
 

 

Pre-Departure Orientation 

 

 

To do list 

 Make a checklist of all the things you will need to do to at least a week before you leave 

 Make a checklist of the essentials you will need bring before packing 

 Print out the Learning Abroad emergency contacts (pdf) located on the UH Study Abroad 

website to bring with you. 

 Bring your passport. Also bring a color copy of your passport and visa or scan and email 

yourself the copies. (This will help expedite things if your passport is lost or stolen.)  

o Some countries will require you to carry your passport with you everywhere you 

go. Determine what will be the best way for you to carry your passport securely 

and discretely at all times. 

 Check with your personal bank or credit union about using your credit or debit cards 

overseas. They may need to authorize your cards for international use or increase your 

daily transaction or spending limits. Each bank’s cards are different. (They will also be 

able to give you information on currency conversion fees they may charge.)  

 Change some U.S. cash for the foreign country’s currency before you leave. 

o Visit one of the Travelex offices to exchange currency in Houston (info available 

on the website). 

 Plan to bring some U.S. dollars with you.  

o Typically small denomination bills not larger than $20.00 bills will be easiest to 

exchange for the local currency. 

o You may also need them when you first arrive back in the U.S.  

 Check with your cellphone provider for information on international service and rates for 

your phone and plan.  

o Many American phones are not programmed for international use, etc.  

o Some only support data such as text and applications but not phone service. 

 Purchase an outlet converter. Your small appliances, electric razors, hairdryers, laptops, 

phone chargers, etc. will not work overseas without the proper plugs to convert them for 

foreign outlets.  

o Visit the converter guide from Magellans.com:http://www.magellans.com/travel-

advice/travel-articles/electricity_overseas/finding_the_right_electrical_adaptor 

 

http://www.magellans.com/travel-advice/travel-articles/electricity_overseas/finding_the_right_electrical_adaptor
http://www.magellans.com/travel-advice/travel-articles/electricity_overseas/finding_the_right_electrical_adaptor


 Thoroughly research the country or countries where you are going. There is no single or 

universal answer to all questions associated with international travel. Each country (and 

city) is different with its own unique set of challenges. The best way to have a positive 

and beneficial learning abroad experience is to be prepared and well informed.  

 

Travel tips 

Pack light: Less is definitely more when you travel overseas. Focus on bringing only the 

essentials you need to maintain your hygiene and fully engage in your program and excursions.  

 Packing a few interchangeable outfits or clothes that can be easily washed in your dorm 

or hotel room are worth investing in.  

 In addition to airline restrictions on the number of bags you can check or carry-on, you 

will likely have to carry your own luggage wherever you go.  

 Bringing a collapsible bag or backpack that can be stowed in your suitcase and used later 

is also a good idea. You are likely to bring back more than you left with as you acquire 

program materials and souvenirs.  

Pack extra clothes in your carry-on luggage:  You may want to pack a couple of outfits in 

your carry-on luggage. If your luggage is lost or delayed, you will have enough clean clothes to 

get through a few days.  

 People in other countries are often different sizes than most Americans, which can make 

finding the right fitting clothes difficult (including shoes). You may also have a set 

schedule to maintain with minimal or limited time for shopping. So it's best to plan 

ahead.  

 Also pack toiletry items and things you need daily in your carry-on luggage. Check with 

your airlines for carry-on bag limits and other restrictions. 

Wear comfortable shoes: It is important to remember to pack a sturdy pair of comfortable shoes 

for your trip.  

 People in other countries tend to walk more and you will too. You'll appreciate a worn 

sneaker more than a new one at the end of the day. 

Bring your medications: Bring any prescription medications you will need to take while 

abroad, and enough for the duration of your trip. These should be brought in the prescription 

bottles and/or packaging you received from the pharmacy, which clearly show your name and 

the physician who prescribed them.  

 Bring any over-the-counter medications you may need as these can be difficult or 

unavailable overseas. These should be brought in their original packaging. 



 While most countries will carry common over-the-counter medications, the brands, 

products, formulas or dose allowances may be very different. You may have trouble 

translating the labels as well.  

Bring a First-Aid kit:  A first-aid kit should never be forgotten while traveling. No matter 

where you are visiting, accidents can happen and a first-aid kit is a great help. Whether you're 

dealing with a small scrape to a larger laceration, small kits should include everything that you 

may need in the event of an injury.  

 Having a few medical supplies handy is far easier than trying to locate the nearest 

pharmacy. (If your kit has scissors, pack them in your checked baggage to avoid security 

issues at the airport.) 

Cellphone apps: There are a multitude of cellphone applications that are very useful. You 

should find out which ones will be most useful for you. There are currency converters, barcode 

readers, QR code readers, voice activated translator apps, phone locators (to keep track of your 

friends or professor) and many more.  

Restroom facilities: Can be quite different abroad especially in Asian countries. Many of the 

more modern and westernized cities in Asia should have the American variety but being 

prepared for the latter is a good idea.  

 International restroom accommodations may not include tissue paper, hand soap or 

running water. It’s a good idea to bring your own and invest in some hand sanitizer.  

 Some restrooms are not as private as the standard facilities in the U.S. as privacy means 

different things in different countries. .  

 

Safety 

Laws: Each countries’ laws can vary significantly from those in the U.S. (or your home 

country). While most fundamental laws dealing with morality and ethics prevail, it’s a good idea 

to read up on the specific laws of the country or countries you’ll be visiting.  

 Typically if it’s against the law in the U.S., it will be elsewhere, although violations may 

be handled much more severely abroad.  

Trust your gut: If something doesn’t feel right or look right, it’s probably not. Although you are 

encouraged to pursue activities outside of your comfort zone, your new experiences should be 

safe ones. Look for warning signs that things are amiss. If something sounds too good to be true, 

it probably is.  



Situational Awareness: You should always be aware of your surroundings and where your 

personal belongings are. Walk with purpose and be observant.  

 Be mindful of how far you stray off the beaten path as there are good and bad areas in 

every city.  

 Be mindful of how much you drink if you plan to consume alcohol as it makes you more 

vulnerable to criminals.  

Mingling with the locals: While you are encouraged to mingle and speak to the locals, there is a 

certain level of cultural sensitivity that should be maintained at all times.  

 It is typically a good idea not to talk about controversial topics such as politics, or other 

hot-button issues when traveling abroad. (Remember the American (or your home 

country) view point is not always the prevailing attitude abroad.)  

 As a UH student learning abroad, you are required to adhere to the university’s code of 

conduct during all parts of your trip. 

Additional travel: It’s best to travel in a group but if you do strike out on a solo endeavor, make 

sure someone knows where you plan to go and how you plan to get there.  

 Do not tell strangers or acquaintances you meet that you are traveling alone.  

Valuables: Do not bring anything of value you do not have to. Leave jewelry, expensive or 

designer clothes and shoes, camera equipment or unnecessary electronics at home. You probably 

won’t need them anyway.  

Lost or stolen items: You may not have a lot of recourse abroad if things are lost or stolen. If 

you have anything of value you’re bringing with you, buying insurance before you leave is the 

way to go. Some insurance carriers will ensure a single item, or you can buy travel insurance. 

Many insurance companies will offer some form of both.  

If you run into trouble: Try as you might, you may find yourself in a situation you cannot 

reasonably get out of without assistance. If you need help, don’t be afraid to ask for it. 

 If you are staying with a host family, they will be able to assist you with most minor and 

some major issues that could arise. (Do not be shy about reaching out to your host family 

in advance of your trip, they are expecting you.)  

 Your host institution or university will be able to provide assistance either through their 

international studies offices or student affairs offices.  

 Some countries (typically those with a high population of tourists or foreigners) will have 

city guards stationed around the major metro areas who are trained to assist people with 

minor problems or offer directions. 



Emergencies: The police in most countries will be able to assist you or put you in contact with 

the U.S. Embassies abroad (or your home country’s embassy).  

 It’s a good idea to visit the U.S. Embassy in the country (or countries) you’ll be visiting 

when you first arrive – especially if you will be there more than 2 weeks. You can 

register with them making assisting you during an emergency much easier.  

 You can contact the UH Police Department (UHPDS) 24/7  

 The Office of Learning Abroad has an emergency contact available 24/7  

Culture Shock: It only sounds scary. In fact your learning abroad experience should be 

shocking. Experiencing another culture and traveling abroad should take you outside of your 

comfort zone enough to make a lasting impact on your development as a global citizen.   

 While culture shock can cause anxiety, boredom, excessive sleepiness, and under severe 

duress depression, many who go abroad confuse culture shock with homesickness. 

 There may be some things that you never completely get used to abroad, and that is 

completely normal. 

Homesickness: It is very normal to feel some anxiety while you are away from home no matter 

where you go. The longer you are away from your usual surroundings, the more likely you will 

feel some anxiety about being far from home for an extended period. However, the longer you 

stay the more accustomed you will become to your new surroundings and the norms of a new 

country. You can ease feelings of homesickness by:  

 Bringing pictures of your friends and family 

 Writing or calling home often  

 Keeping in touch with friends and family via social media (there are only a few counties 

where social media is restricted)  

 Keeping a journal, blog or vlog of your personal experiences and feeling while abroad  

 Making as many new friends as you can  

 Participating in additional activities  

 Exercising regularly  

 

Transportation 

Public transportation: Can be very helpful in getting around a new city. Plan your route and 

transfers beforehand, and how fares are to be paid.  

Taxis: You will probably have to take a taxi at some point during your trip. Most major cities 

will have many legitimate taxi service providers. These will be easy to spot and will have cars 

that are clearly marked. If you are approached by a questionable taxi remember you can always 

get the next one or solicit one directly from the provider.  



 You should always make sure you know the fare upfront. Not all taxis will have an 

electronic meter running but will have a set flat rate per mile, etc. 

  It’s best to negotiate a price for your fare prior to your trip and then hold the driver to it.  

 

Driving: In some countries, it is illegal for foreigners to drive or rent cars. (In some countries it 

is illegal for women to drive.) If you are planning to drive in the country you are visiting, it will 

be a good idea to make sure they will honor your U.S. (or home country’s) driver’s licenses and 

that you can legally obtain a vehicle and the appropriate insurance.  

 Bicycling might be a better option. In most modern cities abroad, you can easily and 

inexpensively rent bicycles. 

 Renting a motorcycles or scooter might also be an option. While some countries will 

require a driver’s license and insurance to rent or operate a motor-bike, just as they would 

for a car, many do not. (Don’t forget to also rent a helmet!) Make sure you are well 

apprised of the street laws prior to venturing out on the busy city streets abroad.  

o Traffic in other cities can be very different and more dangerous that in the U.S. 

(or your home country), and traffic signs and signals may operate differently or 

mean different things. While many are universal, make sure you are apprised of 

the differences.  

 

 


