's office for your one year libretto as you are an erasmus student. (saying you are an erasmus student first makes things a lot easier!!) I still have to get one as no body told us here at ferrara that we needed one until the examiner said "where's your libretto?" [2001-2202]

“I dont know te exact dates for lettere in ferrara, but last year it started 24th sept, and there are four terms, two before xmas and two after, it is a very different system to that at lancaster, with exams usually inbetween each term. Applying for a library card at the facolty is very useful too, as it means you can get hold of the course books to photocopy, which normally is A LOT cheaper (less than 3p a sheet of A4).” [2001-2202]

“You can find out course details from the PORTINIERI from the lettere facolty at ferrara, where there are the booklets and sheets for each course.” [2001-2202]
1. When you go for your permesso queue in the room on your right first - it'll save you about two hours! 

2. Avoid bar called Il Contrario and L'Osteria Savonarola - racist and bitchy staff. 

3. The best pizza in Ferrara is to be found at Sebastian Pub and the best ice-cream at K2. 

4. If you need to get your bike repaired go to the man on Piazza Travaglio. Do not go to the man by the cathedrale or corso giovecca cos you'll get ripped off. 

5. Free films for students at Sala Boldini, on mondays there are discounts for students at all the cinemas and tues, wed, thurs there are discounts at the Apollo, Ristori and Embassy. 10% off for students at Mel Bookstore. 

6. Get an ARCI card. Its 10 euros but you get into Renfe (a dodgy club - stick with it and you'll grow to love it!) free with it for the whole year. Thursday is the best night to go. Erasmus students generally congregate there and at Settimos and Loboloco. 

7. Emma and I both had the impression Ferrara was tiny, so I would just like to stress that it is small for a city but is still a city! 

8. Trying to get into the halls of residence is not such a bad idea if you go for Residenza Putinati. Its modern and theres a good mix of erasmus and italian students. Look out for the parties held at the halls of residence- santo spirito and putinati are the best ones.

[2002-2003]

Tips from past Year Abroad students in Milan – La Bocconi
“Milan is very expensive and it is difficult to find accomodation here.Make sure you look for accomodation for yourself if you can only stay for one month in a pensionato. How to find accomodation: there are weekly magazines how to find accomodation: example: cerca casa. Do not use an agency since it is very likely that they rip you off. The best idea is to phone them in advance and make sure you phone early- be aware of contracts, ask an Italian speaker before you sign something you do not understand.” [2001-2002]
“The nicest pensionato is pensionato Bocconi, then Capitanio, do not apply for Kramer, it is a nightmare!!!!!!!!!! People there do not say hello, it is a very depressing place to live in.” [2001-2002]
“Administration in Milan is terrible. If you have to go to the police station or "questura" to register for something be prepared that they are only open a few hours, they are not at all flexible and it might take you days if not weeks to get a paper.” [2001-2002]
“Food in the mensa at the Bocconi is quite good and cheap. In order to be able to pay with your tessera you need to go to the International relations office and then to the bank to pay for it. After one day you can finally make use of it.” [2001-2002]
“To come to Milan you can take Ryanair that goes to Bergamo (MI) from there it takes 45 min to get to Milan.” [2001-2002]
“Telephone cards in Milan can be bought in Viale Bligny, near the university. The best is "Europa card".” [2001-2002]
“If you want to buy a monthly student ticket for public transport, you can do so. You need to take your residence form to the metrostop in Piazza Duomo.” [2001-2002]
Before you choose your courses at university, ask someone who has taken them before otherwise you might take a course that is very boring and not interesting at all.

I do not know the term dates yet, maybe you can check on www.uni-bocconi.it to find out more.

“Most peole have a tutor in Milan, you can apply to have one, might help. I forgot to do so but still could manage alright.” [2001-2002]
“Books: we are told that we have to buy them and cannot copy them from others since it is a breech of law. You can buy them second hand if you want.” [2001-2002]
“The library in Milan is very helpful, just there is one thing you have to know before you can use it. If you want to reserve or borrow a book you need to type R0 followed by your matricola. It took me some time to find out.” [2001-2002]
“All the necessary documents that prove that you are a student you can find on the punti blu. It is a kind of Computer at university.” [2001-2002]
“Pensionato is the best place by far, not because the rooms are excellent, but because there are plenty of useful facilities, like the computers lab, the gym and the 'mensa', with cheap and relatively good food. Not to mention that Pensionato is really close to the University.

About entertainment, SEN (stands for Student Exchange Network)organises events on a regular base, taking care of the student's night life, i.e. nights clubs, aperitivi etc (a lot of italians come too), but of course Milan is huge and has everything and can satisfy all.   

About the courses, a couple of weeks will be given to the students in order to choose four or five courses. There are also courses in English, which if chosen help reduce the workload. Because studying the italian books takes more time. However, it is a very rewarding experience in the process of impoving the skills in the language.” [2002-2003]
Tips from past Year Abroad students in Parma

“In Parma, if you say you'll find your own accomodation on the forms they send you, don't expect any help from the Erasmus office - you are on your own (and in September, half the addresses of agencies they sent to us didn't exist!!).” [2001-2002]

“Parma is quite expensive compared to other Italian cities, but eating out etc are still a lot cheaper than the UK.” [2001-2002]

“The Informagiovane on Via Melloni has noticeboards advertising rooms to rent and part time jobs - including people looking for or offering language lessons. There's also space for you to advertise for a room or to offer language teaching. They're also very helpful in general and have lots of info regarding events in Parma and outside.” [2001-2002]

“Thursday is half day closing - few shops are open after 1pm. Market days are Wednesday and Saturday until 1pm - some good bargains!!” [2001-2002]

“The Uni offers a "Tandem" system which is very worth signing up for - they set you up with a partner who wants to practise their English - a kind of language exchange program! Also a good opportunity to meet Italians and find out good places to go (and places to avoid) in the city.” [2001-2002]

“[The] language course here in Parma for erasmus students actually runs all year like in Pisa now -  something to tell next years students!  Id also tell them to apply for the 

accomodation on the application form but not to bank on it - it gives you a 

place to start with but there are much better deals and you probably wont be 

living with Italians - basically sometimes it works out and sometimes it 

doesnt.  You are not tied to anything by applying because all they do is 

give you the name and phone number of a landlord anyway and you are on your 

own from there!” [2002-2003]

Tips from past Year Abroad students in Perugia

“Arrive relatively earlier and start looking for accomadation, be careful where you chose, perugia can be expensive for foreigners, the locals really take advantage of the fact there are so many stranieri (due to the foreign uni.) Try and live with italians, not easy but it is possible. Make sure you are aware that spese might not be included in accomadation. If it is included, enquire how much you are paying, electricity, water etc... is not expensive here, not pay more that you need to. Try and live in the centre, you dont necessarily have to pay more. If you live elsewhere it is relatively impossible to get home on a night cos the last bus is at about 11 o clock and nothing starts til at least midnight. Taxis are expensive.”  [2001-2002]

“Ryanair do the cheapest flights here, fly to ancona or pisa and then take the train to perugia, it takes about three hours.” [2001-2002]
“If  the students can afford it they are best booking a language course at the Università per Stranieri (they have their own website) before they leave England as Erasmus students get it half price, which I think was about  euro 8356,70 ith the proof of being an Erasmus student which we received from the other Uni. Although this sounds a bit expensive, (or at least it did to me) it’s well worth doing as the Università per Stranieri will also arrange accommodation if you request it, which will be cheaper than staying in a hotel until you find somewhere to live, plus you can use the time spent looking for somewhere to move on to afterwards. Also, the courses are very helpful indeed, and they help you to make friends and settle in a bit more… and there is a Questura inside the main “Stranieri” building, which is a lot  easier to get your permesso di soggiorno from.” [2001-2002]

“A lot of people do the grammar course at stranieri, it is half price for erasmus students and really quite good. Courses last 1 month or 3 and you can do it alongside the other uni.” [2001-2002]
“Getting the permit to stay is a nightmare too. I finally got mine in april after i arrived here in september. They are so unorganised. The way i got mine was by attending a course at the stranieri uni (for grammar) and by enrolling at this uni i was allowed to get the permit, this was easier as there is a police office within the uni, otherwise you have to trail across perugia, find the correct office and get the permit this way. It is such a hassel, i have friends that havent got  theirs yet, you dont need it for the main uni.”  [2001-2002]
“Uni here is a nightmare, when you arrive go to the segretaria, but dont be surprised if they dont know who you are, or where lancaster is, be persistant! also all erasmus students have a coordinateur, this year it is a woman called Marchand. She gives an introductory talk on courses etc, and general advice. Get her email address and go along, it could be helpful.” [2001-2002]

“Courses are split into two semesters, new courses start each semester. term dates are very strange, starting at end of october til mid jan, then revision period and the next term staring from end of feb to mid may, then revision. obviously slight variations depending on faculty.” [2001-2002]

“The course at Perugia university doesn’t start until mid October and ends at end of may beginning of June but it is a good idea to go to the ufficio di relazioni internazionali as soon as possible to get all necessary paperwork completed, the hours are 10am-12pm mon, wed and fri and then 3.30pm-5pm tues and thurs.

The choice of lessons are listed in the Lettere faculty in the foyer and once sure of lessons wish to do exam in you must return to ufficio di relazioni internazionali to get libretto verde which you will need for exam.” [2001-2002]

“Go to lots of lessons at first to see which ones you would prefer to follow because the titles of the courses doesn’t give much away. Make sure that you go and see your tutors because they may offer additional help if they know you are Erasmus.” [2001-2002]

“When you first attend lectures it is a very good idea to introduce yourself to the lecturer, mention that you are doing erasmus, this will make it easier for the exams, also my linguistics lecturer is very nice in lectures and tells me to say if he says anything i cant understand or if he goes to fast! if you introduce yourself at the beginning they are more approachable at the end when it comes to the exmas, as i have discovered!” [2001-2002]
“You can get the email address for your “Docente” when you go to the International relations office, which is located in the main Università di Perugia building, which will be useful to have as they can be hard to get hold of. Unfortunately this year ours was on sabbatical and when we did meet up with her, she forgot to mention that the Uni here even has it’s own Erasmus meeting point, which is run by students. They also run a “tandem learning partner” scheme, which you should sign up for asap, and you’ll hopefully be paired with someone who’ll speak Italian with you in exchange for English “lessons”. Ask at the International Relations office to find out where the Erasmus meeting point is, as it’s a little hard to describe. If you ever want to find an office in a faculty building, ask the Portineria. There’s one at the entrance to every building.” [2001-2002]
Tips from past Year Abroad students in Pisa
“Don’t bother getting an Italian bank account, there’s no point. A set amount is charged for each withdrawal so it saves a lot of money if you draw the maximum amount every time you get money from the bancomat. Before I came I asked HSBC if it was best to use a credit or debit card to withdraw money, and they said debit card. If you use a credit card you get charged interest from the day you take the money out. In Pisa the best place to withdraw money is the Deutsche Bank because from other places you can’t withdraw so much.

In my experience the best international telephone card is the planet card. For a 10 euro card you get about 3 hours talk time to an English landline.

It’s a good idea to buy an italian mobile, otherwise its very expensive to keep in touch with italian friends! My English phone wouldn’t accept italian sim cards but if your phone is unblocked it’s cheaper to just buy the sim card rather than buy a new phone. Most of the people I knew went on TIM network which is supposed to be good, but I found it really expensive. Also, don’t make the mistake of taking your italian phone back to England with a lot of credit on it. I went home with 20 euros credit on my phone, didn’t use it but had it switched on while I was back in England, and when I got back to Italy I had 2 euros credit, TIM had been charging me to use english networks!!!

Buy a carte verde, they’re brilliant and save you a lot of money on the trains. When I bought it it gave you a 20% discount on any ticket, but I think they’ve now changed it to 15%. It costs about 27 euros, and you can buy one at any train station.

It’s best to buy a bus ticket, none of the italians seem to buy one but the one time you’re travelling without a ticket is the time you’ll get caught! I bought a bus pass in Pisa so never got fined, but on 1st april I was on my way to the bus station to buy my new tessera when the inspectors got on. I told them I was just on my way to get a new one because I hadnt realised the date and they let me off, but there’s a limit to the extent to which you can plead ignorance (or foreignness!!) If you want to buy a bus pass go to the CPT bus station in Piazza San Antonio, you need a passport photo and your passport or other form of ID. It costs just less than 20 euros a month, but it’s worth it if you live out of town because the buses are very reliable. Only problem is that they stop at 10pm, and taxis are very expensive! If you can it’s best to live near the centre.

In Pisa NEVER expect to get administration things sorted out on the first attempt. For my first three weeks in Pisa I wandered around from building to building waiting hours and hours, and didn’t manage to achieve anything! It’s easy to get very frustrated by this so it’s probably best to go around with a friend. At least you can laugh about it afterwards and you wont get so bored while you wait!

The university is an absolute nightmare here but you do get used to their crazy system! Despite many attempts I didn’t get registered until after Christmas, when I finally picked up my libretto. One bit of important advice: if possible try to choose the courses you actually want to take exams in (for both the first and second semesters) in september. During the year, every time you want to change a course you have to get a new form, make the necessary alterations, send it back off to Lancaster to be re-signed, then back to the co-ordinator in Pisa to be re-signed who then takes it (if you’re lucky…!!!) to the segreteria. This whole process takes months so it’s best to avoid it if possible!!!!!

The best way to sort courses out when you get here is to look at the timetable on the internet, or the one posted up in the lettere facolty on Via Santa Maria. It’s a good starting point, but I found that many lectures didn’t actually take place at the times or in the rooms stated. Just be patient because although you might miss a few weeks of lectures it’ll all get sorted out in the end.

Ignore the credit system here for the courses, because although Lancaster tell you to do a minimum of 45 credits the ECTS credits that they talk about don’t correspond to the CFU credits here in Pisa. I didn’t realise this and couldn’t understand why 45 credits equalled about 40 hours worth of lessons every week! I was advised to forget about the credits and do about 12 hours lectures a week.

If you need to go to the segreteria get there very early in the morning or as soon as it opens in the afternoon (it opens 8:30-1 mon, wed, fri then something like 2:30 –5 tues, thurs). You have to get a ticket and wait your turn to see someone (many italian admin systems work like this) and the wait can be absolutely unbearable. Make it easier for yourself by going early because you’ll often find that they can’t help you / haven’t got what you’re looking for, anyway!!!)

It’s best to make the tutors aware that you’re an erasmus student, all the ones I met were really nice and most of them tried to make things easier for me. Never expect tutors to be available during their office hours!

Here in Pisa most of the students eat at the mensa at lunchtime. The food’s certainly cheap and it’s a good way to meet people, but I had so many problems with my tessera that I stopped going after the first semester. On many occasions I spent hours in the queue and chose all my food, only to be told when I got to the till that my card wasn’t valid. This also happened to many of the other English people, we never found out what the problem was! If you really like the mensa food it’s worth persevering but I wasn’t too impressed anyway so didn’t bother.

When you go to see the Erasmus co-ordinator for your facolty (for the Facolta di Lingue in Pisa it was Roberta Ferrari this year) she will give you a booklet with application forms for the mensa card, for the library card, for the sports centre etc etc). These forms provide proof of your status as an Erasmus student, and you take them to the relevant places where they are converted into the real tessere.

With regard to travel to and from England Pisa is a brilliant place to be. Very cheap flights can be found from London Stansted – Pisa (ryanair) and from Birmingham to Pisa (mytravellite). BA flights from Manchester are now becoming a lot  cheaper too.

My term dates at Pisa were 7 oct – 15 dec then 24 feb – 23 may. Exams are held at various times throughout the year, and I think some go on until July but you can choose when you take them as there are various appelli. You only get one week holiday at Easter, but it doesn’t really matter since you have so much holiday between december and february.  It’s best to take this time to do some travelling, especially if you haven’t got exams.”[2002-2003]

Tips from past teaching assistants 

“For anybody teaching in a school,i recommend doing the following asap.

-Once you know where you will be working, get in touch with the school. I found it better to call as i didn't get a reply to the email i sent! Remember to call early on as the schools out here close mid June and open again in September.

-Once there,find out as much as possible. How many teachers you will be working with,your timetable (if it is ready!) which you can negotiate if you insist...always asking nicely,that is!! I managed to change my Saturday morning lesson to one on Monday morning to have the weekend free.

-Make you you establish you role as a language assistant- not teacher!! If not, you will find yourself preparing lessons and teaching ALONE!! You might prefer this system though,which gives you the freedom of being as creative as you want with the lessons, but it does involve more work on your part and none on the teachers!  I found it practical to recycle lessons with groups of the same level-remember that you will be teaching 12 or more different classes a week, unless you are feeling particularly adventurous and wish to prepare a different lesson plan for each group!

-Regarding any days that you are absent, make sure that you provide the school with a medical certificate to justify that you were ill. If not, these days will be discounted from your wages. This can be done by finding out where the nearest U.S.L (look in phone book), where they will assign you a doctor. 

-Your wages are paid by the Ministry of Education to your school, but they will be paid directly into the schools bank. When you go to retrieve them every month make sure you take a passport,as they need proof of I.D. Expect to be paid quite late the first month you are there due to administration problems, but the following months pay should be on time because the money that the Ministry pays you is all there from the beginning, not in installments- so make sure you find out who the secretary in charge of dealing with your salary is in case you come up against any problems.

-Don't worry if you cant remember your students names! Think that there are more or less 25 students (less in the older groups) to every class...”   [2002-2003:Rome]







� For their final graduation mark, students in UK are awarded I, Iii, IIii etc. For Italian students the final graduation mark is out of 110. A pass equals 66. This is because the exam board consists of eleven members, each of whom gives a mark out of ten.
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