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Participant Handbook 
 

Your sponsor:  
Educational Resource Development Trust 

 
www.erdtworkandtravel.org 

 
Contact person: Emily Reppun, Director 

Call / Text / SMS / WhatsApp: 424-259-1192 
Emergencies: Call 24 hours a day 

Non-emergencies: Call 9-5 Pacific Time 
 

emily@erdtworkandtravel.org 
 

Life-threatening emergency: Call 911 
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Welcome to the United States, and the J1 Work & Travel Program! 
 
The J1 Work & Travel program provides foreign students with an opportunity to live and work in the United 
States during their vacation from college or university, to experience and to be exposed to the people and 
way of life in the United States. 
 
Students have the opportunity to offset some of the travel and living costs of their time the U.S. by working 
in seasonal employment.  As your sponsor, ERDT is responsible for ensuring your safety and well-being 
while in the United States, and for ensuring that your experience here promotes mutual cultural 
understanding between you and those you interact with in your U.S. community. 
 
Remember, J1 Work & Travel is a program for adults.  Part of being an adult is balancing fun and 
responsibility.  ERDT will help you when you need help, but our goal is to ensure that you are prepared to 
live, work, experience the USA and make smart, safe decisions independently during your stay. These are 
skills that will help you the rest of your life! 
 
The “Information for Current Participants” section at www.erdtworkandtravel.org is a companion to this 
handbook.  Check it out for lots of tips and important information! 
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Pre-Arrival and Travel to the U.S. 

Attend Your Pre-Arrival Orientation 

Your Home Country Agent is required to give you a Pre-Arrival Orientation before you travel to the U.S., 
and you are required to attend.  In this orientation you will meet face-to-face with your Home Country 
Agent.  They will cover the topics in this handbook, and have you sign a Pre-Arrival Orientation Form. 

One month before arrival 

We hope that you do not use illegal drugs, but if you do, you should definitely stop using them at this 
time.  Many U.S. employers do drug tests upon arrival, which will show whether you have used drugs in 
the past month.  If you are fired due to a failed drug test, ERDT may have to end your program early, if we 
are unable to find you a new job that does not test for drug use. If you are arrested for using illegal drugs 
while in the U.S., you will need to return home immediately. 

Within the month before arrival 

• Contact your employer to confirm your arrival date.   If you do not receive an email reply, you 
should phone your employer.  Make sure they know exactly when you will arrive. 

• Have an exact plan for how you will get from your arrival airport to your job.  You may need to 
arrange your own airport transportation and temporary housing, or your employer may help you. 

• Review your job offer and housing plan.  Is anything unclear?  If so, ask your home country agent. 
• Practice speaking English as much as you can.  When you arrive in the U.S., you will suddenly need 

your English 100% of the time. If you are in practice using English, you will experience far fewer 
problems upon arrival. 

• Research your town and employer online, so that you are familiar with your surroundings. 
• Ensure that the email address you listed on your program application is the same that you will use 

in the U.S.  If it is not, inform ERDT. 
• Get accustomed to how strenuous your job will be.  Do activities that have you on your feet for 

several hours at a time.  Clean your house, and clean your neighbor's house!  Wash your hands a 
lot.  Practice being extra-polite - smile at strangers on the street, say "please" and "thank you," 
speak clearly and do not mumble.  People in your home country may think you are crazy, but you 
will fit in well when you get to the U.S. 

• Determine how you will access the $1000-2000 you will need upon arrival in the U.S. 
• Research what your best options are for a phone, with data if possible. These conveniences may 

cost some money, but they could save you a lot of money and trouble in the long run (for example, 
getting a Lyft or Uber or researching public transportation rather than hiring a taxi). 

One week before arrival 

• Try to adjust your sleeping schedule to your new time zone in the U.S. 
• Pack your bags. Think about what items you will need for your housing and whether it will be 

cheaper/easier to get them at home and bring them, or in the U.S.A. 
• Contact your employer once more to remind them of your exact arrival time; 
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• Make sure you have all tickets and reservations made for your trip from your airport arrival gate 
to your employer’s front door, including safe accommodation. DO NOT plan to sleep in the airport 
or bus station.  Your belongings, money and documents could be easily stolen. 

Don't forget these 10 things! 

• Enough money!  During the first 2 weeks on the program, you will spend the most money, and 
you will earn the least money.  When 
you completed your program 
application, you agreed to bring $1000-
2000 with you to the U.S. 

• All information you need to get from 
the airport to your job – maps, phone 
numbers, addresses, reservations, 
tickets, etc.  Remember that your 
phone / WiFi may not work right away, 
so you should print anything important 
(contact ERDT if you need help) 

• Your medical insurance card (contact 
ERDT if you need help) 

• A copy of your job offer and housing 
plan (contact ERDT if you need help) 

• Any clothing, shoes or equipment that 
your employer requires; 

• Clothing appropriate to the weather 
(Remember that May and June can still 
be quite cold!) 

• Medications, marked clearly and 
accompanied by a prescription if 
applicable. 

• Sunscreen: 
• This handbook! J 

Travel to the U.S. 

On the plane, you will receive a Customs 
Declaration to complete. Be When you arrive in 
the United States, you must show valid travel 
documents as part of the entry process. These 
include your passport, and 2 items inside your 
passport: your J1 visa and your DS-2019 form. 
 
All medications must be clearly marked and 
accompanied by a prescription, if applicable.  
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Communicating With ERDT: Rules & Responsibilities 

RULE 1: Complete SEVIS Step 1 & 2 on time 

You must complete SEVIS Step 1 on our website within 24 hours of arrival, and SEVIS 
Step 2 on our website within 1 week of arrival. 

RULE 2: Respond to all emails from ERDT within 1 week 

ERDT will email you at least once a month.  You must check your email once a week and respond to all emails 
from ERDT within 1 week.  If your email is broken or you aren’t receiving messages from ERDT, you must 
contact ERDT immediately. 

You must ensure that emails from ERDT do not go to spam.  Check your filters carefully.  Our emails are 
often flagged as spam because we send emails to large groups of students. 

RULE 3: Inform ERDT within 1 week if you change housing, your phone number or email address. 

You must inform ERDT within 1 week if you change your housing address.  All addresses must look like this 
example: 123 Main Street.  You must include your apartment number (unless you are in a single house).  You 
may not list a P.O. Box number or an intersection.   

RULE 4: Follow the proper procedure to request a job change 

You can find this procedure elsewhere in this handbook, in your welcome email from ERDT, on our 
website, or you can contact ERDT to ask what the procedure is. 

Frequently asked questions 

What happens if I don't follow these 4 rules? 

The U.S. Department of State requires ERDT to terminate the program of students who do not follow our 4 
communication rules. 

What if I don't have internet access? 

When ERDT approved your job and housing, we checked to see if internet was available at your job, in your 
housing, or at a nearby library, community center or internet cafe.  If you do not have any way to access 
internet, contact ERDT immediately so that we can help, or visit www.openwifispots.com to find a place 
with WiFi.  If you fail to respond to emails from ERDT within one week, and you never contacted ERDT for 
help with internet access, it is cause for termination. 

In the event of an emergency, call or text 424-259-1192.  If you call and reach voice mail, leave a clear 
message with your name and phone number, and your call will be returned quickly. 

We prefer that you email or text when possible. The number above is a cell phone that is kept by ERDT 
Director Emily Reppun at all times.  Please do not call with a non-emergency if it is not between 9:00 am 

and 5:00 pm, California time (Pacific Standard Time). 
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Important Documents 

You should always know where these documents are:  

• Passport 
• DS-2019 Form (inside your passport) 
• J1 Visa (inside your passport) 
• Social Security Card 
• Pay Stubs 
• Medical Insurance Card 

Make a copy of your passport, Social Security Card & J1 Visa.  These contain important numbers that you 
will need if you lose them.  You can make a copy at a library, internet café or copy and print store.  Keep 
your original documents in a safe place and keep the copies in a separate place.  You could also take clear 
photos of any important documents with your phone and save the files in a safe place in case your phone is 
lost or broken.  (If you email them to ERDT, we will save them for you!) 

Keep your medical insurance card in your wallet at all times.  You never know when you will have a medical 
emergency and will need your card immediately.  If you need a new copy, contact ERDT or your home 
country agent.  Do not keep your Social Security card in your wallet. 

Frequently Asked Questions: 

What should I do if I lose any of my official documents? 

Call or email ERDT immediately and we will advise you on what to do.  

What about the I-94 card? 

The U.S. Government has just switched to an online I-94 system.  You can look up 
your I-94 number, and print proof, at https://i94.cbp.dhs.gov 

What should I do if I lose my DS-2019 form? 

Once you are in the U.S., you'll only need a DS-2019 form to apply for Social Security, to start your job, and 
to come back into the U.S. during your program (for example, after a short trip to Canada or Mexico).  If you 
need a replacement DS-2019 form, just contact ERDT. 

May I extend my J1 visa or change to a different visa? 

The J1 Summer Work/Travel Visa cannot be extended.   If you wish to find out about changing to a different 
kind of visa, you will need to speak with an immigration attorney. 

I was given an I-515 form when I entered the U.S. What should I do?  

The instructions for completing the I-515 form process are printed on the back of the form. If you need help, 
contact ERDT. You must complete this process within 30 days, or you will lose your legal status in the U.S. 
and will need to return home.   
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Applying For Social Security 

Procedure: 

• Complete the Social Security Application at the back of this packet.  List 
your employer's address so that your card is mailed to a safe and secure 
place.  You can also complete the form at https://www.ssa.gov/forms/ss-
5.pdf 

• Look up your I-94 number at https://i94.cbp.dhs.gov 
• Find your nearest Social Security Office by clicking on "Find An Office" at this 

website:  www.ssa.gov/agency/contact 
• Wait one full business day after you have validated SEVIS, then bring your passport, J1 visa, DS-

2019, I-94 number and completed Social Security Application to the Social Security Office. 
• If you have any problems, have the Social Security officer write down the problem and their email 

address.  If you need ERDT to help, it is important that we know the exact problem and can contact 
the officer via email if we have questions. 

• Once you have a letter from the Social Security Office saying that you have successfully applied for 
the Social Security card, you may begin work. 

If you wish to get the Social Security number quickly, the fastest way is for you to go back to the Social 
Security Office and ask if the number has been assigned yet. 

Frequently Asked Questions: 

I already have a Social Security number.  Do I need to apply again? 

No.  If you know your Social Security number, you do not need to re-apply.   If your Social Security card is 
lost or missing, visit a Social Security office to request that a replacement card be mailed to you. 

I lost my passport before applying for Social Security.  What should I do? 

This is one of the most serious mistakes a Work/Travel student can make.  Some Social Security offices (very 
few) will accept copies of your documents.  If not, you will need to end the program early as you cannot 
work without applying for Social Security, and you cannot apply for Social Security without your J1 visa, 
which is inside your passport.  There is no way to get a replacement J1 visa while you are in the U.S. 

Contact ERDT and we will assist you in contacting your embassy or consulate to get a replacement passport 
so that you can travel home.  You may still travel in the U.S. for the 30 day grace period, if you wish, but you 
may not work. 

I lost my DS-2019 form before applying for Social Security.  What should I do? 

Contact ERDT and we will send you a replacement.  
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What should I do if I have problems applying for Social Security? 

If you have any problems, have the Social Security officer write down the problem and their email address.  
If you need ERDT to help, it is important that we know the exact problem and can contact the officer via 
email if we have questions.  Without an email address, we cannot help. 

Social Security told me that my name or birthday is wrong on my I94.  What do I do? 

You will need to go to a Port of Entry to have the I94 corrected.  Contact ERDT for help.   

Do I need my Social Security card or number to begin work? 

No.  You may legally begin work as soon as you have successfully applied for Social Security.  Show your 
employer the letter you received from Social Security when you applied.  If your employer is unsure about 
this, tell them to visit this web page: www.socialsecurity.gov/employer/hiring.htm  Of course, they can 
contact ERDT with questions. 

Where should I have my Social Security card mailed? 

We recommend having your Social Security card mailed to your employer, since your housing address may 
not yet be registered with the U.S. Postal Service.  Before you go to the Social Security office, ask your 
employer to write down the mailing address for you. 

My Social Security card is taking too long to get here.  Is there any way to find out my number? 

Yes.  Return to the Social Security office with ID and they can tell you the number, if it has been assigned. 

If I quit a job before I get my Social Security card, do I need to give the number to my former employer? 

Yes.  If you do not give your former employer your Social Security number, you will lose money because you 
will not be able to get your tax refund. 

Am I guaranteed to get a Social Security card during my stay if I follow the proper procedure? 

Unfortunately, beginning in 2016, ERDT has 1-2 new students every year who have long-term problems 
getting a Social Security card, due to a problem with the Social Security computer system.  You will still get 
a letter from Social Security saying that you have successfully applied, so you can legally begin work.  All 
ERDT employers have agreed to allow you to start work with this letter. However, you may have trouble 
getting a 2nd job, as 2nd job employers can require you to show your Social Security card.    
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Housing and Transportation 
When you applied to the ERDT program, we required proof that you had 
someplace to live that was safe, affordable, and from which you could get 
safely to work. If you arrive and find problems with your housing, contact 
ERDT immediately.   

You may decide to change your housing upon arrival, to move somewhere 
cheaper or more convenient, or someplace with friends.  Remember the 
following: 

Housing 

• Be sure you understand any consequences of leaving your housing. Ask your housing provider 
(listed on your housing plan) if there is anything you do not understand. 

• You must inform ERDT of your new address, including your apartment number, within 1 week of 
moving. 

• The maximum people in a house or apartment is 3 per bedroom.  A living room or dining room 
does not count as a bedroom.  If you live with more people than this, it is illegal, and the police 
may become involved.  

• If you decide to move in with a U.S. resident, do a Sex Offender Registry Quick Search at 
www.nsopr.gov to ensure this person is not a sex offender (someone convicted of rape or 
molestation).  

• Do pay a deposit or sign anything unless you understand the rental agreement fully. Contact ERDT 
if you need help understanding any paperwork before you sign it. 

• Do you want to cook, but you don’t have a kitchen?  No problem!   Visit our Pinterest page - 
www.pinterest.com/erdtworktravel/cooking-with-no-kitchen/ (you’ll need to create a quick 
account) - for lots of ideas on how to cook with no kitchen! 

Transportation 

When you applied to the ERDT program, we required proof that you could get safely to work from your 
housing, including at least one of the following options: 

• Carpool; 
• Public transportation that is close, convenient and affordable; 
• Walking a reasonable distance in a well-lit area, safe from traffic; 
• Bicycling a reasonable distance in a well-lit area, safe from traffic; 

Never take risks with transportation.  If you find yourself in a situation where you feel unsafe, call ERDT’s 
emergency line and we will help. 
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Bicycle Safety 
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Your Community 

Use the addresses on your job offer and housing plan to find where you will 
live and work on an online map. The smartphone app maps.me allows you to 
download detailed maps for use on your phone even when you don’t have 
internet access.  You can use it to bookmark important locations. 

On your maps.me app and/or below, make a note of these important locations that you will access.  Some 
of the best online resources are www.yelp.com and Google maps.  These both can be used in your web 
browser, or by downloading an app. 

A place with WiFi, in case it is temporarily not working at the 
location listed on your housing plan.  Consider libraries, 
community centers, cafes or restaurants – probably the same 
kinds of places you use for WiFi at home! 

 

A bank where you can open an account (check with your 
employer to see if they recommend any bank). 

 

Recreation center (pool, gym, sports, YMCA)  

Food market  

Drugstore (U.S. drugstores carry pharmaceutical drugs and 
medicine, and also toiletries and some groceries and 
household items.)  

 

Store for household needs (linens, kitchen tools, etc.)  

Public transportation (start by using Google Maps, but also do 
a general internet search such as “Virginia Beach shuttle” to 
see if there is a shuttle, bus, trolley or tram that doesn’t list 
on Google Maps) 

 

You will read about medical facilities, and note where they are, later in this handbook.  

Many communities with lots of J1 participants have a Work & Travel Community Support Group.  They plan 
events for J1 students and organize resources.  Find out if you have a community support group by visiting 
https://j1visa.state.gov/summer-work-travel-community-support-groups  Remember to bring any general 
concerns you have to ERDT, not your community support group as they are separate from ERDT. 

Get ready - once people find out that you know your way around, they are going to use YOU as a resource 
for information about the community!         
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Your Job 

Starting Your Job 

• Arrive at your workplace on the date required on the job offer you signed.  If you are unable to 
arrive on this date, contact your employer for permission to arrive on a different date, then inform 
ERDT who will confirm it with the employer. 

• Wait 1 full business day after completing SEVIS Step 1, then go to the Social Security office and 
apply for your Social Security number using the procedure in this handbook.  They will give you a 
letter saying that you have successfully applied.  Show this letter to your employer and you may 
legally begin work. 

• Your employer will ask you to fill out an I-9 Employment Eligibility form.  You will need your 
passport, I-94 information, and DS-2019 form to complete the I-9. 

• Your employer will ask you to fill out a W-4 Tax Withholding 
form.  Check “Single” marital status on line 3 (even if you are 
married or divorced). Claim only 1 withholding allowance on 
line 5. Do not claim “Exempt” withholding status on line 7.  

• Remind your employer that J-1 Work and Travel students do 
not need to pay Medicare, Social Security, or Federal 
Unemployment tax (FUTA or FICA).   

• Use the work log at the back of this packet to track your work 
hours.  If you have any problems with getting enough hours 
at your job, ERDT will ask to see this log.  Remember to keep 
all of your pay stubs.   

Frequently Asked Questions 

I applied for a Social Security Card, but haven’t received it yet. Can I work?  

Yes, you may legally begin work as soon as you can show your employer the letter you received from Social 
Security, saying that you have successfully applied.   

My employer is asking me for a Work Authorization Card. What do I do?  

J-1 Work and Travel Program participants do not need a Work Authorization Card. All you need to show 
your employer are a valid passport, I-94 number, DS-2019 form, and proof that you have successfully applied 
for Social Security.  

The E-Verify system told my employer I was not eligible to work. What do I do?  

Your employer has instructions from E-Verify telling them what to do if they get a negative result with E-
Verify.  By law, they must follow these procedures. 

My job (hours, wages and/or duties) is different than on my job offer. What should I do?  

Read your job offer carefully.  If you have confirmed that your job offer and your actual job do not match, 
schedule a meeting with your supervisor.  Bring your job offer, and politely show your supervisor where 
your job is different from your job offer.   Remember - your supervisor is much more likely to help you if you 
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have a pleasant attitude. 

If this does not work, contact ERDT.  First, we will ask you for the details of your meeting with your 
supervisor. Then, we will contact your employer on your behalf.  Based on the discussion we have with your 
supervisor, we will talk to you about what your options are.  Do not wait to address this issue. It is much 
more likely that the problem can be resolved early in your stay. 

I have spent almost all of my money within the first 2 weeks!  How can I live here all summer? 

Remember that your first 2 weeks may be your most difficult weeks here.  You may not have had a full 
schedule in your first week, you’ve had lots of arrival expenses, you haven't received your first paycheck, 
and you’re probably suffering from a little jet lag and culture shock.  

You may begin the procedure for getting a 2nd job (on the next page in this book) at any point. But mostly, 
try to be patient and communicate your concerns honestly and openly to ERDT and to your employer. Once 
you receive your first paycheck, everything will get better.   

Should I be receiving overtime? 

If you work over 40 hours in a week, you should be receiving overtime in most states.  Overtime is equal to 
1.5 x your normal pay.  So if you normally receive $8 an hour and work 41 hours in a week, you should 
receive $8 an hour for the first 40 hours, and $12 an hour for the 1 extra hour. Some states and jobs do not 
require overtime. Check your job offer or contact ERDT for details. 

Should I be working overnight?  

No. Work & Travel participants may not work more than 4 hours at a time between 10 pm and 6 am.  

I don’t like my job.  What do I do? 

After you have worked at this job for at least 3 weeks, you are welcome to quit the job and find 
another.  ERDT requires you to work at the job for 3 weeks for a couple of reasons: 

• You must show ERDT that you intended to work at this job when you applied for a visa; 
otherwise, you and ERDT could be charged with visa fraud, a very serious crime. 

• The first few weeks at a job can be difficult.  3 weeks is a good length of time for you to become 
mentally and physically familiar with the job, get over your jet lag and the stress of arrival, and 
then make a final decision with ERDT about whether you can do this job.  We have many 
students who quit their first job, then regret it. 

If you have a sudden medical problem that prevents you from working at your assigned job for at least 3 
weeks, you must give ERDT a note from a doctor in the U.S. before you quit.  In this case, or if you are fired, 
you will be allowed to find a job in the same town only. 
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Changing, Quitting Or Adding An Additional Job 

How To Quit Your Job 

If you have worked at the job on your DS-2019 form for at least 3 weeks, you may quit at any time IF you 
notify ERDT first and follow ERDT’s instructions.  Remember that there may be penalties for leaving your 
job or housing early - for example, you may not receive your housing deposit back.   

If your employer is not meeting the terms of your job offer, you may not just quit, you must contact ERDT 
immediately and talk to us before quitting.   

If you have a sudden medical problem that prevents you from working at your assigned job for at least 3 
weeks after arrival, you must get a note from a doctor in the U.S. and talk to ERDT before you quit.  You will 
then be permitted to find a new job in the same city.  

How to get ERDT’s permission for an additional or new job 

DO NOT start working or training at a new or 2nd job until you have permission 
from ERDT, or your program will be terminated immediately.   

ERDT’s students may not move to a big city to find a new job.  If you move to a big 
city, ERDT will end your visa early.  This is not bad, but you may not work any longer, 
and will need to return to your home country within 30 days. 

To get permission from ERDT to start a new or 2nd job, send scans or clear photos of these 3 items to 
emily@erdtworkandtravel.org; 

• A completed Mid-Program Job Offer (at the end of this packet or online) 
• A current Business License (the employer will know what this is) 
• A current Worker's Compensation Form (the employer will know what this is) 

Once you have emailed these items, you will receive a reply from ERDT within 1 business day, letting you 
know whether you may begin work there.  Incomplete documentation will cause your request to be 
rejected.  Do not even begin training until you receive the reply from ERDT. 

If You Are Fired 

If you are fired for any reason during the first 3 weeks of your program (including not showing up on time), 
you will only be allowed to find a new job in the same city as your assigned job.  

You are an at-will employee.  This means that you may be fired at any time, except: 

• You may not be fired for reporting an unsafe condition; 
• You may not be fired for being injured at work, even if it was your fault; 
• You may not be fired for reporting sexual harassment or discrimination; 
• You may not be fired for refusing to do something illegal for your employer; 

If you are fired for doing something illegal (such as stealing money or goods from your company or 
customers) and the employer has proof of this, we will likely need to have you return to your home country. 



This handbook last updated: 2/12/2019 Page 15 

If you are fired for any reason not listed above, ERDT will allow you to find a new job, and will assist you in 
your job search if you need help.  If you are fired due to the fault of the employer, ERDT will consider this 
when determining whether to work with the employer next year. 

Frequently Asked Questions 

What happens if I leave my job without permission from ERDT? 

If you leave your job before you have worked there for 3 weeks, your program will be 
terminated.  Termination puts your name on a U.S. Immigration list of people to be found, detained, and 
deported.  If you ever try to visit the U.S. again, the embassy will question why your record was terminated, 
and may deny your visa application for this reason. 

If you leave your job without permission from ERDT, you are turning down valuable help. ERDT is here to 
help with your job change.  For example, we can help with problems with your employer, or advise you on 
whether you have a good plan for finding a new job.   

Also, if we learn that you left your job over a week ago without notifying us, and we cannot reach you to 
find out where you are living, we must terminate your program. 

What happens if I start training or working at a new job without permission from ERDT? 

Your program will be terminated and you will need to return home immediately.  ERDT does random checks 
with employers to find out whether you have a second or new job.  Don’t risk it! 

Do I have to keep working while in the U.S.?  If I quit my job, how long do I have to find a new job? 

You are expected to work from your visa start date to your visa end date.  If you quit your job or are fired 
from your job, you have 3 weeks in which to find a new job. If you decide not to find a new job, or if you are 
not able to find a new job within 3 weeks, the U.S. Government requires ERDT to end your program 
early.  This  does not have a negative effect on your future ability to come to the U.S., as long as you leave 
the U.S. within 30 days of your new visa end date. 

We have heard reports of people hanging out in towns where J1 students are working and offering high-
paid jobs such as truck driving, construction, manufacturing, modeling, waitressing, dancing, etc. They 
encourage you to come with them to start the new job. Once you are alone with them they may steal 

your money, passport, or possessions and/or force you into doing different work, unpaid or low-paid, or 
illegal work such as sex work, as part of a criminal scheme. If you are considering a move with a job 
change, TALK TO ERDT. You will not get in trouble for asking our advice. It is common in the U.S. for 

strangers to be friendly, but this does not mean that you should be alone with strangers or trust them. 
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Avoiding Termination 

The most common reason ERDT terminates a student's program is if they 
do not work at the job on their job offer for at least 3 weeks upon arrival. 

• If you come to the U.S. and go to a city or job that is not listed on 
your job offer, we will find out, and we will terminate your 
program immediately.  

• If you arrive in the U.S. and lose your bags / wallet / airline ticket, 
get sick, or miss your flight, you may not just stop and stay with 
friends. Contact ERDT immediately. 

• This does not mean that there is no way to change your job or housing. But, you MUST work at 
the job on your job offer for at least 3 weeks, and you must follow the job change procedures. 

• If you arrive in the U.S. and have sudden health problems that prevent you from working at your 
assigned job, you must visit a doctor in the U.S. and get a note excusing you from your job, then 
contact ERDT. 

• If you arrive in the U.S. and find that your job or housing is different than was stated on your job 
offer, contact ERDT to discuss the possibility of switching jobs early.  Though, remember that it is 
common for you not to receive full working hours within the first week of arrival while your 
employer adds you to the schedule. 

Other reasons ERDT would have to terminate your program: 

• If you are in the U.S. at any point without medical insurance 
• If you don't complete SEVIS Steps 1 & 2 on our website by the deadlines 
• If you move or leave your job and don't inform ERDT within 1 week 
• If you begin working or training at a new job without permission 
• If you don't respond to emails from ERDT within 1 week 

Frequently Asked Questions 

Why is termination bad? 

• When you are terminated, you must return home immediately, or your name will be put on a list 
of illegal aliens to be found, detained and deported by U.S. Immigration.  

• If you are terminated, a permanent mark is put on your immigration record. This could affect 
your ability to get a U.S. visa for the rest of your life!  
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Why would ERDT terminate a student?  It seems very cruel.  

ERDT does not like to terminate students!  But if ERDT does not know that you are safe and following the 
rules, we must use termination as a way to tell the U.S. Government, “This student cannot be trusted to 
follow the rules and stay safe. We cannot take responsibility for this student anymore.”  

If ERDT suspects that you came to the U.S. intending to not work at the job listed on your DS-2019 form, we 
are required to terminate your visa, or ERDT could be charged with assisting you with visa fraud.  This is why 
we require you to work at the job for at least 3 weeks. 

What is the difference between terminating a program, and ending a program early? 

If you decide to stop working while in the U.S. and begin the travel period, if you quit your job and cannot 
find a new job within 3 weeks, or if you move to a big city, ERDT will end your program.  This is not a bad 
thing, it just means your program is shorter.  After your program is ended, you still have the 30 day grace 
period in which to travel around the U.S., but you cannot work any longer, and you cannot leave the U.S. 
and return during the grace period (for example, a trip to Mexico). 

How can I avoid termination?  

• Arrive at the job listed on your job offer on the date listed on the job offer. 
• Follow the 4 communication rules listed in this handbook. 
• If you wish to quit your job, change jobs, or start a new job, follow the procedures in this handbook. 
• Inform ERDT within 1 week if you change your housing address. 
• Make sure your insurance covers your entire stay in the U.S.  
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Money 

How much will everything cost in the U.S.? 

You already have read your housing plan, which tells you the cost of rent, utilities and transportation. You 
will find that many things will be more expensive in the U.S. than at home.  Costs can vary depending on 
what area you are in, but below are some typical costs for things in the U.S.  
 
Item       Cost 
Fast food meal     $5-15 
Meal at a sit-down restaurant    $15-60 
Gallon of milk      $3-4 
Bottle of water     $1-2 
Cappuccino      $3-4 
Loaf of bread      $2-33 
Pack of cigarettes     $7 
1 lb chicken breast     $3-4 
1 lb beef round     $5-6 
Average rent in the U.S.    $1400 per month 
One-way local bus trip    $2-3 
5 mile taxi ride     $12-15 
Fitness club membership    $30-40 
 
You can check out the prices for many items in your city, and even change it into your local currency for 
familiarity, at www.numbeo.com  Contact ERDT if you need help. 

Opening A Bank Account 

Follow the below steps to open a checking account where you can deposit checks: 

• Ask your employer if there is a bank they recommend, or visit https://research.fdic.gov/bankfind/ 
to find a bank.  

• Go into the branch and ask for instructions on opening a checking account, particularly: 
1. What documents you must bring to open the account; 
2. If you must keep a minimum amount of money in the account; 
3. If there is a monthly fee for the account 

You may wish to visit several banks and choose the one that is 
the best for you. 

Your employer may do "direct deposit," where instead of 
handing you a paper check, they deposit the money straight 
into your bank account.  This will mean that you can access 
your money faster, and don't have to worry about losing a 
check.  You will receive a paper receipt every time money is 
deposited.  This also makes it easy for your employer to deposit 
any money that you still are owed after you have finished 
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working there. 

If you must cash a check before you have opened a bank account, you can do this at Walmart, or sometimes 
other grocery stores, for free.  There are also places called "check cashing centers," but these charge a large 
fee and are not recommended. 

Many checking accounts come with checks and with a credit/debit card.  These cards allow you to spend 
more money than you may have in your account, and you will be then charged a large penalty, so keep track 
of how much money is in your account.  If you lose a checkbook or credit/debit card, call the bank 
immediately to cancel it, so that someone else can't use it to steal your money. 

Most checking accounts also come with online banking.  You can use this to track your money and usually 
even to pay bills (you can have the bank send a check to someone on your behalf). 

Taxes 

J-1 Work and Travel students do not need to pay Medicare, Social Security, or Federal Unemployment Tax 
(FUTA or FICA).  If your employer asks for proof of this, direct them to our Employer Web Page or have them 
contact ERDT. 

You must pay Federal, State and Local income taxes.  Your employer will withhold taxes, which means they 
take taxes out of each check and send them directly to the U.S. Government.   

Typically, the amount the employer withholds is more than you actually owe.  In the beginning of the year 
after your Work & Travel program, you will receive a W2 from your employer, which tells you how much 
you made, and how much you paid in taxes.  You will use your W2 to file a tax refund with the U.S. 
government.  Be sure that your employer knows how and where to send you your W2. 

The U.S. tax refund system is very complicated, even for U.S. citizens.  If you file your tax refund incorrectly, 
you may not get all the money you are owed, or you could even be charged a penalty.  There are companies 
who specialize in helping Work & Travel participants with their tax refunds, such as www.taxback.com, and 
charge a fee of about 10%.  We recommend that you choose one of these companies for assistance, or find 
an accountant that can help. 

Frequently Asked Questions 

How can I get my final paycheck and/or housing deposit refund after I have returned home?  

Ask your employer if he/she will deposit the money in your bank account.  If not, please contact your agent 
in your home country and ask what they recommend. 

As a final option, you can ask your employer to mail the check to your home, but remember that your bank 
may charge an extra fee for cashing or depositing a U.S. check. 
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Police, Laws and Emergencies 

911 Emergency 

Dial 9-1-1 on any phone for the police, fire department or an 
ambulance: 

• In the event of a death or medical emergency 
• If you are a victim of a crime 
• If you feel that your life is in danger 
• If you see a crime happen or if someone else’s life is in danger 
• Make sure you answer all questions clearly and carefully.  Do not be afraid to approach the 

police. 

ERDT Emergency 

Contact ERDT immediately at 424-259-1192: 

• Any time you have already called 911; 
• If you have been arrested; 
• If you have no place to sleep that night or cannot get back to your housing. 

The Following Are Not Emergencies 

In these cases, contact ERDT during the office hours (9:00am to 5:00 pm Pacific Standard Time): 

• You have a problem with your job that does not affect your immediate safety; 
• You have lost your passport or other important documents; 
• You have problems with your housing that do not affect your immediate safety; 
• If you are a victim of theft or a non-violent crime (lost valuables, luggage, etc.).  In this case, call 

the local police (not 911). 

If You Are Arrested 

• If you are arrested, ERDT should be your first phone call. You may only get one phone call and 
ERDT can speak with the police to try to help you, assist you with locating a lawyer if needed, and 
inform your family.  The sooner you speak with ERDT, the better.  

• You many need to hire a lawyer and pay bail or fines. If you leave the U.S. with unpaid fines or 
pending charges, you may have trouble entering the U.S. again, or you could even be extradited 
(arrested in your home country and brought back to the U.S.) for more serious offenses. 

Following The Law 

Familiarize yourself with laws in your state and city.  You can 
ask your employer, and/or do an online search.  In many cases, 
the punishment for breaking a law can be more serious for a J1 
participant than for a U.S. citizen. 
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• Laws regarding alcohol & drugs     The legal limit for drinking in the U.S. is 21 in all states.  Drinking 
in public is not allowed.  While marijuana use is legal in some states, it is against U.S. law. 

• Laws regarding drunk driving    A drunk driving charge will put you in jail, probably end up costing 
you about $10,000, and prevent you from coming back to the U.S. in the future. 

• Laws regarding sex    Sex with someone under 18 (called “statutory rape”), or sex with someone 
who is drunk and unconscious can be considered rape, and punishable by years in prison. 

• Laws regarding shoplifting     In 2013, ERDT had a J1 Work & Travel student in jail for several weeks 
just for shoplifting cosmetics.  In 2015, ERDT had 3 students who shoplifted clothes from their 
workplace and are now never allowed back to the U.S. in their lifetimes.  Most stores take 
shoplifting very seriously, and have cameras, security devices and security guards.   

• Laws regarding biking and walking     A police officer may issue a ticket to someone who is riding 
a bicycle on the sidewalk or walking across the street without being in a crosswalk, for example. 

• Laws regarding housing     In most areas there is a nightly quiet time, after which you cannot make 
too much noise.  Also, most areas have a limit on how many people can live in an apartment. 

Preparing For A Disaster 

A disaster can include a variety of different situations, such as: 

• Flooding 
• Thunderstorms & Lightning 
• Tornadoes and Hurricanes 
• Power Outages 
• Earthquakes 
• Landslides & Debris Flow 
• Active Shooter 

Visit www.ready.gov to become informed about disaster preparedness.  Also, speak with your employer or 
trusted community members about what kinds of emergencies are possible in your area, and what steps 
you should take in each kind of emergency.  Follow instructions given by your employer, law enforcement, 
or ERDT in the case of a disaster. Remember: Always be sure ERDT has your current phone number and 
email address so that we can reach you. 
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Staying Safe & Healthy 

Medical Insurance 

At your pre-arrival orientation, you received a card/document listing your name, insurance company and 
policy number.  Put the insurance card in your wallet for your whole time in the U.S., and if you lose it, 
immediately contact home country agent for a new copy. 

Make sure your insurance covers your grace period.  If you are found to be in the U.S. without insurance, 
your program could be terminated. 

In the U.S. having medical insurance doesn't mean that all services are free.  You may have to pay a small 
fee any time you seek medical attention.  If you go to the emergency room for a non-emergency, you will 
be charged a large fee.  

The Four Kinds Of Medical Facilities 

• Doctor's Office    Call the number on your insurance card to find a doctor (also called a primary care 
physician.  This can be less expensive than Urgent Care if there is time to make an appointment - for 
example, to get medicine for a cold or rash that won't go away, to get a refill on a prescription, or 
for a minor infection.  

• Walk-In Clinic     Work & Travel participants would most commonly use a Walk-In Clinic for services 
that are not covered by their insurance, such as vaccinations, pregnancy tests or getting a 
prescription for birth control, or getting a physical exam (for sports, for example).  They will need to 
pay for many services at Walk-In Clinics.  However, the cost would typically be lowest at a Walk-In 
Clinic.  Care is offered on a first-come/first-served basis. They do not take appointments.  Visit 
https://www.urgentcarelocations.com  

• Urgent Care    Urgent care is for urgent but non-life-threatening issues such as sudden illness or 
allergic reaction, or a minor accident (broken bone, non-life-threatening cut).  The cost may be 
higher than with a doctor's office.  Urgent care is usually open evenings & weekends, unlike a 
doctor's office.  Visit https://www.urgentcarelocations.com  

• Emergency Room    The Emergency Room should be used when your life may be at risk (trouble 
breathing, chest pain, severe bleeding, trouble maintaining consciousness).  Call 911 if you don’t 
know where the emergency room is or cannot get there. 

Use the internet or talk to your employer or co-workers to fill out this list.  Not all types of facilities may be 
available in your area. 

Your closest Doctor’s Office            

Your closest Walk-In Clinic            

Your closest Urgent Care            

Your closest Emergency Room            
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Getting Hurt At Work 

Your employer has special insurance, called Worker’s Compensation, which covers your medical care if you 
are injured at work, even if it was your fault.  If you are injured at work, tell your employer immediately and 
ask for a claim form.  Then, contact ERDT immediately.  It is illegal for the employer to refuse to give you a 
claim form, or to fire you for having an injury at work, even if it was your fault.  

If You Are Hurt Outside Of Work, And Cannot Work 

If you cannot work due to an injury that happened outside of work, your employer can legally fire you.  If 
this happens, ERDT can allow you to stay in the U.S. for 3 weeks to try to recover and start work again.  If 
you are unable to start work again after 3 weeks, or if you can’t afford to live in the U.S. while not working, 
ERDT will end your program and you may either return home, or travel for the 30 day grace period. 

Medicine 

If you lose or run out of your medication, you will have to visit a U.S. doctor to get a new prescription, as 
your prescription from home is not valid in the U.S.  Some prescriptions, such as birth control, may not be 
covered by your insurance and the cost may be high. 

Frequently Asked Questions 

What should I do if I need to visit the doctor and can't find my insurance information? 

Contact ERDT or your Home Country Agent.  If you have a medical emergency, do not wait to find your 
insurance information, seek medical attention immediately, then contact ERDT as soon as possible. 
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U.S. Culture 
The United States is one of the most culturally diverse countries in the world. Nearly every region of the 
world has influenced American culture, most notably the English who colonized the country beginning in 
the early 1600s, but also other Europeans, Native Americans, Latin Americans, Africans and Asians. 

The Northeast, South, Midwest, Southeast and Western regions of the United States all have distinct 
traditions and customs. Here is a brief overview of the culture of the United States. 

Language 

There is no official language of the United States, according to the U.S. government. While almost every 
language in the world is spoken in the United States, the most frequently spoken non-English languages 
are Spanish, Chinese, French and German. Ninety percent of the U.S. population speaks and understands 
at least some English, and most official business is conducted in English. Some states have official or 
preferred languages. For example, English and Hawaiian are the official languages in Hawaii.  

Religion 

Nearly every known religion is practiced in the United States, which was founded on the basis of religious 
freedom. About 71 percent of Americans identify themselves as Christians. 

Fashion 

Clothing styles vary by social status, region, occupation and climate. Jeans, sneakers, baseball caps, 
cowboy hats and boots are some items of clothing that are closely associated with Americans. Ralph 
Lauren, Calvin Klein, Michael Kors and Victoria Secret are some well-known American brands. American 
fashion is widely influenced by celebrities and the media. 

Food 

There are a number of foods that are commonly identified as American, such as hamburgers, hot dogs, 
potato chips, macaroni and cheese, and meat loaf. "As American as apple pie" has come to mean 
something that is authentically American. There are also styles of cooking and types of foods that are 
specific to a region. Southern-style cooking is often called "American comfort food" and includes dishes 
such as fried chicken, collard greens, black-eyed peas and corn bread. Tex-Mex, popular in Texas and the 
Southwest, is a blend of Spanish and Mexican cooking styles and includes items such as chili and burritos, 
and relies heavily on shredded cheese and beans. 

Family 

Family arrangements in the United States reflect the nature of contemporary American society, as they 
always have. Although the nuclear family concept (two-married adults with biological children) holds a 
special place in the mindset of Americans, it is single-parent families, childless couples, and fused families 
which now constitute the majority of families. 
 
Read more about U.S. culture!  Search for “Culture of the United States” in www.wikipedia.org 
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Cultural Activities In Your Community 

Group Activities 

Your employer will provide at least 2 cultural activities during the summer. 

Cross Cultural Scavenger Hunt 

One opportunity that ERDT offers all participants is the Cross-Cultural Scavenger Hunt.  You can download 
it at http://www.erdtworkandtravel.org/cultural-activities/ It's a great way to get to know your community 
in a fun way.  Turn it in by July 31 for a chance to win a $100 gift card!  A winner will be drawn randomly 
from all submitted entries.   

Finding things to do around your town 

Whether your town is a tourism hot-spot with a lot of activities to do, or you live in a smaller town, ERDT 
has checked to ensure that there are opportunities in your town for you to experience U.S. culture.  Some 
things you can do include: 

• Spending time with Americans outside of work (parties, dinners, visits, picnics) 
• Going to a museum 
• Going to a church or place of worship 
• Going to a restaurant to try a new kind of American food 
• Going to a concert 
• Volunteering for a good cause (beach clean-up, animal shelter, feeding the homeless) 
• Going to a sports event, rodeo, car show, air show, or race 
• Going to a local attraction like a fair, carnival or amusement park 
• Going to a national or state park 
• Going to a shopping center or mall 
• Recreational activities such as swimming at a pool, mini-golf, hiking, tennis, basketball (sometimes 

available at a local school), renting bicycles, or go-karting.  

Keeping Track of your Activities 

Participating in cultural activities is fun, but did you know that it 
is also a requirement of your visa?  It is important that you take 
the opportunity to learn about U.S. culture in your town.  Later in 
your program, ERDT will be emailing you later in the program to 
ask about your activities, so be sure to keep track of what you 
do.  And please post photos and descriptions of your activities at 
www.facebook.com/erdtworkandtravel  
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Travel 

Frequently Asked Questions 

When can I travel? 

You may take short trips at any time during the Work & Travel program, as long as you have your employer's 
permission to take time off work.   

You have an extra 30 days after your visa end date, called the 
grace period.  We encourage you to use this time to travel 
around the U.S. But remember to be back in your home country 
to start university on time, even if that is less than 30 days. 

If you decide to quit your job early to travel, let ERDT know.  We 
will end your visa early and you will have 30 days to stay in the 
country.  Read your job and housing paperwork carefully to see 
if there are any penalties, such as loss of your housing deposit. 

Can I leave the U.S. to travel and then return to the U.S.? 

You may travel outside the U.S. (including a cruise, or a trip to Canada, Mexico, or your home country) if 
you have your original passport, DS-2019 form and J-1 visa, and if your travel dates are within the dates of 
your visa period. 

You cannot re-enter the U.S. during the 30-day Grace Period, or any time after your visa end date. 

To return to the U.S., you must have ERDT sign your DS-2019 a second time. This signature tells the U.S. 
immigration official that you are in good standing with the program.  Mail your original DS-2019 form, a 
note listing your itinerary, and a pre-paid, self-addressed envelope to: 

ERDT Work & Travel Program 
2601 Ocean Park Blvd #322 
Santa Monica, CA 90405 

If you do not enclose a prepaid, self-addressed envelope, ERDT will send your DS-2019 form back via regular 
U.S. mail. The best way to get a prepaid, self-addressed envelope is to visit the post office or a FedEx or UPS 
location in person. 

Remember to check & see whether you need visas for the countries you wish to travel to. 

May I extend my visa?  

The J1 Summer Work/Travel Visa cannot be extended. If you wish to find out about changing to a different 
kind of visa, you will need to hire an immigration attorney. 
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Returning Home 

Frequently Asked Questions 

Do I have to keep working while in the U.S.? 

You are expected to work from your visa start date to your visa end date.  If you 
quit your job or are fired from your job, you have 3 weeks in which to find a new 
job.  If you decide not to find a new job, or if you are not able to find a new job 
within 3 weeks, the U.S. Government requires ERDT to end your visa.  This just 
means that ERDT will change your visa end date to end immediately.  It does not 
have a negative effect on your future ability to come to the U.S.  You still will have 
30 days to travel. 

Can I go home, or leave my job, early? 

Yes, you can go home early.  Remember, though, that there may be penalties for leaving your housing or 
job early - for example, you may not receive your housing deposit back. Read your housing agreement 
carefully to ensure you understand any penalties for leaving early. 

212(e) – Home Country Physical Presence Requirement 

You may be subject to the U.S. government’s home country physical presence requirement (section 212(e) 
of the U.S. Immigration & Nationality Act). This requires participants to return to their home country for a 

minimum of two years before returning to the U.S. on certain types of visas. 

Participants are typically subject to the requirement because of one of the following reasons: (1) The 
participant received government funding for their program (2) Their field of work is on their country’s 

Exchange Visitor Skills List, which you can find by doing an online search for “Exchange Visitor Skills List.” 

This requirement is applied at the sole discretion of the Consular Officer performing your visa interview. 
They will mark it on your J-1 Visa and DS-2019 and will inform you of the reason why you are subject to 

the requirement.  
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Work Log 

Use this log to track your hours.  You can make copies, continue on a piece of paper, or print more pages 
at www.erdtworkandtravel.org.  If you have a problem or question regarding your work hours or pay, 
ERDT will ask to see this log.  Remember to also keep all of your pay stubs. 

Arrival date  Social Security application date    
   
Date Hours Notes 
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Summer Work/Travel Participant Letter 
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Summer Work/Travel Participant Brochure 
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 Wilberforce Pamphlet 
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