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Introduction 
 
Welcome and congratulations on choosing to study in the United Kingdom! Every year, the UK 
welcomes hundreds of thousands of students from all over the world. Perhaps like you, they come 
here to experience the fantastic opportunities a UK education can offer, and the amazing social and 
cultural mix you can enjoy while living here. 
 
This guide is designed to help you get ready for what we hope will be the experience of a lifetime, 
and it’s packed with useful, important and fun information. There’s a lot to take in, so please take the 
time to read it carefully. 
 
In its pages, you’ll find everything you need to know, and what to do, before you leave home, as well 
as advice about your arrival in the UK, settling in, getting organised, and making the most of your 
new student life. It includes information about immigration, fees and finances, preparing for your 
journey, travelling, the weather, the clothing you’ll need, looking after yourself, studying, shopping, 
enjoying yourself and more. We also put together a glossary of the most important terms used at 
British universities, to help you settle quickly. 
 
We’ve also provided a list of useful organisations and a web address where you can download 
further guidance if you need it.  
 
And please don’t forget: There is plenty of support available at your chosen university for all aspects 
of student life including study, accommodation, finance, visa issues, health and careers. Check out 
your university’s website and the international student office to find the names, contact details and 
web links needed to access this support.  
 
We look forward to welcoming you to the UK! 
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1 Pre-departure - Things to sort out 
 
Pre-departure research  
Being well prepared for your journey makes life a lot easier. With this in mind, make sure you’ve got 
everything organised with plenty of time to spare before you leave home. In time for your departure, 
your place of study should be sending you a useful preparation pack. Read it all very carefully, it will 
help you with your pre-departure preparations. Your university will also provide you with a 24-hour 
telephone number and the name of someone you can contact if you have any problems on your 
journey, or if you arrive later than planned.  
 
If you have any friends, family or friends-of-friends already living in the UK or who have studied there 
before, they should be your first port of call. Ask them as many questions as they can handle! 
There are also various online sources available. The UK Council for International Student Affairs runs 
an excellent website covering many aspects relevant for international students in the UK at 
https://ukcisa.org.uk/. And anything you're still unsure about – try google! 
 
Visa 
Make sure you have your student entry clearance before you travel to the UK. Always ensure that 
you have all the relevant documentation and visas to allow you to study in the UK (you should look 
into this months in advance as these things can take time). Coming from Laos, you need a visa to 
come and study in the UK. The type of visa for students is a „Tier 4 Student Visa“, and there are a few 
extra requirements before you'll be able to apply (for example, you need to demonstrate a good 
knowledge of English). You'll find all the information you need to know about the student visa 
including how to apply on this government website: https://www.gov.uk/tier-4-general-visa  
 
Accomodation 
The first place to ask when looking for somewhere to live is go directly to your university. They will 
often have guides or websites with information on university accommodation as well as contacts at 
local student-friendly estate agencies that will be able to advise you. 
If you'd prefer to do the accommodation hunt yourself, you can also find many properties listed via 
local student letting agents. 
It might be a good idea to live in university accommodation (what we call 'halls') during your first 
year until you're on your feet. This sort of shared living can be ideal as you are able to make friends 
through shared living spaces and kitchen facilities, but will also have your own privacy with a lock on 
your dorm room door if you need space. 
 
Insurance 
Coming from Laos, you'll need to organise your own health insurance. It is recommended to 
purchase an annual health insurance plan for your time in the UK, which covers costs for medical 
treatments and emergencies. This insurance can be purchased from laos (if you talk to some agencies 
such as J&C in Vientiane) or in the UK.  
If you are the proud owner of thousands of pounds worth of personal belongings such as 
computers, laptops and mobile phones, it is your own responsibility to organise insurance which 
covers the loss and damage of your belongings inside your home. As an international student, you 
may be travelling quite a lot to and from the UK, it would be wise to also obtain travel insurance to 
protect your belongings in transit. Keep in mind that the price of insurance varies, shop around and 
know your options. A popular site highlighting the latest options for student discounts on insurances 
and other products is www.studentbeans.com.  
 
Best time to arrive 
It is important you arrive in time for your institution’s welcome or orientation week (sometimes 
called freshers week - see glossary). This is a part of the institution’s overall welcome and helps 

https://ukcisa.org.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/tier-4-general-visa
http://www.studentbeans.com/


international students settle into life in the UK. Usually the International Office or National Union of 
Students (NUS) runs a welcome International or Orientation programme in September each year. The 
programme will provide you with dedicated local support and information to help you to settle more 
quickly. This includes support with opening a bank account, registering with the police, registering 
with a doctor or dentist, details about local shops and other useful information: 
www.nus.org.uk/en/who-we-are/how-we-work/international-students/  
 
 
  

http://www.nus.org.uk/en/who-we-are/how-we-work/international-students/


1 Pre-departure – Things to bring 
 
Before travelling to the UK it can be difficult to decide what to pack. Some students end up bringing 
too much, while some say they didn’t bring enough. Overall, it’s a personal choice, but it’s a good 
idea to remember that you can buy most everyday items when you arrive and airlines sometimes 
charge a lot for excess baggage. So think carefully about everything you put in your suitcase! 
 
What’s nice to bring? 

• Photos and personal mementos: to remind you of home and family 

• A favourite family recipe (if you are going to cook for yourself – or for your friends and 
roommates in student accomodation) 

• National dress (for international parties and events) 
 
You can buy most things when you arrive in the UK if you need to, even food from Laos and other 
countries in Southeast Asia (especially from Malaysia and Thailand), so don’t carry too much in your 
suitcase. However, if there is some special food from home that you can’t live without, then bring 
some with you for the first few weeks. But remember: you aren’t allowed to bring fresh food into the 
UK with you. 
 
Clothes 
Temperatures in the UK are significantly lower than what you are used to from Laos. So be sure to 
bring plenty of warm clothes like thick socks and slippers to wear in your accommodation. 
Also be sure to bring black and white formal wear. Every school/department has a formal ball at the 
end of the academic year so you’ll want to be prepared for that! You’ll also want to have a smart 
outfit for jobs and interviews. A warm waterproof coat is always useful for rainy days. 
 
Utensils & Equipment 
If you plan to cook most of your meals yourself, it might be a good idea to pack the bare essentials 
for your kitchen so you can prepare some nice meals from your first day. Your roommates in your 
accomodation will also be happy to help out during your first days. You’ll be able to buy the rest of 
your kitchen supplies at relatively affordable prices on www.amazon.co.uk or at local stores such as 
Argos. Depending on your type of accomodation, you might also need some more equipment such as 
pillow, duvet or bed linen. You don’t need to carry everything: Click2campus can provide ‘moving in 
packs’ and other student requirements: www.click2campus.com/store/Essentials-Packs.html 
 
What else? 

• Make sure you bring photocopies of all your documents 

• Phone: though buy a new SIM card when you arrive (see XXX) 

• Alarm clock (perhaps on your phone): so you don’t miss morning classes 

• A set of passport photos 

• Plug adaptor (converter) - You can easily buy them at a store called Poundland for £1. But it 
is good to take at least one socket adaptor to charge your laptop and phone on during your 
first days. 

• Laptop: useful for your assignments as well as email and Skype 
 
Last but not least – make sure you have the most important documents in your hand luggage during 
the travel, to make sure you get through immigration smoothly and are safe in case your main 
luggage is delayed.  

• Passport 

• Important documents, such as your CAS, offer letter and accommodation details  

• Money  

http://www.amazon.co.uk/


1 Pre-departure – Travel to the UK 
 
Coming from Laos, it is very likely that you will arrive in the UK by plane. The most convenient option 
is flying into the closest airport to your university – there are 24 international commercial airports in 
the UK. If you will be studying in or near to London, you may wish to book your flight into Heathrow, 
Gatwick, Luton, Stansted or London City Airport. Many universities offer a ‘meet and greet’ airport 
collection service for your arrival in the UK. If you want to use this service you will need to book it in 
advance. Sometimes the university will have a team waiting at the next airport just before the new 
term starts to welcome newly arriving students. The university will inform you about it with your 
preparation information package.  
 
Make sure you look up your place of study on the Internet before you leave. Online services such as 
Google Maps help you to plan your journey from your point of entry into the UK to your final 
destination – they can even advise on the best road or public transport connection.  
 
QUIZ 
When arriving in England you may be asked some questions as you pass through immigration. The 
UKBA officer will want to be satisfied that you are a genuine student and that your level of English is 
adequate. 
With this in mind, choose the best response to the UKBA officer: 
 
Question 1: 
UKBA Officer: Good afternoon. I see you have a student visa. What are you planning to study? 
 
You: 
A Civil Engineering. They have a great course at Cotswold University 
B I’m not quite sure yet 
C I want to work and study 
 
Question 2: 
UKBA Officer: How many years have you been studying English? 
You: 
A Excuse me, I don’t understand your question 
B Well, since I was about 7 years old. In Laos we start English in primary school. 
C I have IELTS 5.0 
 
Question 3: 
UKBA Officer: Why did you choose to study in the UK? 
You: 
A The UK has the best universities in the world. Several of my friends have studied here already. 
B I’ve heard that it’s really easy to get a job in the UK after you graduate. 
C I was refused a visa for the USA so I decided to come to the UK instead. 
 
Answers: 1 A, 2 B, 3 A  
  



2 When you first arrive – Top tips for the 1st week 
 
Mobile Phones 
There are many mobile phone companies in the UK. The most popular providers with students are 
Vodafone, 3 and O2. There are two main approaches to paying for a mobile phone. The first option is 
to bring your phone from Laos and use Pay As You Go (PAYG), meaning that you top up the phone 
when your credit runs out and this is good for keeping an eye on your spending (similar to Lao top-up 
sim cards). The second option is to get onto a monthly contract, which generally includes a free 
phone and a specified call and Internet contingent. Monthly contracts are usually better value as you 
will get free minutes and texts and even internet (depending on the contract), but you will have to 
pay out every month, coming with added long-term responsibility. 
The UK uses the same GSM technology as Laos and if your phone works in Laos it should also work in 
the UK – with a UK sim card. 
 
Calling Home 
Calling home to Laos from your mobile phone will be a lot more expensive in the UK. However, there 
are some options to keep costs down. It is worth checking the growing range of low-cost 
international call providers such as Lebara, LycaMobile and RebTel. Some of them offer monthly 
plans with a lot of free calls both nationally and internationally as well as mobile Internet. 
Alternatively, use Skype on your computer, smartphone or tablet to call another Skype account back 
home for free – this includes video chat! Whatsapp, Facebook Messenger and FaceTime (on Apple 
devices) work in a similar way. 
 
Bank Account 
If you are staying in the UK for longer than a few months you should try to set up a bank account. 
This is also required by most scholarship schemes in order to transfer your stipends. A bank account 
will allow you to pay your bills, keep your money safe, and avoid any foreign currency charges you 
would need to pay if you use a non-UK bank account to pay for things in Britain. 
UK banks can be quite strict about the requirements for opening an account. This is because credit 
products such as credit cards are usually available on current accounts, meaning the bank will need 
to verify your details thoroughly to make sure you have an acceptable credit history to be given 
credit products. 
 
In order to open a bank account while you're here in the UK, you will need the following: 

• Identification – a passport is usually required 

• Proof of address – both from back home and within this country, documents such as bills are 
acceptable 

• Proof of income – this may mean a credit check and interview to establish you will be able to 
maintain the account 

• Proof of your student status (usually the confirmation letter from your university is enough). 
 
Student bank accounts are a great option, as they offer numerous benefits including an interest free 
overdraft of up to £2,000. However, it's worth knowing that not all banks offer student bank 
accounts to international students (but you'll still be able to open a regular current account). 
 
  



2 When you first arrive – Fresher’s week 
 
Freshers’ Week is a cross-campus festival built to propel you into university life. It is usually a 
programme spanning five days (and nights), offering each new intake of students an action-packed 
week of introductions, events, exclusive masterclasses and networking (i.e. party) opportunities. It 
not only introduces you to the most important university services and departments, it is also a great 
way to make friends quickly and experience some proper UK university life. The friends you make 
during Freshers week will be your buddies throughout your University life. It will also be one of your 
most memorable weeks. During this week, you will have no academic stress, so use your proactive 
skills and take initiative in taking part in social events. 
 
During the day there’ll be a Freshers’ Fair on campus. New students get the chance to grab some free 
stuff and find out about all the Students’ Union’s sports clubs, societies, student-run services, 
representation and more. You get to know (and test) the societies for football, drama and creative 
writing, as well as and various religious, altruistic, and political societies. Depending on the university 
you will also find some niche or even bizarre clubs and societies. The University College London for 
instance offers a kite flying society, the University of Liverpool has a historical recreation society, and 
the University of Leicester offers a cloud appreciation society. Join a few, and go on the Freshers’ 
Week excursions and trial sessions that are on offer. Certainly, they are a good way to meet 
likeminded people. 
 

  



2 When you first arrive – Extra-curricular activities 
 
With good time management you can achieve well in your studies and take part in extra-curricular 
activities including sports and activities run by the many clubs and societies at a British university. 
This way you can have fun, make friends and meet likeminded people. But you can also use such 
activities to develop soft and social skills that are valued by future employers. I 
 
Sport 
Most British universities offer excellent conditions for sport and fitness activities. To get involved in 
sports you can join one of many university sports clubs or become a member of the university fitness 
and swim centre. Check out your university’s sports activities website for details.  
 
Societies 
Societies bring students with the same interest together. This might be debating, painting, computer 
gaming, walking, playing an instrument or a cultural society. Being a member of a society enables 
you to join in the activities and go to social events. You can meet people with the same interests as 
you and make new friends. The best place to inform yourself about the various societies at your 
university, visit the student union website 
 
 
 

  



2 When you first arrive – UK university dictionary 
 
When you first arrive at a British university, there will be quite a range of words and terms that no 
one ever taught you in your English class. The following list is certainly not complete, but hopefully 
helps you understand the most important. Some of these terms might already be familiar from your 
application process. 
 
Academic support Study support services provided by the University to help students with any 

academic issues. 

Academic year (also: 
university year) 

Runs from September to June and is divided into two semesters of teaching, with 
vacations at Christmas and Easter. 

Admissions cycle Encompasses the whole university admissions procedure: it begins in September, 
and carries on for a year; after which time the next cycle starts. Applications made 
within one admissions cycle are for the next academic year: i.e. if you apply in the 
2017/2018 cycle, your first year of university will be the 2018/2019 academic year.  

Admissions office Handles the applications to all courses and enrolments. 

Admissions tutor (also: 
Admissions Officer) 

Person in a school or department who is responsible for applications and other 
enquiries about the courses. 

BA: Bachelor of Arts Academic title students will be awarded on successful completion of an 
undergraduate degree course, which usually takes three years of full-time study to 
complete. After the award of the BA, students can put the letters at the end of their 
name. BA Hons stands for Bachelor of Arts with Honours. 

Campus 
 

Area of land on which the university buildings are located. The University of 
Nottingham has four campuses in Nottingham; University Park campus being the 
main one; and two campuses overseas (in China and Malaysia).  

Chaplains Offer religious guidance and support to those who want it. 

Conditional offer If your offer is conditional, it means you have to meet (or exceed) certain conditions 
in order to begin that course. For example, your condition may be a certain IELTS 
score. You can find the usual conditions for most courses within university 
prospectuses.  

Counselling services 
 

Confidential, professional advice and support with any personal, emotional or 
mental health problems that students may have whilst at university. 

Course A programme of study leading to a degree or other qualification. 

Course code Every higher education course in the UK has a code; for example A100 is Medicine, 
M100 is Law and Q300 is English. However, this does not mean the course will be 
identical from one university to the next - their syllabi may be very different, and 
therefore it is a good idea to check individual prospectuses to see which specific 
course structures suit you best. 

Credits Points that are awarded to course module: a module is usually worth 10 or 20 
credits. Undergraduate programmes at Nottingham are taught within the 
Undergraduate Modular Scheme (UMS). This is built on a nationally recognised 
framework; full-time students must undertake 120 academic credits of study each 
year, e.g. six 20-credit modules. Part-time students normally study 60 credits each 
year. 

Degree A higher education qualification of a certain level. There are undergraduate degrees 
or first degrees, such as Bachelor of Arts or Diplomas, and various postgraduate 
degrees like masters and doctorates.  

Department British universities are usually organized into different faculties, which in turn are 
structured into schools. At these schools, subject areas are usually broken down 
into departmental units. For example, Nottingham University’s School of 
Humanities comprises the Department of Archaeology, the Department of Music, 
and so on. Students usually 'belong' to whatever department teaches their course.  

Dissertation A written account of several thousand words on a specific subject, usually 
completed in the final year of study.  

Enrolment See ► Registration. 

Examinations (also: Method of assessment of students' academic progress. Exams usually take place at 



exams) the end of each semester, in January and at the end of May. Information on exams 
is provided by the Exams Office. 

Faculty A university usually comprises several faculties such as Arts, Engineering, Medicine, 
Science, and Social Sciences. Each faculty is made up of several schools, 
departments, divisions and/or institutes. 

Fees (also: Tuition fees) Amount students pay each year for their tuition. Tuition fees are set by the 
Government and paid to the university directly. This amount depends on whether 
they study full- or part-time and are classed as an international (also referred to as 
overseas) or UK/EU student for the purpose of fees.  

Finals Finals are the exams in the final year of study. 

Finalists Students in their final year of their course.  

Freshers First-year students in their first few weeks at university. 

Freshers' Week First week of the first term of the first year of a university course. (see Chapter 2)  

Graduate Someone who has successfully completed a degree course and been awarded their 
degree. 

Graduate school Provides a focus for postgraduate education and to represent the needs of 
postgraduate students within the university. 

Graduation Ceremony where students are officially awarded their degree. Graduation 
ceremonies usually involve large numbers of students, who will be awarded with 
their degrees in succession. 

Halls (also: Halls of 
Residence) 

Refers to the accommodation blocks, which traditionally provide catered meals, 
cleaning, heat, light and electricity, and a variety of amenities such as common 
rooms and TV lounges.  

Hons (also: Honours; 
honours degrees) 
 

Most undergraduate degrees offered at British university are honours degrees. 
They are split into: first class honours (or firsts), upper second class or 2.i (2:1, 
pronounced 'two-one'), lower-second class or 2.ii (a 'two-two', 2:2), and third class 
honours (third). If a student does badly, but not quite badly enough to fail, that's 
when they might not get an honours degree, but an ordinary degree instead.  

International office 
 

Provides specialist support and guidance for students, staff and visitors from over 
150 countries.  

IT services (or Computer 
Services) 

Unit responsible for all IT services and support. Turn to them for issues with your 
WiFi or access to the university network. They also provide advice on cheap student 
software. 

Language centre Offers a broad range of language classes to students and staff. 

Lecture One of the main methods of teaching at universities. Lectures tend to be larger 
than a regular school class and less interactive.   

Lecturer Academic at a certain level in the hierarchy, well above postgraduates but below 
professors and deans. 

Libraries 
 

There are several physical libraries across the university offering print and digital 
resources as well as a range of online resources to aid your learning and research.  

MA: Masters of Arts 
MSc: Master of Science 

A type of degree that leads to a postgraduate qualification; a higher degree than a 
bachelor degree. 

Modules 
 

At university students take a certain number of modules, course units, each year. 
On most courses you have a number of core and optional modules. 

NHS The National Health Service  

NUS (National Union of 
Students) 

Provides research, welfare information and services to those Students' Unions, 
which are affiliated. NUS are also the national body that represents and campaigns 
on behalf of students. 

NUS card  Distributed by the University's Students' Union, the card gets students into 
nightclubs and museums for free, and guarantees discounted rates for train tickets 
or books (where applicable). 

Postgraduate (also: 
Postgrad; PG) 
 

Student continuing formal education after graduating with a bachelors or first 
degree. The bachelor degree is usually followed by a master’s degree (e.g. MA). 
Other postgraduate or PG degrees include MPhil and PhD. 

Personal tutor At most universities, every student is assigned to a personal tutor who acts as a 
gateway to the wider student support and development provision. This is a good 
contact to share experiences or ask for help. 



Portal (also: Intranet) A university website that can only be accessed by University students and staff and 
provides a range of personalised tools and information such as university email.  

Practical   A method of teaching and learning; usually used in science subjects. 

Professor  Senior academic staff, well respected in their field of study. Often the head of a 
department/school/faculty. 

Prospectus (also: UG / 
PG / online prospectus) 

Different word for catalogue or brochure. Usually includes all the university’s or 
faculties programmes. 

Registration 
 

Before students begin their studies, and again at the start of each new academic 
year, students must register with their university to confirm personal and course 
details. They also confirm that they agree to pay the fees and observe the 
University’s regulations. 
At certain universities (including Oxford, Cambridge and Durham), the matriculation 
is a formal ceremony where students will be expected to wear full academic dress.  

Semester  A semester is the American word for a ► term.  

Seminar Method of teaching at university. The closest you are likely to get to a classroom 
lesson at university. Typically, there would be fewer students present at a seminar 
than there would be at a lecture; but there would be more students present at a 
seminar than there would be in a tutorial. 

Socs  Short for societies which are the student clubs ranging from serious political 
battlegrounds to sporting teams, from cultural groups to seriously silly socs.   

SU (Students' Union) Almost all universities have a Students' Union and students are usually 
automatically members, though they can opt out if they wish. A SU is usually a 
services and representative organisation run by students for students.  

Term In Britain, the academic year is divided into three terms (Autumn, Spring and 
Summer) each lasting 8-11 weeks.  

Tutor An academic who oversees or supervises the work of individual students.  

Tutorial A small group of students (usually up to 6) who meet up with a tutor and discuss 
their studies. 

UCAS (Universities and 
Colleges Admissions 
Service) 
 

Organisation that handles most university applications. Prospective students fill out 
a UCAS form (online or on paper) and submit it to UCAS. UCAS then forwards the 
applications to the universities the student wishes to apply to. The student then 
gets offers (or not) and can firmly accept one and choose an insurance (usually 
lower offer) university. UCAS oversees the process to check no one finds himself or 
herself with more than one place and to try to match students with vacancies as 
efficiently as possible. 

Undergraduate (also: 
Undergrad; UG) 

A student doing their first degree, e.g. bachelor degree.  

Union  Usually this is just another name for a ► SU: Students' Union. 

University In the UK, a place of higher education that has been founded by Parliamentary 
Statute. 

University card (also: 
Uni Card) 

Most universities issue a multi-function plastic card to all students and staff. The 
card can be used to gain access to the libraries' services and certain buildings, on 
the bus, and the sports centre (subject to membership). It is also used for student 
discounts from certain retailers and to authorise photocopying on campus. 

 
  



3 Life in the UK – The cultural adjustment cycle 
 
Culture shock is a very real experience for many people who move to another country. Anyone who 
has lived or studied or even travelled extensively in another country has tasted and lived through 
some level of culture shock. When you move to a new country, many things are unfamiliar: weather, 
landscape, language, food, dress, social roles, values, customs and communication. Many things that 
you're used to are no longer in place. You'll find that the day unfolds differently, that business is 
conducted in a way that may be hard to understand, the stores are opened and closed at hours that 
you could never predict. Your patterns are off-kilter, the smells, sounds and tastes are unusual and 
you might have problems communicating with the locals - not even to buy a loaf of bread. 

 
Culture Shock 

 
This is culture shock. And like for any form of shock, there is a definite and almost certain reaction. 
Typical symptoms of Culture Shock include: 

• A feeling of sadness and loneliness, 

• Feeling lost or confused 

• Feelings of anger, depression, vulnerability 

• The smallest problems seem overwhelming 

• Insomnia or sleeping too much 

• Idealizing your own culture 

• Trying too hard to adapt by becoming obsessed with the new culture 

• Feeling shy or insecure 



• Overwhelming sense of homesickness 

• Questioning your decision to move to this place 
 
If you think you are in the midst of culture shock, here are a few pieces of advice: 

• Get out of your room and experience what life in the UK is like. 

• Make friends from the UK and ask about their culture. 

• Exercise. By finding an activity that you enjoy, you will be able to reduce your feelings of 
stress and anxiety. 

• Get involved. Engage in community activities, clubs or university societies or find a 
volunteering opportunity. 

• Work on your English so that you feel more confident. 

• Introduce yourself to other international students. They may be experiencing the same 
problems that you are. By talking to them, you can find out how they are coping with their 
problems. 

• Be patient. Give yourself time to get over culture shock. It will pass. Honest! 
 
If you need help in adjustment there is plenty of support available at the University as is presented in 
the following section. 

  

  



3 Life in the UK – Travelling the UK 
 
Getting your head around public transport in the UK can be a bit daunting at first, particularly as 
there are so many different options! If you're traveling locally a lot then look into getting a student 
bus pass for your university area or consider biking – a mode of transport popular with many UK 
students. 
 
If you travel around the UK, the two main options are by coach (= bus) or train. Trains are often the 
quickest and most comfortable way to get around the UK. Tickets should be booked as early as 
possible to save money. You can start researching connections and fares (for various train 
companies) at http://www.nationalrail.co.uk/. Coaches are a cheaper alternative to trains, but they 
can take double the travel time to arrive. National Express (http://www.nationalexpress.com/) offers 
the largest coach network in the UK. An alternative is Megabus (https://uk.megabus.com/), which 
offers journeys starting at £1 between the major cities. Stagecoach 
(https://www.stagecoachbus.com/) even offers a year pass called UniRider, which is an easy way to 
travel around cities and can save you a lot of money throughout the year. 
 
If you are within London then the underground, or 'the tube' as it is call it there, is often the fastest 
way to get around. For travel in London specifically, take a look at the Oyster card – it is by far the 
cheapest option and can be used across various different modes of transport. Check out the official 
Transport for London website https://tfl.gov.uk/ for more details on getting around the capital. 
 
If you still need some inspiration for what to see and do in the UK, check out 
https://www.visitbritain.com with lots of advice on sights, festivals and tickets. The list below also 
offers some sights popular with visitors.  
 
London is one of the world’s top tourist destinations, and it’s easy to reach by train, bus or plane 
from any city in the UK, so don’t miss out on its amazing attractions. There are too many to list here, 
but some of the most popular include: 

• The London Eye – an unforgettable way to see views of all the London sites 

• Buckingham Palace – see the Changing of the Guard at the royal palace 

• Madame Tussaud’s – have your photo taken with some of the world’s most famous figures 

• The British Museum – London’s world- famous museum has millions of exhibits and it is free. 

• The Tower of London – prison, palace, jewel house and armoury 
www.visitlondon.com suggests many more 
 
Oxford is the ‘city of dreaming spires.‘ It is home to the oldest university in the English-speaking 
world. Any visit here should include a tour of some of the beautiful college buildings; for example 
Christchurch College, which contains the Harry Potter dining hall. On a nice day you can also try 
punting on the river – a real Oxford tradition.  
 
Stonehenge is a prehistoric monument in the English countryside, composed of a circle of enormous 
standing stones. It is one of the most famous sites in England and a UNESCO world heritage site. Its 
age is uncertain, but estimates suggest it was built in 2000 – 3000 BC. What it was built for is still a 
mystery – was it a burial ground or a huge solar calendar? No one is sure.  
 
Bath has some of the most beautiful architecture in the UK, including the world-famous Royal 
Crescent. You can also visit the amazing Roman Baths, built almost 2000 years ago around Britain’s 
only hot spring. If you want to know more about Bath’s most famous resident, stop by the Jane 
Austen Centre and have tea in the Regency Team Rooms.  
 

http://www.nationalrail.co.uk/
http://www.nationalexpress.com/
https://uk.megabus.com/
https://www.stagecoachbus.com/
https://tfl.gov.uk/
https://www.visitbritain.com/
http://www.visitlondon.com/


Stratford upon Avon is the birthplace of William Shakespeare and is one of the UK’s major tourist 
destinations. You can see some wonderful examples of Elizabethan architecture, visit the house 
where Shakespeare was born in 1564, and even see a play at the Royal Shakespeare Theatre.  
 
 
 

  



3 Life in the UK – Shopping 
 
The UK is a good and easy place to shop. You will find it very easy to buy anything you are looking for 
from food to cloths to accessories. While we’re giving a general summary of options that will be 
available in most cities, always make sure to check with some of your roommates or classmates for 
their experiences and recommendations! 
 
Supermarkets 
When shopping for everyday food and drink (groceries) in the UK, most people shop at 
supermarkets. They offer a massive range of products to suit all tastes and budgets. The biggest 
supermarkets in the UK are Tesco, Sainsbury’s, Asda and the Co-Op, Morrisons and Waitrose. If you 
have visited a big Tesco Lotus store in Thailand you know about what to expect. Though they are all 
fairly standard, they each have their own slightly different appeal and focus. For example, for sheer 
size, Tesco and Sainsbury’s are hard to beat, whilst Waitrose is better if you have a bit more money 
to spend on quality food. Ultimately, it is really personal preference and location that will decide 
where you decide to shop for groceries in the UK. Some of the chains also have smaller „convenience 
stores“ such as Tesco Express. These are smaller stores (similar to SevenEleven in Thailand or M-
Point in Laos) that stock the basic necessities and some convenience food. 
 
Markets 
You may prefer to visit a market to do your shopping whilst in the UK. Nowadays there are fewer 
such markets in the UK than there are in Laos, but if you have one near to you, then they are brilliant 
places to get really fresh (mostly organic) and unusual food and drink. They are also often really 
vibrant places to visit even if you don't intend to buy anything. The most famous markets are the so-
called farmers markets in London: https://www.lfm.org.uk/. 
 
Stationary 
You will probably need to stock up and restock up on various kinds of stationery supplies (files, 
paper, pens, diaries, printer ink cartridges etc.) over the duration of your course. From plain and 
simple, patterned and colourful, to university/college logo stationery, you will be spoilt for choice. 
Most universities have at least one stationary shop, and you will find several such stores in most city 
centres.  
 
Electronics 
At some point, you will probably need some sort of electronic device, whether it is a new laptop, a 
microwave or something smaller like a camera to capture you UK adventures and new friends. If you 
have brought electronics with you from home, you may find that they do not work in the UK. Do not 
worry, in most cases, all you need to buy is a converter or transformer to convert the voltage 
supplied to the device, and the appliance should work just fine! UK voltage is 230v AC, 50 Hz. There 
are usually bigger outlets for electronics in and around UK cities. The biggest chain of such stores is 
called Currys. You can also check for good deals online at Amazon or other online retailers. 
 
  



3 Life in the UK – British customs & manners 
 
British people are on the whole open-minded and perfectly willing to accept people’s own national 
cultures, customs and habits. Nevertheless it is worth being aware of the social expectations and 
manners that have become UK culture, so that you can understand why some actions may cause a 
negative response. Be warned, you may find some of these expectations unreasonable and we are 
not saying that you must conform to UK manners (indeed many UK people do not), but we are 
presenting them nonetheless for your information. Equally a lot of these are not unique to the UK 
and so you may consider it obvious or patronising to state them here, but again they are just here for 
those who are interested. What follows are some or the more common manners and cultural norms 
in the UK and by no means a comprehensive guide. 
 
Table manners 
‘Table manners’ refers to how to conduct yourself at meal times when eating around a table in a 
social environment. In a nutshell the approach the English take to eating is to make as little noise 
associated with eating as possible. This means: 

• Put small amounts of food in your mouth at a time. 

• Keep your mouth closed when eating. 

• Do not speak with your mouth full. So finish your mouthful and then speak – this is why you 
should not put too much food in your mouth at once. 

• Talking is encouraged, but as stated not with your mouth full. 

• When the food is served wait until everyone on the table has their food until you start 
eating. 

• Offer dishes to others before helping yourself. 
 
Queuing 
The British tend to form queues whenever a group of people are waiting for the same thing. 
Examples are at the checkout of a shop, at the entrance to a club or cinema and waiting for a bus. It 
is considered very bad manners to push in, so look out for queues and join them at the back to avoid 
offending the others in the queue. 
 
‘Ladies first’ 
There is a tradition in the UK that men will let ladies do something before them. For instance when 
opening taxi or building door, the man will say ‘ladies first’ and allow the lady to go in front of him 
through the door. He may also hold the door open for the lady. ‘Ladies first’ applies to other 
situations, for instance taking seats in a restaurant. 
 
Socialising 
When meeting new people it can be awkward to know how to begin a conversation. However, in the 
UK as with many other countries it is always appreciated if you show an interest in the person and 
ask them about themselves. For instance asking them where they are from and what degree they are 
doing if they are a student. It will not be seen as being nosey, but will be seen as making an effort to 
socialise and on the whole will be well received. In a group of unfamiliar people it is not considered 
good manners to talk too much about yourself without showing an interest in others. 
 
E-mail conventions 
When e-mailing University staff or people you don’t know it is polite to address them using ‘Dear’ 
followed by their title (e.g. Mr, Mrs, Ms, Dr) and then their surname. For example Dear Ms Nukui or 
Dear Dr Peace. It is inappropriate to begin e-mails to professionals and academics with the same 
familiarity as your friends. For example beginning ‘Hey’, ‘Alright’ or ‘Hi there’ is inappropriate. 
Incorrectly addressing people you do not know in e-mails and mail can actually hinder you in 
applying for jobs, courses and in being taken seriously by the recipient. Examples of the correct way 



of signing off an e-mail is saying either ‘yours’, ‘best regards’ or ‘best wishes’ followed by your name. 
For example ‘Best Regards, Soudachanh’. 
 
"Please" and "Thank you" 
When asking for something it is always polite to use ‘please’. You can use ‘please’ at the beginning of 
the statement or at the end. For instance ‘please can you tell me the time’ or ‘can you tell me the 
time please’ are both polite ways of asking for the time. Avoid using ‘thank you’ before you have a 
response from someone. If someone gives you something or does something for you then say ‘thank 
you’. For instance if the person tells you the time thank them for it by saying ‘thank you’. A mistake 
that some international students make is to get these the wrong way round or to use both ‘please’ 
and ‘thank you’ when asking for something. For instance saying ‘can I have the time thank you’ or 
‘can I have the time thank you please’ are both wrong. Neither is rude, but they highlight a lack of 
knowledge of English and so should be avoided. 
 
Take this quiz to see if you know where and when to use the above words! 
1 Someone stands on your foot by accident while you are waiting in a queue at the cinema. 

A You say sorry 
B They say sorry 
C You both say sorry 
D No-one says sorry 

 
2 You should put please in the following place when requesting something in a shop: 

A Please could I see these in a size 5 
B Could I please see these in a size 5? 
C Could I see these in a size 5 please? 
D All of the above are acceptable 

 
3 In which of the following situations should you say thank you? 

A Your tutor gives a lecture 
B Your tutor gives you a handout 
C Your tutor calls your name 
D All of the above 
 
Answers: 1B, 2D, 3B  

  



3 Lives in the UK – Holidays 
 
Every country has its own unique bank holidays, celebrations and festivals each year that make 
perfect sense to the inhabitants but can seem like sheer madness to foreigners. To help you 
understand the traditions celebrated in the UK, we have put together a guide that will steer you 
safely through the calendar year. 

 
1 January – New Year’s Day 
The first day of the year is greeted with New Years Day parades. The biggest one can be found in 
London, starting outside the Ritz Hotel and finishing on Parliament Street. Thousands of performers 
from all over the world take part in the New Year’s Day Parade, including marching bands, dancers 
and puppeteers.  
In Scotland, where New Year’s is called Hogmanay, there is a tradition called “first footing,” in which 
the first person to enter a home after the New Year determines what kind of year the residents will 
have. He or she should have black hair to bring good luck so if you have black hair you will be very 
popular in Scotland! The ‘first footer’ often brings symbolic gifts like coal to keep the house warm or 
baked goods such as shortbread, oatcakes, and a fruitcake called black bun, to make sure the 
household always has food. 
 
14 February – Valentine’s Day 
Many people send Valentine’s Day cards, gifts or text messages to their partner or somebody for 
whom they have romantic feelings. Cards and gifts are traditionally sent anonymously in the UK so 
that you have to guess who loves you! Popular Valentine’s Day gifts include chocolates and other 
sweets, red roses or bunches of flowers, champagne or other sparkling wines, or even a surprise 
meal in a restaurant or night in a hotel. 
 
25 January – Burns Night 
Burns Night is celebration of the life and poetry of poet Robert Burns (below). It is an important date 
on the calendar in Scotland and usually consists of a supper celebrating everything Scottish. This 
usually includes eating haggis, drinking lots of Scotch whisky and reciting Burns’ poetry. Our advice: 
Enjoy this holiday in Scotland; Edinburgh is particularly famed for its celebrations. Eat some haggis 
and drink some whisky (if you can stomach either). 
 
17 March – St. Patrick’s Day 
This started as a traditional Irish celebration of their patron saint, Patrick. These days it is celebrated 
throughout the UK and across the world wherever there is a large Irish population (like many parts of 
the USA). Put on a green hat, visit an Irish Pub, and have a pint or two of Guinness with the locals. 
You’ll love the friendly festive atmosphere. 
 
March/April – Easter 
Celebrated all over the world, traditionally Easter Sunday is a Christian holiday to celebrate Jesus 
rising from the dead. Though there are still strong religious ties for many people, it is now also just as 
well known for the chocolate eggs and Easter bunny in the UK. Easter Day is always on the Sunday 
following the first full moon after the first day of spring on 21 March. This means the date varies 
from year to year and can be as early as 22 March or as late as 25 April.  
 
5 November – Bonfire Night 
“Remember, remember the Fifth of November, gunpowder treason and plot.” This night 
commemorates an attempt to blow up the English Houses of Parliament on 5 November 1605 by a 
man called Guy Fawkes. Thankfully he wasn’t successful and all that came out of it was a spectacular 
evening of bonfires and fireworks each year. All over the country there are spectacular firework 



displays that shouldn’t be missed. Battersea Park in southwest London has one of the most 
spectacular firework displays in the country. The fireworks light up the London night sky. 
 
25 December – Christmas Day  
You are probably somewhat familiar with the idea of Christmas. While this day initially marked the 
birth of Jesus, nowadays for a lot of people its Christian roots are somewhat lost and it is simply a 
joyful time for presents, huge amounts of food and seeing family. The Christmas spirit can be seen all 
over Britain with most public places such as department stores, gift shops, town halls and restaurants 
decorated beautifully with lights and decorations. Churches and Cathedrals all over the country hold 
masses, with many people attending the Midnight Mass on Christmas Eve, or a service on Christmas 
morning. In the UK every house hold gets a Christmas tree and decorates it   All the family’s presents 
are then put under the tree to be opened on Christmas Day morning. During the afternoon, it is 
traditional to eat a very special (and huge) roast dinner, before sitting back with a few glasses of 
sherry for the evening. Our advice: To give an English flavour to your Christmas, why not cook a 
Christmas pudding out of dried fruits, nuts and suet, then just before serving, pour brandy over it and 
set light to the alcohol. 
 
26 December – Boxing Day  
Nothing actually to do with boxing, this is the day after Christmas day and is all about recovering 
from the excesses of the day before. It is a public holiday that these days most people in the UK use 
to see family, go shopping (the post-Christmas sales start on Boxing Day) or watch some of the 
various sporting events that happen. It is called Boxing Day, named so because young boys used to 
go around on this day collecting money in clay boxes. 
 
31 December – New Year’s Eve 
New Year’s Eve is a big deal in the UK as it is in almost every country around the world. The British 
have a very particular way of celebrating the New Year that mainly involves partying and getting very 
‘jolly’ (that is code for ‘drunk’ in Britain). So we recommend if you are in the UK then get together 
with friends and head out for a big night out. Every club and bar in the country puts on special 
parties. In London almost every square is packed and there is a spectacular firework display at 
London Eye.   
  



3 Life in the UK – Names 
 
Order of names in the UK 
First/Christian/Given + Middle Name + Last/Surname/Family 
For example: Catherine Elizabeth Middleton  
If you put the last name first, you must use a comma 
For example: Middleton, Catherine Elizabeth 
 
How to address people 
Your tutors: Title * and last name unless they tell you to use their first name. Titles include: Doctor 
(Dr), Professor, Mr, Mrs, Miss, Ms and many more! 
For example: Good morning Professor Harcourt or Good morning Stephen. 
Note: Don’t use title and first name! So don’t say “Good morning Professor Stephen”  
 
Your friends: Simply use their first/nick names 
For example: Hi Amelia! 
 
Medical doctors: Doctor and last name or just Doctor 
For example: Dr Smith, have you got my results yet? or Doctor, have you got my results yet? 
 
A person in service encounters (shops/banks/stations etc.): No name 
Note: The title Dr can be used for academics as well as medical professionals but if it is an academic, 
you must use the last name too! 
 
What does Ms stand for? 
Ms doesn’t mean anything. It is a title a woman may use when she does not want to indicate that she 
is either married or single. It is the female equivalent of Mr. 
 
Quiz: Which student is addressing the academic correctly? 
Anongly: Doctor, can I make an appointment to discuss my essay? 
Ting: Doctor Liz, can I make an appointment to discuss my essay? 
Phout: Doctor Wilding, can I make an appointment to discuss my essay? 

Answer: Phout is correct 
 
 
  



3 Life in the UK – Student support 
 
If you run into problems or if you feel overwhelmed for whatever reason, there are a number of ways 
of getting welfare and academic support. The university-specific details are usually provided in the 
information package that you will receive together with your acceptance letter. But some services 
and offers are common to British universities. 
 
Welfare support 
(Covering personal issues such as homesickness, health, accommodation, visa issues and finance) 
• Personal Tutors: Your university or department will most likely have appointed a personal tutor to 
help you settle in. The role of the personal tutor is to take an interest in both your academic life and 
your welfare at university. You will see your personal tutor each term for a meeting and can contact 
them outside this time for help and support. During your meeting you will usually discuss your 
academic progress but also issues of welfare such as your life in student accomodation, sickness or 
other issues that affect your life. It is advisable to keep your Personal Tutor informed of any illness 
you have or problems that affect your studies so that they can provide you with the best advice and 
look after your interests. 
• Student Services: Every university has a Student Services Centre, usually located within or next to 
the Student Union. The Student Services Centre often houses the Accommodation Office, a 
Counselling and Welfare service, a Student Careers Centre and provides student support and advice 
on a host of other issues such as debt, financial support, tuition fees, withdrawals and suspensions 
amongst others. Whatever your query, be it accommodation problems or visa queries, you can visit 
the Student Services Centre or make an inquiry via phone or email. 
• International Student Advisor: Every university should have an International Students Office and/or 
an appointed International Student Adviser. It is his role to provide professional and confidential 
support to all international and EU students on a host of issues such as living in the UK, welfare and 
studying in the UK and getting involved in extracurricular activities such as joining sports clubs, 
societies, volunteering and university awards.  
• University Students Union: The Student Union is an organisation run by students and organises the 
clubs and societies at the university as well as providing student support. SUs usually have their own 
website where you can find advice about various issues such as accomodation, exams, medical 
support, money and budget issues, welfare and special advice for international students.  
 
Academic support 
(Covering study skills, language and writing problems, mathematics support and achieving 
academically) 
• Module Tutors: Your course tutors deliver lectures, set assignments and provide you with feedback. 
They are also available to help you outside of class with any problems you may have with your course 
material. The best way to get extra help is to e-mail your course tutor and arrange a time to see 
them. In some cases an e-mail response from them may be all you need. 
• Study Advice: Most universities publish extensive study advice on their university web site. These 
guides may cover various areas such as academic writing and citations, time management, exam 
preparation, research and more. University staff usually also runs a programme of workshops on 
these topics – sometimes specific to your school or department.  
 
 

  



3 Life in the UK – Getting a job 
 
Some international students choose to get a part-time job while studying, although many find that 
being a student takes all of their time. Having a part-time job can be a source of extra cash. You will 
also be able to add work experience to your CV. It is clear that having a job can help you to gain 
confidence, develop valuable skills and obtain experience that may help you in the future. 
 
If you want to get a part-time job while you are a student, there are some things you should know. 
Please be aware that if you are studying in the UK on a scholarship, the scholarship rules may 
prohibit professional employment besides your studies. 
 
Permission to work 
International students are usually eligible to work part time while in the UK. If you are from outside 
the European Union, you can work for a maximum of 20 hours per week in term time and up to 40 
hours during vacations, provided that the stamp in your passport does not include a prohibition on 
working. The United Kingdom Council for International Student Affairs (UKCISA) has more 
information on its website (https://ukcisa.org.uk/) about the rules for part-time work in the UK while 
you are studying. 
It is also important to be realistic and make sure that you have enough time for both your studies 
and a job. Also, be sure to look for a job that you can fit in around your timetable and doesn’t 
interfere with classes. Balancing a job and your studies can be quite challenging, so good time 
management is essential. 
 
How to find a job 
If you decide that you do want to find part-time work, the Career Centre of your university is the best 
place to start. It helps students find part-time and vacation work and advertises student friendly 
positions from around campus and with local businesses. The university student union often also has 
a job vacancy section on its website 
 
 
  

https://ukcisa.org.uk/


4 Graduation and beyond 
 
Graduation marks an important milestone as students move on to new challenges such as work or 
post-graduate degrees. However, this is not the end as far as your university is concerned. After 
students leave a British university they become alumni. All alumni are able to stay in touch with the 
university and with each other through the university’s alumni network. Some universities have 
hundreds of thousands of alumni all over the world connected through such network. They organize 
alumni receptions around the world, so you may have the chance to meet up with former and 
prospective students back in Laos or neighbouring countries. Alumni can also show their support for 
their university by acting as university ambassadors. This involves talking to prospective 
undergraduates about being a student, and giving a first- hand account of life at the University and in 
the UK. As an ambassador, you can help someone in Laos prepare for the international student 
experience that you have just survived! 
After your return to Laos, the British Embassy Vientiane is also keen to get (and stay) in touch with 
you to learn from your thoughts and experiences. Drop us an email at 
BritishEmbassy.Vientiane@fco.gov.uk and we will add you to our list of Lao-UK Alumni. We often 
invite alumni to events and might contact you to ask for some support to promote British universities 
in Laos. 

mailto:BritishEmbassy.Vientiane@fco.gov.uk

