"Three gals from the USA”

My favorite stick-to-your-ribs meal spot in L.A. used to be a place called "Three Guys from Italy."  I suspect that many US expats on their way to the UK will now be looking for fast, healthy and sustaining nutrition “for the road” from three gals from the USA. Barbara Berthiaume, MSW, Kathleen Graham Kelly, Ph.D., and Barbara Kessling have cooked up a print/CD ROM package called Moving from the US to the UK: The handbook for American families planning to live and work in the United Kingdom.

When examining a guide like this, I look for accuracy of information, readability, attractive look and feel, utility, user-friendly navigation, and value for money. Here is my “Michelin stars” rating with commentary on each of these areas.

***Accuracy of information. The challenge here is not just correct information, but the choice of what to include. The book’s title is, as the authors admit, a bit of a misnomer as the focus is actually the greater London Area, with the exception of a short section called "Further Afield. "For the practical concerns of settling in, the authors have made good choices and provide on-target information and advice about the principal family concerns including moving, finding housing, lifestyle, schooling, and shopping. 

In our shapeshifting world something is always changing before you go to print, so it is important to have an updating procedure. Perhaps the authors can undertake this on their attractive website at www.ukexpatconnection.com,  where they are currently soliciting experiences from readers and visitors. 

What is missing? The school section is well written, but there is a lack of information about  British school system itself. The assumption apparently is that children will be destined for the American or International private schools.

Information about TV licensing is poorly integrated in the postal section.

Sir Winston declared once that the US and UK, were “two great nations divided by a common language,” and the authors of the book offer several vocabulary lists to ease this pain, however, what each culture is likely to say and do and when they will say and do it is not explored at all.  

Because of the common tongue, Americans tend to choose Brits as the “foreigners” most like themselves. The Brits often reciprocate by behaving as if they would rather be part of NAFTA than the EU. The cultural resemblance is deceptive and, despite the book’s discussion of culture shock, resources for dealing with the very real differences of values, beliefs, and behaviors should be clearly identified even if it is not the book’s main focus to treat them at length.

****Readability, look and feel. This material is easy to read, well laid out, and illustrated with photos of everyday UK scenes and news clippings, and done in an American English that is pleasant, simple and easy to read. Even the many Americans who are ESL speakers will not find it overly challenging.

** Utility. In this case, the book would seem to actually be more interactive than the CD. One can pick it up and write in it, whereas one has to print out the pages and forms of the CD in order to use them. I found it puzzling why cut and paste should be inhibited in the CD while anyone can easily photocopy a page of the book. 

The "forms" folder on the CD contains simple planning sheets and logs, not the official documents or other forms that are part of the process of becoming an impatriate. While a number of official documents and worksheets, like a cost-income matrix, are offered in sample format in the book, one must create one's own version of these or obtain them elsewhere. The word  "Sample," imprinted over official forms on the CD ROM impedes their careful reading. The countdown to moving found in Section 9 could easily be a functional checklist instead of a listing of activities.

*Good navigation. A book is a book, but a CD-ROM is something else. While enjoying the easy movement afforded by the bookmark system and search function of Acrobat Reader, it would have been helpful to give subsections specific names in the bookmark index. Suggested reading, references and suggested readings, etc., and certainly web links which are numerous and useful in the book could have been formatted so that one could click and arrive. As it is one can not even cut an paste them into a browser. This CD-ROM could be a formidable portal for family expatriation, contacts, processes and tools. Instead it is simply a copy of the book pages.

In addition to these ratings for technical performance, the reviewer would like to share some personal tastes. What I liked most about the book was the regular insertion of the psychological tasks of expatriation and repatriation, and helping the reader to recognize and cope with inner challenges such as culture shock and stress. Emphasis on the importance of the potential expatriates making a pre-commitment trip was well placed.

There is a well-deserved exposé of how one gets nicked by British banking practices, and of how dangerous the National Health Service may be for your health. Would the authors had extended the same courtesy to British rail! There is lots of room here for fair pokes and good humor, even if one does not go the full tongue-in-cheek of Colin White and Laurie Boucke’s masterpiece, The Undutchables (http://www.undutchables.com/)

*Value for money: Moving from the US to the UK is available both as a book and a CD-ROM. The CD contains the entire handbook and printable forms in .pdf with a copy of the Acrobat Reader application included. Generally speaking, the single book at $99.95 and the single CD at $79.95 are on the high side, even for this niche market. The bundled price of the two at  $119.95 makes better sense, as the authors remind us, "It is convenient for couples, and for use while travelling." On the other hand if navigation were improved in a subsequent edition along the lines suggested above, the package could be a real bargain.

Moving from the US to the UK  is available from:

The UK Expat Connection

http://www.ukexpatconnection.com 
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