Maree McConnell – GAP year 2007
WOW, hard to believe that it has now been 8 weeks since I left my humble little town of WAIMATE!!!

First things first, to all Yr13's- if any of you are considering a year off before university, see Mrs McLachlan ASAP regarding a GAP Year!

I strongly suggest and encourage you all to consider a Gap Year; it will be an unforgettable part of your life. There are so many opportunities to experience new things, meet new people and travel everywhere. I have been getting paid for assisting on school trips and watching (a little bit of) TV, it doesn't get much better than this!

Perhaps I should update you all as to what I have been doing for the past two months..

After a total of 25 hours airtime I had made it to LONDON

The first few days were spent getting to know fellow "gappers" in Reading; for the South Africans this was a chance to spend up large in the University bar, for the rest of us who had travelled further to get here, we attempted to sleep off jet lag.

It was then off to my school in Hampstead (one of the top three wealthiest areas of London = expensive) we were given the first week off from working so we could adjust and explore our local area of the city.

The school here has 6 floors and is situated on a hill, so my view of London from the 5th level up is simply amazing!!!
There are approximately 250 students aged 3-18 and there are 30 girls in boarding. The youngest is 11 and there are a couple of 19 year olds.

The boarders are a fun, loud bunch of girls. There are a large number of oriental girls and then a fair few from Africa and the rest being European or English. It is a very culturally mixed environment, which is great. (Some only see their parents once a year)

My duties consist of looking after the junior girls prior to school, two mornings assisting in the office and one morning working in the junior school. My role as an "assistant house mistress" involves being present on the boarding floor (watching TV with the boarders) and supervising prep (my respect for my teachers grows each time I have to try to get a room full of girls to remain quiet and complete their course work!!!) 
I am also the dreaded witch who tells the girls to go to bed at their allocated times, they are usually pretty good and haven't yet resorted to hiding on the fire escape as they have done in the past.

My time here is shared with another Gap girl from Australia. It is good having Emily here as we can go exploring together. We have visited the very alternative Camden Markets, renowned for its fashion and food and frequented by the Goths and Punks of the city.

Nearby the school is the Hampstead Heath, which is a huge park where many famous locals are often sighted (I have yet to see them though) it is also known for its bizarre nightlife (mainly for the male gender)

We have been to a fair number of museums as well as visited the typical touristy attractions (Big Ben, Buckingham Palace, Tower Bridge, St Paul's 

Cathedral, Harrods)

The weather has been far more pleasant than what I was expecting with the exception of one extremely windy day (a tree fell landing on four teachers’ cars) and two days of snow (one led to the closure of 5000 schools in London) and just recently we have had rainy days. For the most part it has been clear blue sky with the chill in the air. It has been much like the summer that I left!

I was roped into celebrating "Australia Day", but I am proud to say the 

Waitangi Day celebrations were far bigger; 9000 other Kiwis joined me on a tube pub-crawl. I don't think Londoners knew what had hit them.

We have had our first half term school break over here (there are no shortage of holidays). I got to see some of the English Countryside and sheep!

We explored more of the city that never sleeps and went and saw Phantom of the Opera and Les Miserables. Both were fantastic and we had great seats at a discounted price as we have student cards.

We have four weeks left before our three week Easter break. Hopefully tonight we will get onto booking a trip in Europe; it is amazing how close everything is.

London is amazing as there is so much to do and see. It is also nice to return to our area of the city as it is safe and peaceful and feels more like an English Village, the grass is green and the air almost seems fresh and we are twenty minutes away from the centre of the city.

Public transport is great and I am slowly getting used to the London slang and the fact that if I talk about a dairy or jandals no one has any idea as to what I am on about.
So far it has been a great experience of different cultures and big city life and I have even met up with Justin Thompson!!!
I am excited for what lies ahead especially the travelling abroad.

A gap year is such an easy thing to do and there is so much support relating to getting a life established overseas- our job, bank account, doctors registration, air tickets etc everything was done for us and we have so many different points of contact if we ever get stuck. Although I came over here alone not having any family or friends in England, GAP makes you feel like you are a part of something.

The skills that I am gaining over here are amazing and I don't regret anything, up to now this year overseas has been my best decision and I without a doubt strongly encourage more of you to think of doing a gap year!!! It is just like an exchange except without the schoolwork and with more freedom, plus you are earning money.

I hope you are all enjoying summer and getting back into the swing of things

at school, my thoughts are always on Waimate and I do miss being able to walk anywhere by myself any time of the day and of course I miss Peter to bits!
With any luck some of you might be beginning to fill in a GAP application for next year.

You will be hearing from me at a later date until then have fun and take care

Maree

Assistant Housemistress at the Royal School Hampstead

