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Editorial / Regulatory Note
Chapter 1
Preparing to Leave America
For several years, you may have had a date somewhere in the back of your mind.
At first, that date was far away. You were trying to get through the application process, prepare for your interview, gather documents, figure out what to pack, and say goodbye to the people at home. Then you arrived in the United States and had more immediate things to think about. You had a school to learn, a place to live, groceries to buy, transportation to figure out, and probably a classroom full of students who didn't particularly care that you were still trying to understand how everything worked.
Eventually, America became less new. You learned the roads and knew where to shop. You developed routines at school, and maybe you bought a car along the way. You made friends and found restaurants you liked. There may be people at your school who started as strangers and became some of the most important people in your American life.
Then one day, the date that used to seem so far away isn't far away anymore.
You're going home.
That can be a strange thing to realize because you knew from the beginning that the exchange was temporary. Going home was always part of the plan. In fact, returning home and sharing what you learned is part of the purpose of the J-1 Teacher Exchange Program.
Knowing that doesn't necessarily make leaving simple. You may be excited to see your family again and sad about leaving people in the United States. You may be ready to go home and still wish you had another few months. You might be counting the days until your flight while also wondering how those days disappeared so quickly.
Those feelings don't have to agree with each other. They can all be true.
Preparing to Leave Is Different From Preparing to Arrive
We spent an entire book earlier in this series talking about preparing to come to America, and I don't want to repeat that book in reverse. There is, however, one important similarity. A major international move is easier when you don't wait until the last few days to think about everything.
When you came to the United States, you were building a life. Now you have to close parts of that life.
Take a look around your apartment and think about how much of what you see belongs to the life you created here. There may be furniture you bought after you arrived, kitchen supplies, clothes you accumulated over several years, school materials, and boxes in a closet you haven't opened in months. There might be a television you certainly aren't putting in your suitcase or a car sitting outside that you eventually need to sell.
Then there are the things you can't see: your lease, electricity, internet, phone service, insurance, bank accounts, subscriptions, school records, tax documents, medical records, program documents, and mail that may continue arriving after you leave.
You don't need to become anxious about all of this. You need a list and enough time to work through it without turning your final week in America into seven days of panic.
Some things may take only a phone call, while others may require advance notice or a particular form. You may need to ask your landlord about the move-out process. If you're selling a vehicle, that probably deserves more than one afternoon. Your school may have its own checkout procedures, keys to return, equipment to turn in, records to complete, or other responsibilities before your last day.
Your designated sponsor may also have instructions connected with the completion of your exchange, so ask. You don't need to remember every rule from something you were told several years ago. Find out what needs to happen now.
Your Last Day at School and Your Last Day in America Are Not the Same Thing
One thing that can make the end of an exchange confusing is that several endings may happen close together. Your school year ends, your employment responsibilities end, your J-1 program has an end date, and your flight home has a date. Those aren't necessarily the same date.
Current Department of State guidance describes a 30-day travel period following successful completion of a J-1 program. It is commonly called the grace period and gives participants time to settle their affairs and prepare to return home. There is an important detail to understand, however: it isn't an extra month of your exchange. During that period, you are no longer in J status, and you cannot continue working or participating in the exchange activities authorized by your program.
This is one of those places where I don't want you relying on something another teacher remembers from three years ago. Talk with your designated sponsor before your program ends, look at your current Form DS-2019, and confirm the dates and instructions that apply to you.
If your plan includes travel after your program ends, ask about that too, especially before making plans that involve leaving the United States and attempting to return during the post-program period. Current BridgeUSA guidance specifically cautions that participants traveling beyond the borders of the United States during this period may not be permitted to reenter.
A plane ticket is a terrible place to discover that you misunderstood an immigration rule.
The same caution applies to something you may have heard called the two-year home-country physical presence requirement. Some J-1 exchange visitors are subject to that requirement under U.S. immigration law, but not everyone is. Don't decide that it applies to you because another J-1 teacher told you it applied to them, and don't decide that it doesn't apply because somebody else said they never had to worry about it.
Your circumstances and documents matter.
If you have a question about your immigration status or a requirement that may apply after your program, start with your designated sponsor and current information from the U.S. Department of State. If you need individualized immigration advice, that is a different kind of question and may require a qualified immigration attorney.
For most teachers, the practical lesson is simpler: know your dates before you start making final plans.
Don't Leave Important Papers in America
By the time you leave, you may have accumulated more paperwork than you realize. Some of it may be sitting in a folder, some may be in your email, and some may be on a school computer that you will eventually lose access to.
Go through it before you leave and keep copies of the important documents connected with your exchange and employment. Think about your Forms DS-2019, employment records, tax documents, insurance information, school records that belong to you, and anything else you may reasonably need after returning home.
If you have documents stored only in a school email account or on a school-issued device, determine what you are permitted to retain and move your own records before access ends. Obviously, that doesn't mean taking confidential school or student information with you. Your students' records are not souvenirs.
The same principle applies to personal accounts. Think about what happens to your American phone number after you leave and whether it is connected to accounts that use text messages for verification. Check whether you have bills set to automatic payment, whether you will still need access to an American bank account for a legitimate reason after returning home, and whether there is a security deposit that will be returned after you move out.
These are small questions until you're thousands of miles away trying to solve them. Take care of what you can while you're still here.
What Are You Actually Taking Home?
At some point, almost every international traveler has the same experience. You put everything you want to take on the bed, look at the suitcase, and realize there is a problem.
After several years in the United States, that problem can be much larger because you weren't living here like a tourist. You were living here. You bought things for your apartment, your kitchen, your classroom, and your everyday life, and now you have to decide what is actually going home with you.
Start making those decisions early. What are you taking in your luggage? What are you shipping? What are you selling? What can you give to another teacher who is just getting started? What can you donate?
For Filipino teachers, one option you probably already know about is the balikbayan box. These boxes are commonly used to send personal and household items from abroad to the Philippines through freight forwarders, and they can provide a practical alternative to trying to fit several years of belongings into airline luggage. The Philippine Bureau of Customs has specific requirements governing balikbayan boxes, including rules about eligible contents, declarations, values, and duty or tax privileges, so check the current requirements and use an appropriate accredited freight forwarder before shipping.
Teachers returning to Thailand or other countries may have different freight, cargo, or international shipping options available to them. Rather than assuming that another country has the same system as the Philippines, ask people from your own country who have returned from the United States what they used. Compare the cost of shipping with additional airline baggage and find out about customs requirements before you send anything.
Be a little careful with electrical items too. Something you bought and used in the United States may not automatically be suitable for the electrical system in your home country. Look at the voltage and frequency information printed on the device or its power supply and check what is used where you're going before putting an appliance into a box simply because you hate to leave it behind. Some electronics are designed for a range of voltages, while others are not.
Sometimes the smartest thing to take home is the thing you already own. Sometimes the smartest thing is to leave it here.
There can also be something meaningful about giving useful things to another international teacher. The coffee maker, desk, kitchen supplies, lamp, or small piece of furniture that helped you establish your first apartment might help somebody else establish theirs.
You don't have to make everything sentimental. Sometimes a toaster is just a toaster.
Still, passing something useful along can be a nice way to recognize that another teacher is beginning the part of the journey you are finishing.
You May Have a List of Things You Still Want to Do
When people know they're leaving somewhere, they suddenly notice all the things they haven't done. You lived thirty minutes from a place for three years and never went there, but now you have six weeks left and absolutely have to see it.
That's normal. Make your list.
Maybe there is a restaurant you
The People at Home Have Been Living Too
Don't Wait Until the Airport to Realize You're Leaving
Make a Closing-Out List
Leave Some Room for the Unexpected
Journey Journal
OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Contents

		Chapter 1: Preparing to Leave America

		Chapter 2: Saying Goodbye Well

		Chapter 3: The Flight Home Is Not the End

		Chapter 4: When Home Feels Different

		Chapter 5: Finding Your Place Again

		Chapter 6: Bringing the Classroom Home

		Chapter 7: Telling the Story of America Thoughtfully

		Chapter 8: Keeping the Relationships Alive

		Chapter 9: What Comes Next for You

		Chapter 10: Carrying the Exchange Forward




		Title Page

		Start of Content






