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NEW STUDENT GUIDE
For International Students and Families
Prepared by the International Student Advisor  


Greetings from Gordon-Conwell in Charlotte, North Carolina! We are excited to welcome you to our community. Gordon-Conwell is truly a global institution, with hundreds of students, staff, and faculty representing more than 50 countries and thousands of alumni serving God’s Church worldwide.

Gordon-Conwell is located only 20 minutes from the heart of Charlotte, North Carolina.   Coined the “Queen City”, Charlotte reigns over 300-square-miles (482-square-kilometers) of neighborhoods that branch out from the banks of the Catawba River. With a diverse population of nearly 3 million people, the Charlotte Metropolitan Area is also home to numerous universities, parks and museums.  As a student at Gordon-Conwell, you will have the privilege of receiving an outstanding theological education, and living and ministering in a diverse and populous city in the United States!
This manual was created and prepared to help you adjust to life at Gordon-Conwell. While we have tried to include all pertinent information that you will need to know (including answers to commonly asked questions and concerns), we encourage you to stay in contact with our office. We are here to serve you and help you in any way possible. 

If you have additional questions that have not been answered here, please contact our office: 

Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary

International Student Advisor/DSO/ Registration Assistant
14542 Choate Circle
Charlotte, NC 28273
Telephone: (704) 940-5807
Fax: (704) 940-5827 
E-mail: ktokic@gordonconwell.edu 
Website: www.gordonconwell.edu 

We wish you well throughout your time at Gordon-Conwell! 
Sincerely,

Kristin Tokic
This manual was prepared by the International Student Advisor.  Resources consulted during the preparation of this manual include The National Association of International Educators (NAFSA) Adviser’s Manual (2007), as well as resources for international students at Brandeis University, Boston University, Harvard University, and Fuller Theological Seminary.

When changes in the particulars of this handbook are introduced, the seminary will give such notice and will ensure adjustment without undue inconvenience. However, the right to make whatever changes may be deemed necessary at any time is specifically reserved. Information provided in this Handbook is not legal counsel and should not be deemed as such. For official counsel in regard to your visa status, please consult an immigration attorney. 
Table of Contents
6Packing and Moving Tips


6Important Documents to Bring


7Electrical Output


7Sim Cards


7On-campus Housing


7Off-campus Housing


Signing a Lease
8
8Making a Deposit


8Utilities


Classified Ad Abbreviations
9
9Charlotte Weather: What to Expect


Changing Seasons
10
11Communication on Campus


11Student Handbook 


11Campus Directory


11Guide to Auto Safety


12Guide to Campus Safety


Canvas
12
12Employment Postings


13Financial Matters


13Helpful Pre and Post-Arrival Tips


13Currency, Exchange Rates, and Credit Cards


14Banking


15Opening Accounts


15Checking Accounts


16Savings Accounts


16Automated Teller Machines (ATMs) and ATM Cards


17Transportation


17Owning a Car


18International Drivers Licenses


19Receiving a North Carolina Driver License


20Receiving a South Carolina Driver’s License


20Department of Motor Vehicles Contact Information


22Legal Requirements and Safety Tips for Driving in the U.S.


24Legal Requirements and Safety Tips for Traveling Safely With Children


25Driving During the Winter


26Emergency Preparedeness


26Winter Driving Tips


27What to Do if Your Car Breaks Down on the Side of the Road


28Public Transportation


29Airport


29Clothing


29Dressing for All Four Seasons


29Food


29Local Grocery Stores


30Finding Ethnic Foods


30Charlotte’s International Cuisine


30Shopping


Grocery Stores
30
Department Stores
30
Pharmacies
30
32Ways to Save Money


32Restrooms


32Store Policies


32Damaged Items


32Circulars Advertisements


32Items on the Shelves


33Weights & Measurements


34Academic Requirements, Information, and Resources


34Academic Handbook


34Academic Advisor


35Student Success Representative


35Roles of Professor and Student


35Attendance


36Tips for Academic Success


36Academic Integrity


36Paraphrasing


37Plagiarism


37Examples of Plagiarism


38Plagiarism on Exams, Quizzes, Speeches and Other Assignments


38Recommended Writing Resources


38Cheating


39Unauthorized Sources of Information


40Public Schools for Children


42Postage Services


Mail Services Off-Campus
40
Mail Carrier Companies
40
43International Travel


43Before You Travel Outside the U.S.


44Leaving the United States


44Travel Restrictions


45Re-entering the U.S.


455 Month Absence Rule


46Entry into the U.S. Without a Valid I-20 or DSO Signature


46Immigration Resources


47USCIS Charlotte


47Helpful Websites for International Students


47Practical Training (CPT and OPT)


47Curricular Practical Training (CPT)


48Eligibility for CPT


48Part-Time/Full-Time CPT


48Application and Documentation Requirements


49Authorization Procedures


49Optional Practical Training (OPT)


49When to Pursue OPT


49Criteria for Pursing OPT


50When to Apply for OPT


50Length of Time for Pursuing OPT


50How to Apply for Pre/Post Completion Optional Practical Training


50After you Apply for OPT


51Application Processing Times


51Taxes


51Failure to Comply with F-1 Visa Regulations


52Places to Visit




Packing and Moving Tips

As a student, you (and your family) will probably spend your time in the U.S. living in temporary accommodations such as apartments, hotels and rentals. Unmarried students often shift residences quite often, whereas many married students tend to stay in one place for most of their time in the U.S. 
Where you live is perhaps one of the most important decisions you will make as a student in the U.S. Most F-1 students (and their families) live in housing centrally located near Gordon-Conwell, as this housing is convenient, generally affordable, the best way to meet others and to experience great community life.  Living near campus provides an easy commute for Live Courses. Few F-1 students ever buy homes or condominiums while in the U.S., especially since property is usually quite expensive. We recommend you carefully consider your living situation before arriving in the U.S. For one, ensure that your living circumstances are safe and suitable to your needs, especially if you have a family. 

You will also begin to acquire possessions while you are here such as household items, furniture, and clothing. Therefore, we recommend you bring only what you need to get started living in the U.S., and that you make major purchases like furniture, televisions, kitchen items after you arrive. 
Please see section called Charlotte Weather: What to Expect (page 9). 
Important Documents to Bring
There are many items that you must bring with you and have readily available at all times while living in the U.S., including:
· Official transcripts and syllabi from secondary schools, colleges, or universities
· Medical and dental records, including certificates of immunizations and vaccinations (especially important for young children)
· Information about medical conditions or treatments, prescriptions for medication (including generic and brand names), spare eyeglasses and a prescription.
· Marriage certificate, original and translated if necessary.
· Birth certificates for children
Wherever applicable, these documents should be accompanied by official English translations. Keep these documents in a safe place throughout your entire time in the U.S.
Electrical Output

Many students have experienced difficulty bringing electronic equipment from other countries into the U.S.  The standard electrical output in the U.S. is 110V/220V.  Most foreign electrical equipment cannot be used here. Bring electrical devices only if you will run them on batteries or a voltage converter. 
SIM Cards

There are many network providers that offer affordable monthly plans for your phone. These include AT&T, H2O Wireless, Straight Talk Wireless, T-Mobile, Mint Mobile etc. H2O Wireless is especially preferred by international students for its lowest monthly rates and free international calling to certain countries. 

For those considering cheaper options, prepaid carriers are worth checking out like Mint Mobile. Mint Mobile is considered an MVNO, or mobile virtual network operator. This means that it operates on the infrastructure of existing networks. In this case, Mint Mobile operates on T-Mobile’s towers. Mint Mobile receives favorable feedback for its inexpensive rates and simple user experience.  The upside is that they have plans beginning at $15 a month.  The downside is that Mint Mobile devices will have lower priority on T-Mobile’s network than T-Mobile’s own customers. This can affect your accessibility to data usage or network signaling when gathered in congested areas. Also, the customer service is less than ideal. 

On-campus Housing
Our Charlotte campus employs an adult model of education (offering evening, weekend and online courses) and does not offer On-Campus Housing.  We are designed to address the needs of students who are actively engaged in ministry and to involve local churches and ministries in the educational experience.  Located just next door, and in walking distance, is SIM.  Students may contact them to find short-term and temporary housing through the website or by contacting  SIM USA.  We highly recommend you plan ahead as availability can be limited.  
Off-campus Housing

All F-1 students live off-campus in surrounding communities such as Steele Creek, The Palisades, Matthews, Ballantyne, Pineville, Noda, Uptown, Fort Mill and Rock Hill.  Some may even live as far as Concord, Huntersville, and Gastonia.  It is solely your responsibility to find off-campus housing, but we are here if you have questions regarding an area. We recommend students use search engines to gain a greater understanding of the housing available by checking websites like Facebook market place, www.apartments.com , www.rent.com ,  www.apartmentguide.com . They are quite helpful for students seeking good and affordable off-campus housing. Please note, the most common off-campus housing options are apartments.

We recommend you carefully consider where you (and your family) live if you choose to live off-campus.  Once you have located a few possible living locations, feel free to check this map for area safety. LexisNexis® Community Crime Map.  Remember, with apartments you typically get what you pay for. Safety should always be of top concern, as well as location and price.  Gordon-Conwell is located in a predominantly safe area of Charlotte.  
Signing a Lease

A "lease" is a written contract between you and a landlord (or property keeper) that specifies the terms and conditions of your residence. It will include the amount of monthly rental payment, when it should be paid, and how long you are expected to occupy the property. Since the lease is a legally binding document, make sure to read it thoroughly before signing it. Once you sign a lease agreement, in most cases, you are legally bound to its terms. Most off-campus apartments will require you to sign a lease and make other monetary deposits.
The lease must contain a specified rental price. Do not sign a lease without agreeing on a price.
Making a Deposit

When you sign a lease, you will probably then be asked to pay rent for the first and last month of your occupancy. In addition, you will also probably be asked for a "security deposit" equal to one month's rent. The security deposit will be returned to you after you leave provided that you have taken good care of the property during your stay. After the property owner (landlord) inspects your apartment, a final decision will be made about returning the security deposit. Be sure to get a written and signed document from your landlord indicating the condition of the property before you move in. This document will protect you from charges for damages you are not responsible for. 
Once you sign a lease and make a deposit, you are legally bound to fulfill your requirements as tenant of that property. Be sure that you are certain about renting the apartment before signing the lease.

Utilities

Rental costs do not normally include "utilities" such as water, electricity, heating, and telephone services. Ask your landlord for advice on which service companies to contact that provide these utilities. Some companies may require you to pay an initial deposit that will be returned to you after a given period of time. The average costs of utilities will vary if you live in a large house, with roommates, or if you live alone in a one-bedroom apartment.  Find more information on utilities in the area and in the City of Charlotte.
Classified Ad Abbreviations

Classified ads for local apartments use many abbreviations. Some are listed below:

a/c air conditioned              
apt apartment           
app appliances
avail available                     
bdrm or br bedroom
bldg building                        
d/a or dr dining area/room
d/d dishwasher/disposal        
dep deposit 
elec electricity
e.i.k eat in kitchen (large)    
efficiency or eff one-room apartment (flat)
fmr first month’s rent 
frpl fireplace
furn furnished
h/hw heat and hot water
ht heat
immed occpy immediate occupancy (available now)
incl included                        
kit kitchen
lr living room                       
lse lease 
lux luxury
mo month                            
nr near
nwly renov newly renovated  
owner occ owner-occupied (owner lives on property)
priv private
prkg parking 
refs references
sec req security deposit required
studio one-room apartment (flat)
trans transportation 
util utilities
w/ with
w/d washing machine, clothes dryer

Charlotte Weather: What to Expect

The weather in Charlotte has a humid sub-tropical climate with four distinct seasons.   Located in the middle of the state, it is perfectly connected with both the beach and the mountains. Summers are pleasant and sunny with a few scattered “hot days.”  The average summer temperature ranges from 80.1 °F (26.7 °C) to 90 °F (32 °C). Fall and spring are typically mild and cool, requiring a light sweater or small jacket. Winters in Charlotte average a daily temperature of 50 °F (10 °C).  We have mild winters and snow is a rarity. During the Spring, we have moderate to severe thunderstorms.  They often require a simple umbrella or raincoat.  Occasionally, extra precautionary measures are ordered due to a tornado watch or tornado warning.  Charlotte is directly in the path of subtropical moisture from the Gulf of Mexico as it heads up the eastern seaboard, thus the city receives ample precipitation throughout the year but also many clear, sunny days.
Changing Seasons
Fall weather begins in September and continues through October. By November days become much colder as winter approaches. It also becomes dark earlier, around November, usually by 5:00 p.m. Winter weather typically begins end of November or early December, and ends in March. January, February and March are normally the coldest months in Charlotte.  Weather can very drastically during this time.  Spring arrives in April and lasts until mid-June.  Summer comes around mid-June and lasts till late August, as temperatures gradually warm up to as high as 95 or 100 degrees Fahrenheit (35-37 degrees Celsius).  

During the winter, warm insulating clothing is necessary. It is recommended that students have or purchase items like a winter coat, weatherproof boots, hats, scarves, and gloves by December, depending on how well you handle the cold. The costs of each of these items varies from store to store, so shop around before purchasing and if you are willing, look online for the best deals. Everything you need can be bought locally or ordered from an online retailer.
During the fall and spring months it is especially important to have items for heavy rains, as we can have frequent storm systems roll through the Charlotte Metropolitan Area.  In addition, a few days a year, we do have below freezing temperatures that require insulated clothing.  
To check the current weather in Charlotte, go to www.weather.com Type “Charlotte, NC” or “28273” (our zip code) into the appropriate field to learn more about the local weather and to check current temperatures and conditions.  To check live doppler radar during a storm, visit  AccuWeather and zoom in on the Charlotte area.  
Mecklenburg County has an alert system in place for emergency and non-emergency notifications for its residents.  To be placed on the list go to CharMeck Alerts 
Alerts are typically sent via cellphone, text messages, or emails.  You will need to provide your current contact information to begin receiving important alerts.

Communication from the Charlotte Campus
There are many ways for you to receive important information from the Charlotte campus at Gordon-Conwell. Much of the communication you will receive as an F-1 student will be from your international student advisor (the government terminology is Designated School Official, often referred to as DSO) through either your Gordon-Conwell school email address, phone number you have provided or through your personal email.  You will also be in frequent contact with your Student Success Representative.  
Student Handbook 
The Student Handbook is an official document that contains information about academic and community life policies.  It gives detailed information about admissions requirements, how to apply, fees/financial aid, registrations/enrollment, degree requirements, policies & procedures and so much more. We recommend that you look at the handbook at your earliest convenience to gain a better understanding of its contents so that you can revisit it during the school year.  Access the Gordon Conwell Student Handbook.
Campus Directory

While there is no consolidated campus directory, there are ways to look up the contact information of students, administration, faculty, and staff at Gordon-Conwell. Student contact information can be accessed via the CAMS student portal.  Faculty contact information is located HERE. Contact your DSO, Kristin Tokic at ktokic@gordonconwell.edu 
Guide to Auto Safety
Please refer to DMV.ORG regarding the use of motor vehicles in Charlotte and for other helpful driving tips. Each student is eligible to apply for a North Carolina driver’s license 30 days after arrival to the United States.  Please see your International Student Advisor/DSO, as they can help you with the paperwork for this process.   It is important to note that car insurance is required in the state of North Carolina.  You must also register and title your car in the state.   Written proof of ownership is required to obtain a license plate. You can find detailed information on how to register your car at Register Motor Vehicles.  Here is a list of DMV Offices in Mecklenburg County, North Carolina
Guide to Campus Safety
At Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, the safety and welfare of all Seminary community members and guests are the highest priority for the Academic Dean’s Office. With the support of many other departments, we constantly strive to maintain a safe and secure environment for the Seminary to accomplish its educational mission.

Because no campus is immune from crime, the cooperation and active involvement of all students, faculty and staff members is an absolute necessity. All members of the Seminary community must assume responsibility for their own personal safety and the security of their personal belongings by taking simple, common sense precautions.

Gordon-Conwell continues is regularly monitoring the COVID-19 (coronavirus) outbreak.  We will update our community regularly on changes that may impact our life together and our educational mission.  For the most up-to-date information, please check our Gordon Conwell Coronavirus Health Page. 
Emergency contact information for Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, Charlotte Campus, can be found HERE.  In the case of a life-threatening emergency, please dial 9-1-1 immediately.
CANVAS 

During your studies, you will have access to CANVAS.  There, you can view the “All-Campuses; New Student Orientation”.  You will also find the Registration Hub, where you can view calendars, course schedules, access important forms, and learn about your professors.  

CANVAS is also where you can access Community Life, a broad-based resource hub for students.  In Community Life, students can learn about Spiritual Formation, find student interest groups, learn detailed information about life in Charlotte, and view current job openings.  

There is an “International Students” tab in Community Life where students can find information on English language reading and writing resources, Visa information and access community resources.  
Employment Postings

Students may access ministry job openings via CANVAS.  F-1 students XE "F-1 students"  are not permitted to engage in any unauthorized off-campus employment and F-2 dependents are not permitted to work under any circumstances. Please see your DSO XE "DSO"  for any questions or concerns you may have about your employment restrictions. Contact the Gordon Conwell human resources department for assistance with on campus employment.
Financial Matters

Finances are always a difficult matter to face, especially when moving to a new country, pursuing further education, and adjusting to things like using a new currency, banking, shopping, managing money, and keeping a budget. Of course, these are only some of the challenges you may face as you adjust to life in the U.S. Once you arrive, you may find you have many questions about how to properly manage your finances. Many students, for instance, wonder where to open banking accounts, how and where to purchase important items, and how to convert currency from their home country into U.S. dollars. This manual should be helpful in addressing many of these questions. We also recommend you contact your international student advisor with any questions or concerns you may have.
Helpful Pre and Post-Arrival Tips

Before you arrive in the U.S., we recommend you bring sufficient funds to cover the initial arrival and travel costs once in the U.S. (i.e. traveler’s checks, credit card, checks).  You may use these funds for airport emergencies (e.g. taking a cab or shuttle, if needed) and to make initial purchases such as groceries and clothing once you arrive. 

Remember that the budget estimates provided to you by Gordon-Conwell (as listed on the Application for I-20/Visa Certificate) are only estimates. Actual costs may be significantly higher or lower than what you expect, depending on the lifestyle you lead, the places you shop, and the amount of meals you eat out in restaurants and local markets. In most cases, your financial situation will not change that much once you arrive. How you typically managed your finances in your home country may not change dramatically once in the U.S. 

Be sure that you can afford to pay your tuition and fees when required by Financial Services in your first semester, and that you have sufficient funds for living expenses during your first year in the U.S. 
Currency, Exchange Rates, and Credit Cards
Bringing any currency into the U.S. can be difficult, especially if your country has strict regulations about taking funds abroad. Check with the foreign exchange department at your bank or financial institution well in advance, or at least as you prepare your financial support documentation for the Application for I-20/Visa Certificate and make the necessary arrangements to bring sufficient funds with you once you leave your home country. 
We recommend you have enough funds transferred or converted to efficiently bank in the U.S. and pay for all your educational and personal expenses. Open an account at a local bank as soon as possible, after your arrival. 
We also recommend that you bring a major credit card (Master Card, Visa, American Express) along with other funds (for example, cash in USD). Most major airports have currency exchange kiosks you may use for a fee.
While there are many websites and resources for receiving current exchange rates, we recommend www.xe.com/ucc. This website will most likely be used by your international student advisor for all currency conversions and other currency related information.
Banking

There are many small to mid-sized local banks not too far from Gordon-Conwell, as well as branches for some large national banks such as Wells Fargo  Bank of America, TD Bank, and PNC. Make sure to do your research to identify which bank is best suited to meet your needs. 
Wells Fargo
Charlotte is a banking hub for numerous large banks and offers many bank branches for your banking needs. Where you bank is solely your choice, but most F-1 students choose a larger bank such as Wells Fargo.  It has local and national branches and an extensive variety of benefits.   Some banks offer a wide range of resources, multi-lingual customer service, comprehensive online services, and accessibility when traveling internationally. For example, Wells Fargo has been an international bank since its inception in 1852.  
The nearest Wells Fargo bank branches can be found at the following addresses: 

Wells Fargo


Wells Fargo


Wells Fargo
Steel Creek


Tega Cay


Pineville
12802 S Tryon St.

2890 Highway 160 W.
9420 Pineville Matthews Rd. 

Charlotte, NC 28273

Fort Mill, SC 29708

Pineville, NC 28134

All banks keep a variety of brochures that describe services which you may want to use, and you can always talk to the personnel in the bank.  Check with each location to verify that they accept walk-in customers, or if you need to schedule an appointment to come into the bank. 
Bank hours vary from bank to bank. However, banks are usually open for business Monday through Friday from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. Some banks have branches located in grocery stores. These are more likely to be open during the evenings and on Saturday mornings.
TD Bank
TD Bank is mainly found along the East Coast and all over Canada (it is known as TD Canada Trust). TD Bank has Cross Border Banking options that enable you to transfer funds between the U.S. and Canada free of charge. Many international students found transferring funds from overseas cheaper and easier with this bank. Again, do your own research when choosing a bank. 
Another reason why TD Bank stands out is they have longer open hours and are also open on weekends and many holidays. 
You nearest TD Bank branches can be found at the following addresses: 


TD Bank




TD Bank


Fort Mill




Rock Hill

100 Stone Village Drive


2609 Mills Park Drive

Fort Mill, SC 29708



Rock Hill, SC 29732
Opening Accounts

In the U.S., there is a distinction between checking and savings accounts.   One difference is that checking accounts may or may not pay interest while savings accounts usually do. 
Banks offer many checking and savings services. You do not need an appointment to open an account, but you will need to speak with someone in “customer service” or “personal banking.” Banks’ requirements for opening accounts can vary, but you will probably need at least the following documents to open an account:

1. Proof of personal identification. Your passport is one source of picture identification.
2. Visa documents, including your I-20 XE "I-20"  and I-94 XE "I-94" .
3. Proof of your local address, such as a bill or other official papers you received at your local seminary address. If necessary, the Housing Office can also write a letter verifying your local address.
4. Proof of attendance at Gordon-Conwell.
5. U.S. Phone Number 
Note that processing your application and issuing your account number can take 1 to 2 business days. Then the bank will either send an email or a letter letting you know if you are approved for your account. You will then receive your account documents via U.S. Mail within 7-10 business days. 
Checking Accounts

Banks offer different types of checking accounts designed to fit individual needs. It is best to speak with a bank representative to determine what type of account would best suit your (and your family’s) needs. 

The minimum deposit required to open a checking account varies from bank to bank, but be prepared to have approximately $100 to open an account. 
Every month you receive a statement from the bank which lists all the transactions. This statement will be mailed to you or made available online. Be sure to have sufficient funds in your account for the checks you write. If not, your account will be overdrawn, and you will incur additional charges and fees. 
Savings Accounts

Savings accounts enable you to save money and accumulate interest on your savings. Most savings accounts require a minimum deposit higher than what is required for opening a checking account. Depending on the institution, minimum balance requirements for savings accounts could be less than $100 or more than $1,000 to avoid fees. Make sure to check ahead of time before opening a savings account. 
Also, savings accounts are more restrictive than checking accounts. If you open a savings account, check to see how often your bank permits you to access your funds. Typically, banks do not permit you to write checks from a savings account and withdrawals from savings accounts are usually limited. 
Cash Withdrawals: Automated Teller Machines (ATMs), ATM Cards, and Cash Back
Almost all banks issue ATM cards that allow you to make deposits and withdrawals 24 hours a day through automated teller machines, or ATMs. 

ATMs are usually located outside bank branches and in many other central locations like gas stations and supermarkets. Be aware, though, that ATMs often charge fees unless you make a withdrawal from an ATM managed by your bank. Bank of America customers can withdraw from any Bank of America ATM anywhere, anytime without any fees. However, Bank of America charges high fees for withdraws from ATMs managed by other banks. Some supermarkets even accept ATM bank cards for payment, though be aware of fees associated with these transactions, too.
If you do need to withdraw cash immediately and do not have access to your own bank ATM, one method students have used is the Cash Back option at grocery stores. Most grocery stores will allow you to withdraw cash from your card after making a purchase. Students typically buy a small item, such as a $1 piece of chewing gum, and then at the checkout counter swipe their card and select the desired cash back amount (for example: $40). Thus, you will be charged $41 from your card ($1 for the chewing gum and $40 which will be handed to you by the cashier). This is an economical way of getting instant cash when your bank ATM’s is hard to access. Note that the Cash Back limit at grocery stores is typically $100.
Transportation
Gordon-Conwell is located in a rural area, about 2 miles from major stores, banks, and restaurants. It is possible to use temporary and short-term transportation, such as Uber or Lyft but this will get expensive very quickly.  Once you download the app and create an account on your phone, you can easily reserve a ride. It is difficult to get to food stores and other places without a car or some other means of transportation. 

Owning a Car 
Most F-1 students find it necessary to purchase a car, especially students with children. Used cars cost anywhere from $5,000 to as much as $10,000. Many F-1 students XE "F-1 students"  will be required to pay cash for a car, especially if purchased from an individual seller. If you decide to buy a car, you will also need to get a North Carolina or South Carolina driver's license, purchase car insurance (which usually costs about $700-$1,000 per year) and pay to register your car with the State.  
North Carolina generally collects what is known as the highway-use tax – instead of sales tax – on vehicles whenever a title is transferred. (Vehicles are also subject to property taxes, which the N.C. Division of Motor Vehicles collects, as defined by law, on behalf of counties.) The type of vehicle determines the amount of tax paid.  As part of NCDMV’s Tag & Tax Together program, the vehicle owner pays the property tax at the same time as the vehicle’s registration renewal fee.  
Under South Carolina law, you are required to pay personal property taxes on your vehicle before you can obtain a license plate. Taxes must be paid annually thereafter in order to receive a new decal. Property tax is based on the retail value of the vehicle and the taxing district in which you reside. Privately owned passenger vehicles: 6% of retail value. New residents to South Carolina have 45 days to pay their vehicle taxes and get their South Carolina license plate and Registration. In South Carolina, taxes on your vehicle are paid a year in advance. In order to register a vehicle, we need one of the following: bill of sale, title, or registration from the previous state/owner.

Obtaining your driver record (minimum of six years is best) from your country in English, or accompanied by an official, notarized English translation should be helpful in getting lower car insurance rates. This record should be on official stationary. When you apply for car insurance, some insurance companies may not mention the need for a driving record, so you should be sure to ask about it. 
International Drivers Licenses 

NORTH CAROLINA: The International Driver’s License is NOT recognized in North Carolina and cannot be used as a driver’s license. A person who moves to North Carolina and establishes residency has sixty (60) days to obtain a North Carolina driver’s license.
SOUTH CAROLINA: If you're not a US citizen, you may apply for a South Carolina driver’s license or identification card only at specific branches. Transactions for international customers are only available during normal business hours Monday through Friday.  For locations, forms, document checklist please refer to the  International Customers webpage.  Citizens from the following countries wishing to obtain a driver’s license have formal reciprocity agreements with South Carolina:

· American Samoa

· Canada

· Federated State of Micronesia

· France

· Germany

· Guam

· Northern Mariana Islands

· Puerto Rico

· Republic of Marshall Islands

· Republic of Palau

· South Korea*

· Taiwan*

· US Virgin Islands

*South Korea and Taiwan require their citizens to get certification letters from the Consulate General of the Republic of Korea or the Consulate General of the Republic of China (Taiwan) before they come into an SCDMV branch for a driver’s license or ID. You must provide the letter from the appropriate consulate certifying that your South Korean or Taiwanese license is valid. This letter is only valid for 30 days from the date on the letter. This letter will be accepted in lieu of the translation document that is generally required for a license in a foreign language. If you have a birth certificate that needs to be translated, complete the Translation Document (SCDMV Form 4030.)
Receiving a North Carolina Driver’s License
The State of North Carolina will not permit you to convert your International Driving Permit or license from your home country (unless granted in Canada and Mexico).  To receive a North Carolina license, you must go to the DMV and take a written test, a vision test, and a road test. Check the Website to verify if an appointment is needed for the written and vision test or if you can take them on a walk-in basis.
In order to obtain a North Carolina Driver’s License, New Drivers will need to first obtain liability insurance.  This is a pre-requisite to even applying for the driver’s license. This insurance covers you as a driver.
*EXCEPTION: Proof of Insurance is not needed if you do not own a registered motor vehicle and you do not plan to drive a private passenger motor vehicle owned by another person. In such case, you will be required to sign a certification of exemption (DL-123A) at the driver license office. The exemption restricts you to driving “Fleet Vehicles Only”, such as Zip Cars (insurance included) or Rental Cars (only if you purchase liability insurance offered by the rental car company).

Next, you will need to gather the following documents in order to apply for the N.C. Driver’s License

· Form 1-20 (F1/F2)
· Passport

· F1/F2 visa stamp 

· I-94 record: available electronically at http://cbp.gov/i94
· Proof of Residency*

· Proof of Insurance

*Proof of Residency must list your current local address.  For this requirement, you may use the following: apartment lease, housing contract, mortgage statement, cable bill, electric bill, etc. 
Lastly, you will need to pass the following tests in order to obtain the N.C. Driver’s License (no tests are required for the N.C. State ID) If you are nervous, try taking a DMV Practice Permit Test. For the vision test, be sure to bring you glasses or corrective lenses.  For the signs test, you will be expected to know the appropriate signs and what they mean.  You can review these in the North Carolina Driver's Manual. The written test in a 25 question, multiple-choice exam and you must receive an 80% or higher to pass.  The Driver’s Manual is a great study tool to help you pass this test. For the road test, you will need a car.  This portion of the test is done with an officer and is only a short trip around the DMV office.  
If you pass all these steps, congratulations!   You will receive your North Carolina Driver’s License in the mail.  They will present you with a temporary driving certificate that you can use to operate a car until the license comes in. Keep in mind the temporary certificate does not serve as a form of proper identification.
Receiving a South Carolina Driver’s License 

When you're getting a South Carolina beginner's permit, driver's license, or identification card, for the first time, you must provide your social security number and present originals or government-issued copies of all of the following documents:

· Proof of identity, US Citizenship, and date of birth

· Proof of current, physical SC address 

· Proof of legal name change history (if applicable)
If you've changed your name from your birth certificate to present day, you must bring in all supporting documents proving your legal name change. This includes a marriage license, divorce decree, or court order issued by your county's family court. You must bring in documents showing a complete name change history. If you have a Passport with your legal name, you may use this in place of your name change document(s). The SCDMV will print the name on your passport on your license.
· Liability insurance information

NOTE: International Customers should check the requirements, as they are different.

If you're from a US Territory, you must meet the same documentation requirements as any other US citizen. If your birth certificate or license must be translated, use the Translation Document (SCDMV Form DL-4030).
A detailed list of acceptable primary and secondary documents needed to obtain your license can be found  HERE.  The guide for the South Carolina driver’s license exam can be found in the Driver Manual.
Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV) Contact Information

NORTH CAROLINA

The NC DMV has several locations. We recommend the offices located at the following address:

South Charlotte Driver License Office

201-H West Arrowood Road



Charlotte, NC 28217




Phone: (704)-527-2562



Fax: (704) 527-6518
This office is servicing customers by appointment only. To schedule an appointment, visit skiptheline.ncdot.gov. Customers visiting this office are still required to wear a mask or other face covering. Saturday hours are for express services only. Online services are available at MyNCDMV.gov.

Directions From Gordon-Conwell:

1. Turn right onto Choate Circle.
2. Turn right onto Carowinds Blvd.
3. Merge onto I-77 N toward US-21 N/Charlotte (Crossing into North Carolina) 
4. Take the Arrowood Rd exit, EXIT 3.
5. Keep right to take the Arrowood Rd ramp.
6. Keep right to take the ramp toward CPCC HARPER CAMPUS.
7. Merge onto W Arrowood Rd.
8. Turn right onto Nations Ford Rd.
9. Destination is on the right.
License Plate Agency at the South Oak Shopping Center
809 East Arrowood Rd. Suite 800

Charlotte, NC 28217

Phone: (704)-525-3832
Customers visiting this office are required to wear a mask or other face covering.

Directions From Gordon-Conwell:

1. Turn right onto Choate Circle.
2. Turn right onto Carowinds Blvd.
3. Merge onto I-77 N toward US-21 N/Charlotte (Crossing into North Carolina) 
4. Take the Arrowood Rd exit, EXIT 3.
5. Keep right to take the Arrowood Rd ramp.
6. Keep right to take the ramp toward CPCC HARPER CAMPUS.
7. Merge onto W Arrowood Rd.

8. Turn left onto Kings Ridge Dr.
9. Turn right (if you reach Old Kings Rd, you have gone too far).
10. Destination is on your left.

SOUTH CAROLINA

The SC DMV has several locations. You can search location and wait times HERE. We recommend the office located at the following address:

Fort Mill Driver License Office

3071 Highway 21 Bypass
Fort Mill, SC 29715

803-547-8350
Directions From Gordon-Conwell:
11. Turn right onto Choate Circle.
12. Turn right onto Carowinds Blvd.
13. Turn right on Central Carolina Pkwy.
14. Destination will be on the right.

Always bring your passport, I-20 XE "I-20" , and all State and Government issued identification with you. The lines for these offices can be long, so we advise you bring everything with you to avoid having to return to provide more information. We advise you to go early in the morning to avoid long waiting times. 

Legal Requirements and Safety Tips for Driving in the U.S.
The following list will help you understand some driving basics once you start to drive in the U.S:

1. Driver’s License: Keep your driver’s license with you at all times when you are driving, or may be driving.
2. Vehicle Registration: State law requires you to have the registration for the vehicle you are driving in the car, even if the vehicle is not actually yours.
3. Seat Belts: North & South Carolina have mandatory seat belt laws. Everyone is required to use seat belts when driving or riding in a vehicle.
4. Car Seats: In North & South Carolina, children who are less than 5 years old and weigh less than 40 pounds must be restrained in the back seat if the vehicle has a passenger side front airbag and has a rear seat. Children less than 8 years old and weigh less than 80 pounds must be in a car seat or a booster seat.  Both states recommend you follow the manufacturer’s instructions and that the seat meets Federal Safety Standards.  
5. Approaching Emergency Vehicle: When a fire truck, police vehicle, ambulance or disaster vehicle (using red or blue lights and sirens) is approaching your vehicle, you should immediately drive your vehicle as far as possible toward the right-hand curb or side of the street.  Keep your vehicle stopped until all emergency vehicles have passed.

6. Approaching Intersections: Drivers shall not cross or enter an intersection which they are not able to go through without stopping and thereby blocking other vehicles from traveling in a free direction. A green light does not always mean a clear intersection.
7. Blind Pedestrians: Whenever a totally or partially blind pedestrian, guided by a guide dog or carrying a cane or a walking stick (white in color or white tipped with red), crosses or tries to cross a way, the driver should bring their vehicle to a full stop and, before going, should be careful not to injure such pedestrian.
8. Crosswalks: Pedestrians have the right of way at marked crosswalks. State law requires that drivers stop completely at crosswalks if there are pedestrians crossing or waiting to cross. No driver shall pass any other vehicle which is has already stopped at the marked crosswalk to allow for pedestrians to cross or enter a marked crosswalk until there is enough space beyond the crosswalk for the vehicle to be driven. Never park on the sidewalk or in any way that would block the sidewalk.
9. Safety Precautions operation or parking of vehicles: No person, when operating a motor vehicle, shall allow anything (to be on or in the vehicle, or on or with the person) that may interfere with or hinder the proper operation of the vehicle or any equipment by which is operated or controlled. This prohibits drivers from using headphones. 
10. School Bus: When approaching a vehicle with “SCHOOL BUS” written on it and with flashing red signal lights in the front and rear, drivers shall stop their vehicle, unless they are approaching from the opposite direction on a divided highway, before reaching the school bus and shall not go until the warning lights on the bus are turned off, unless directed to do so by a police officer.
11. Speed Limits: No person operating a motor vehicle shall drive at a speed greater than is posted, reasonable, and proper. Everyone operating a vehicle shall decrease the speed of their vehicle whenever there is a special hazard, or by reason of dangerous highway conditions due to bad weather conditions.
12. Railroad Crossing: Every person operating a motor vehicle, upon approaching a railroad crossing, should reduce the speed of the vehicle to a reasonable and proper rate before going over the crossing, and shall go over the crossing at a rate of speed and with such care as is reasonable and proper under the circumstances.
13. Police: If stopped by the police while driving:
a. Stay in your vehicle. It is dangerous for you to step out onto the roadway, and the police are trained to view this as an aggressive behavior.
b. Keep your hands where they can be easily seen, like on the steering wheel.
c. Remain calm.
d. Do not make any sudden movements.
e. Show your driver’s license and the registration of the vehicle. If the license is in your wallet, take it out and give to the officer only the driver’s license. They will not accept the entire wallet. If the registration is in a folder, book, etc. also take it out.
f. If you are asked to sign your name for the police officer, do so. You can be cited for the failure to comply with this request.
g. If a police officer asks you your name and address, answer truthfully. You can be cited for failure to act on this request.
h. Your signature on a citation issued to you is an acknowledgment of your receipt of the citation, not an admission of guilt.
14. Funeral Processions: State law forbids you to cut through or disrupt cars in a funeral procession. This procession is usually led by big black “hearse” (the unique vehicle used specifically for a funeral), with its headlights on.
15. When Lost: If you are lost or unsure of where to go, do not stop your vehicle in the middle of the street. Pull over to the right side of the road to ask questions.
16. Left Turn Only/Right Turn Only: If you are in a lane with an arrow that is marked “Left Turn Only” or “Right Turn Only,” you must turn in that direction.
17. Safety from Strangers: Do not open your window all the way to talk to people. When you go into the city, you may encounter “panhandlers” (people who beg for money). Make sure your doors are locked and do not open your window all the way.
18. Rotaries (Turn-A-Bout): When you approach a rotary, it is important to remember that the cars inside the rotary (circle) have the right of way. Therefore, you should always let them go first. 

Legal Requirements and Safety Tips for Traveling Safely With Children
The following list will help you understand some driving basics if you drive in the U.S with children:

1. A child must ride in a car seat that is secured in the back seat of the car from birth until he or she is large enough to fit correctly in a vehicle’s safety belts. That is usually when the child is seven or eight years old or weighs 50-60 pounds.
2. Child car protection comes in four types: car bed, infant-only, convertible and booster. Your child’s size and weight determine the type of car seat to use and when. 
a. Car Bed: For premature babies or those fewer than seven pounds. 
b. Infant Only: Rear-facing, reclined, for infants from seven to about 20 pounds at one year of age. The car seat must face the rear of the car and should never be used in a front seat where there is an air bag. 
c. Convertible:  Rear-facing for infants from seven to about 20 pounds and one year of age. Forward-facing for toddlers from one year of age and about 20 to 40 pounds.
d. Booster: Children from 40 to 60 pounds, depending on child’s weight and height.
3. The car seat you select must meet federal motor vehicle safety standards and be manufactured after January 1981. Look for a label that states: “This child restraint system conforms to all applicable federal motor vehicle safety standards.”  
4. Many parents are unaware that the seat belts of some common vehicles are not capable of holding a child car seat securely. (Typically, the car seat should not move more than an inch when secured in place.) You may need to call the vehicle manufacturer’s customer service department for further instruction or contact the highway safety office in your state to determine what you need to secure the seat properly.
5. Never try to tend to a crying baby while driving. Find a safe place to stop. Never take a baby out of the car seat for comforting while the car is moving; rather, first pull safely to the side of the road. 
6. Air bags/Automatic Seat belts: Never use a rear-facing seat in the front seat of a vehicle equipped with a passenger side air bag unless you have a cut-off switch for the air bag. The safest place for all children in car seats is in the rear seat. If the vehicle’s front seat belts are automatic, either motorized or door mounted, do not use a child car seat in the front unless your vehicle owner’s manual provides specific instructions on how to do so correctly. 
Driving During the Winter

The Carolinas are known for having mild winters and very rarely get snow.   A few times a year, the roads can become icy, making it difficult to drive and maneuver your automobile.  This can make car travel very challenging and dangerous. Beware of wet roads (or walkways) that suddenly freeze, or glaze over, often called "Black Ice."  This is an extremely thin glaze, or coating of ice that forms on roadways.  It is very easily mistaken for water, instead of "Black Ice," until after an accident occurs.  The cause is a quick drop in temperature at dawn, (the last few minutes before sun rise), or at dusk, (as, or just after, the sun sets).  This is how a road that was wet all day, or all night, can suddenly freeze, forming very dangerous conditions.
In addition, we get heavy rains intermittently during the Spring and Fall seasons. During those rare occurrences, refer to your vehicle owner’s manual for helpful tips on maintaining your car. Most manuals have a section on special driving instructions for bad weather with listed  precautions for wet and cold weather.  Familiarize yourself with this information.
Emergency Preparedeness 
WEATHER

Both North & South Carolina can have severe weather that bring about advisories or notices from local authorities.  You and your family members may not be in the same place when an emergency happens. It is important to plan ahead.  Talk about, and practice, what to do during and after an emergency. Discuss how you will get to a safe place, get in touch with each other and get back to each other.  For assistance in creating your personalized plan, download the Family Emergency Plan.
Your plans should include:

· Phone numbers of a pre-designated contact person for family members to call. 

· Where to meet if separated. 

· Potential shelter locations (Find this on the ReadyNC mobile app)
· What to do with your pets.
· How to be safe if you stay in your home during an emergency. 

· How to help older adults or those with functional needs in your home

Put together an emergency supplies kit and keep it in a convenient and readily-accessible location.  Ideally, you should have one for your home, office and vehicle.  If you have one kit prepared, keep it in a prominent location such as inside the trunk of your car, or in a safe place in your home.
NUCLEAR PLANT

The Catawba Nuclear Station is located in York, South Carolina and is roughly 10 miles away from the Gordon-Conwell Charlotte Campus.  Just like plants that burn coal and natural gas, nuclear plants produce electricity by boiling water to create steam, which turns a turbine to produce electricity.  They are required to follow all regulatory guidelines for the safety of our community.
The plant has siren tests four times per year.  These are typically in January, April, July and October. Please refer to the website to get an up-to-date and current list of all Siren Tests.
Should an emergency arise with the nuclear plant, North Carolina and South Carolina have created safety plan.  This gives specific details on where to go if an evacuation order is issued.  View the Emergency Plan to locate the safety plan for your area.  Here is the MAP of the safety zones for Charlotte and for York County, S.C. 
Winter Driving Tips

The following list contains tips we recommend you keep in mind throughout the winter months (usually December through March):

1. As a general rule, as road conditions deteriorate, reduce your speed and increase the distance between vehicles accordingly.  Speed limits are established for daylight hours, on clear, dry roads.  Reduce speed on snow covered, slippery roads, which require much greater braking distances to STOP.

2. Remember: Drive at a speed that's reasonable and proper for the existing road conditions.

3. Both North and South Carolina state laws prohibit anything in the vehicle, or on your person, that interferes with the safe operation of your vehicle.  This includes the driver's use of headphones or driving while trying to see through a peek-hole in your window due to fog, condensation, or items that can obstruct your view.
4. In the daytime, when it is foggy or rainy, turn on your headlights.  It may, or may not, help you to see any better, but it increases your ability to be seen by other drivers.  (Do not forget to turn your lights off when you reach your destination!).

5. Bridge surfaces freeze BEFORE roadway surfaces, as temperatures go below freezing.

6. Do not brake aggressively in icy or slippery road conditions. To stop on icy or wet and slippery road, gently pump your brakes.  Another method is known as "Squeeze", or "Threshold" Braking.  Push the brake pedal, with steadily increasing pressure, while maintaining "Rolling Traction."  This allows you to keep control of your vehicle.
7. In severe rain, reduce your speed, as wet roads can be very dangerous.  Slowing down will help you better operate your vehicle and keep you safe on the slippery road.

8. In any form of severe weather, rain, fog, or snow, be sure to leave extra room between you and the car in front of you. Doing so will help you avoid slamming on your breaks.  

9. A Tornado Watch is issued by the Storm Prediction Center for counties where tornadoes may occur. The watch area is typically large, covering numerous counties or even states. We follow Mecklenburg and York County weather advisories.
10. A Tornado Warning is issued when a tornado has been sighted.  You are to TAKE COVER IMMEDIATELY.  Charge your electronics, stay indoors, go to the inside-most place in your home, have a radio or communication device, as well as ample water and food/snacks nearby.  
What to Do if Your Car Breaks Down on the Side of the Road
Despite all your preparations, you may find yourself disabled on the road. If this happens, try to get your vehicle to the right side of the road. Road signs are usually on the right side of the road and drivers tend to repeatedly look to the right. Turn on your hazard lights to increase your visibility. Do not exit from your vehicle into oncoming traffic. Exit from the side farthest from the traffic whenever possible. If you have flares or reflective triangles, use them to alert oncoming traffic to use caution that something is wrong up ahead. Usually, the safest and best course of action is to stay with the vehicle and wait for help to come to you.
Public Transportation

There is a train that goes from South Charlotte, through Uptown (the city) and up to the University area. Students may also choose to travel via bus to a chosen destination. The bus system covers Charlotte and the surrounding Charlotte Metro Area.  Please be advised that it is difficult to get to food stores and other places without a car. 
The public transportation system in Charlotte is called CATS - Charlotte Area Transit System.  CATS consists of light rail and bus services. Services run seven days a week. For information, maps, schedules, and fares, check out the MBTA Website.. 
LYNX; Light Rail: You can take the LYNX Blue Line from the I-485/South Blvd Station to UNC Charlotte-Main Campus, or the CityLYNX Gold Line that circulates the Uptown area of Charlotte.  The cost of traveling on LYNX varies depending on your one-way or round-trip travel plans.  Find up-to-date ticket prices HERE. 
Buses (Local):  The bus system acts as a supplement to the LYNX system.  Here are a few tips to get you started:

Plan your Trip

Look at the CATS System Map to determine which bus route(s) you need to take to reach your destination.  The system map gives an overview of all the bus service. Obtain the corresponding bus schedule(s).  Note: Not all bus stops are listed, only major timepoints.  There will be a bus stop sign, with the route number on it, along that route within a few blocks of that location. 
Have Your Fare Ready
Exact fare or a CATS pass is acceptable.  The cost for one-way travel is $2.20 and $4.40 for a round-trip ticket. All fares are posted on the farebox as you enter the bus.  If you need a transfer, please ask the driver.  Transfers are good for 105 minutes.  They are free unless you are transferring to a connecting service whose fare is higher than the one you paid. 

Get off at your stop.
About one block from your stop gather your belongings and ring the bell.  This will signal to the driver to stop at the next bus stop.  Exit through the front or rear doors. To get off the bus, you may have to push a button to tell the driver that you would like to get out at the next stop. 
Non-Local Buses: Greyhound serves North and South Carolina with direct trips or connections to all major cities in North America. For fare and schedule information and ordering tickets (advance purchase), call 1(800) 231-2222 (Open 24/7). 

Trains: You can go to any major city in the U.S. on Amtrak trains. Call in advance for information and reservations: 1 (800) USA-RAIL or 1 (800) 872-7245.
Taxis: For information on taxi-cab service, search online for “Charlotte Taxi Services” and you will find numerous companies readily available to pick you up and take you to your desired destination. 
Airport

The main airport is the Charlotte Douglas International Airport (CLT).  You can contact CLT at 1(704)359-4013for questions and view their Travel Advisories HERE. 
For more information regarding air, bus, commuter and rail service, check online.

Clothing
International students at Gordon-Conwell are always encouraged to wear traditional dress from their home countries. American students typically dress casually during most school days. However, there will be occasions when students need to dress for more formal/special events. 

Dressing for All Four Seasons
As you may know, the weather in North Carolina is usually pleasant, with mild winters and sunny summers.  We advise you to bring or purchase a warm coat for the Winter season and that you have water-proof shoes and an umbrella for the Fall and Spring seasons. 
Food
Local Grocery Stores

There are many grocery stores anywhere from 5-15 minutes from campus. Most students shop at major grocery stores for basic items like milk, cheese, rice, and eggs. Local stores are:
PUBLIX , 928 Gold Hill Rd. Fort Mill, SC 29708 
   
   12810 S Tryon St, Charlotte, NC 28273

Harris Teeter, 13000 S Tryon St, Charlotte, NC 28273



867 Stockbridge Dr, Fort Mill, SC 29708

LIDL,  11225 South Tryon St, Charlotte, NC 28273

ALDI,  10710 South Tryon St, Charlotte, NC 28273

 3665 Vandora Springs Rd, Fort Mill 28273

Supercenters

When you need to purchase food, household goods, clothing, and electronics, a supercenter can be a one-stop-shop for all your needs.  

WALMART, 1151 Stonecrest Blvd, Tega Cay, SC 29708

Target, 12830 Walker Branch Rd, Charlotte, NC 28273
Finding Ethnic Foods

There are numerous places to shop for ethnic cooking ingredients (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Indian, European and others).  Some grocery stores include an international food aisle. Students are often surprised that they can find ingredients for many of their favorite dishes in these stores.
Charlotte’s International Cuisine
Charlotte is known for its many diverse restaurant offerings.  As one of the fastest growing cities in the U.S., people are choosing to relocate to Charlotte because of the rich culture and diversity in, nearly, every part of the city. 
Shopping

There are plenty of shopping malls, grocery stores, and gas stations within a 5-20 minute drive from Gordon-Conwell. 

You may find methods of shopping very different from those you are used to at home. For instance, it is very important when shopping in American stores, especially very large stores, to use a cart or a basket provided by the store for your use. Never put a piece of merchandise in your pocket, purse, or a bag! It may appear to the employees of the store that you intend to take it without paying for it. This is called “shoplifting” and is punishable by law. 
Most American stores and all department stores will have a service counter located in the front or the back of the store called Customer Service. When you have a question, complaint, or want to return or exchange an already purchased item, this is where you should go.
Grocery Stores

Grocery stores sell all sorts of food, such as fresh, frozen, and canned fish, poultry, meat, fruit, vegetables, and prepared dishes. They also sell basic necessities such as eggs, milk, sugar, salt, and spices. Bakery goods and dairy products of all kinds can be found there. Also, some sell toiletries such as shampoo and toothpaste and paper products like toilet paper, paper towels, paper plates and paper cups. Large grocery stores, called “supermarkets” can be overwhelming at first because of the vast number of choices and the sheer size of the stores. Also, the placing of the items in supermarkets are planned in such a way as to make you buy more than you need. For example, items that people usually must buy every time, like milk and eggs, are placed far in the back of the store so that shoppers have to go through the rest of the store and look at other products first. For this reason, and to save time finding items, it is important to make a list of items to buy before you go shopping. Self-service is the rule in supermarkets and in many suburban discount stores (such as Target), which means you take a cart or basket, select the items you wish to buy, and present them for payment at a cashier’s counter where you pay the bill. 

Department Stores
Department stores sell a variety of things such as shoes, clothing, appliances, furniture, cloth, dishes, pots and pans, linens, towels, and toys. They are also self-service. Some stores in the Charlotte are J.C. Penny, BELK, Nordstrom and others.

Pharmacies

Pharmacies or drug stores are the only stores that sell pharmaceutical products, although many supermarkets and discount stores have a small pharmacy department. Doctor’s prescriptions can be filled at a pharmacy. Drug stores also have a large selection of cosmetics, soap, shampoo, toothpaste, candy, snacks, greeting cards, periodicals, simple medicines, and photographic film, and some offer photograph developing services.
Nearest Pharmacies to campus are the following:
CVS Pharmacy 

14125 Steele Creek Rd, 

Charlotte, NC 28273 


Walgreens Pharmacy 

9428 Steele Creek Rd, 

Charlotte, NC 28273
GoodRx assists with finding the best deal on prescriptions. A phone app is also available.
Ways to Save Money
Watch for sales advertised in the newspaper and for discount coupons to use at grocery stores and restaurants. Major department stores often have clearance sections in each department. Many times, clearance sections are marked with red or yellow signs. Watch the Classified Ads section in newspapers or Craigslist for household items and furnishings which are used and therefore less expensive than buying the same item new. Prices in stores (under a few hundred dollars) are fixed. The customer generally does not bargain with the salesclerk. Exceptions to this would be in purchasing directly from a private individual or at a yard/garage sale, buying used books, and buying high-priced items such as a vehicle.

Restrooms

Some American stores will have a restroom for their customers to use. Do not bring unpurchased items into the restrooms. 
Store Policies

Every store will have its own policy on returning or exchanging purchased items. However, in order to do any of these things, you must show proof that you bought the items. Therefore, it is important that you do not throw away your receipts. Usually, the return policy applies until the 30th day from the purchased date.

Damaged Items
If you accidentally break an unpurchased item while you are in the store, you may be asked to pay for the damage. This is usually the case, but not in every case. Fast food restaurants like Burger King and McDonalds will replace a purchased drink if you drop it before drinking it.
Circulars Advertisements
Some stores will send you their circulars (advertisements, information of weekly sales, and coupons) weekly through the mail. These circulars will inform you of special reduced pricing that week on a wide variety of items and will often include coupons that are used to reduce the cost further.

Items on the Shelves

American stores do not allow their customers to open unpurchased items. Sometimes there will be samples nearby to view or taste.
Second-Hand Shops or Thrifstores
There are stores that accept donations of clean clothing, shoes, toys and all sorts of household items.  They then sell the items at a low and discounted price.  You can find winter coats, dishes, kitchen utensils, small kitchen appliances and more. While there are no guarantees that the stores will have everything you need, the shops typically carry clothes for the whole family and household items.  The closest shops are:
Goodwill




Goodwill 
12716 S Tryon St,



 2690 Highway 160 W 

Charlotte, 28273, NC


Fort Mill, SC 29708 



Weights & Measurements
The U.S. predominantly uses the inch, foot, and yard system. To convert centimeters to inches, multiply the number of centimeters by .39. To convert inches to centimeters, multiply the number of inches by 2.54.

Measurement Equivalents
1 Cubit = 18 inches

1 meter = 1.09 yards

1 Yard
= .91 meters

1 meter = 39 inches

1 Yard
= 91.44 cm

1 meter = 3.28 feet

1 Inch = 25.4 mm

1 Short ton = .9 metric ton
1 Rod = 5.029 m

1 Metric ton = 1.1 short ton
l foot = 30.48 cm

929 sq cm. = 1 square foot

.6 mile = 1 Kilometer
1 sq. Mile = 2.59 kilometers
Americans use the ounce and pound system. To convert grams to ounces, multiply grams by .353. To convert kilos to pounds, multiply kilos by 2.205.

Weight Equivalents
1000 Grams
= 1 kilo

1 ml

= .03 fl. oz

1 kilo 

= 2.2 lb.

1 litre

= 2.1 liq. pint

1 Fl. oz
= 29.6 ml

1 litre

= 1.1 liq. quart

1 Liq. pint
= .47 litre

1 Quart
= .94 litre

1 Dry pint
= .5 litre

1 Dry quart
= 1.1 litre

1 Peck

= 8.8 litre

1 US yard
= 1 British yard

1 US pound
= 1 British pound

1 US gallon
= .8 British gallons

1 US bushel
= 9 British bushels

1 British oz.
= .9 US oz.

Cooking Abbreviations & Equivalents
T
= tablespoon



3 tsp.
= l T

tsp.
= teaspoon



8 oz.
= 1 C

C
= cup




3 T
= 1/4 C

oz.
= ounce



2 C
= 1 pt.

lb.
= pound



4 C
= 1 qt

pt.
= pint




4 qt.
= 1 gal.

qt.
= quart



16 oz.
= 1 lb.

gal.
= gallon



2 T
= 1 oz.

American to International Equivalents
1 tsp. =  5 grams or  5 cc

1 T = 15 grams or 15 cc

2 T or 1 oz. = 30 grams or 30 cc
1 deciliter = 6 2/3 T

1 C = 1 1/3 deciliters


1/2 deciliter = 1/4 cup 
Academic Requirements, Information, and Resources
All F-1 students XE "F-1 students"  must take a full course load per semester in order to maintain status. A full course load at Gordon-Conwell is equal to 7 or more credit hours per semester. (At Gordon-Conwell most classes are three credits each, so this generally means a student needs to take at least three classes per semester to be considered “full time”). Only one Semlink course per semester can count toward full-time status.
NOTE:  Gordon-Conwell continues to adhere to all U.S. Government guidelines and regulations for F-1 student requirements.   Contact your International Student Advisor if you have questions about maintaining status.
Academic Handbook

This is an official document that contains information regarding academic and community life policies and procedures. It is a part of the Student Handbook. 
Academic Advisor

Each student is assigned an academic advisor by the Registration Office. The advisor is available for counsel in academic, vocational and spiritual matters. However, each student is responsible for his or her own program of study and for correct registration. 
Student Success Representative
Each student is assigned a Student Success Representative.  They provide guidance about your degree program progress and serve as your advocate throughout your studies. 
Registration Hub
The Registration Hub provides information regarding changes in course offerings, limited enrollment courses and course schedules.  It is here that students can find all necessary Gordon-Conwell forms.
Roles of Professor and Student

American professors expect their students to ask questions and use critical reasoning. Class participation is important. Your respectful silence may be misconstrued as lack of interest. Ask for help if you do not understand something. Professors keep office hours for the purpose of assisting students. It is not thought of negatively to admit confusion. The “social distance” between students and their professors is much less in the United States than in other countries. 
Be patient with yourself if English is difficult at first. Graduate school education in a second language is quite a challenge! 

Your professor or instructor has wide discretion to make and enforce certain classroom policies relating to attendance, make-up examinations, and other issues. Underpinning this discretion is the strong American tradition of academic freedom. 

There are some American student behaviors that you may find surprising or that would be considered disrespectful in your country. For example, students may sit in class with their feet on the chair. They may eat, drink, or even sleep in class! Students may interrupt lectures to ask questions or even to raise objections to what is being said. In general, none of these behaviors necessarily denotes disrespect unless done in a belligerent or aggressive manner. In fact, one way in which an American student shows respect for his or her teacher is by being an active participant in class. 

Attendance

Each professor sets class attendance policies, announced at the beginning of the course or included in the course syllabus.
Tips for Academic Success
Regular attendance at all classes and good note-taking skills will help you be a successful student. 

· Ask your instructor for clarification if you do not understand. Within reason, ask for important points to be repeated if they are presented too fast for you to comprehend or to write down.
· Pay close attention to instructions given at the beginning of the course about how the class will be conducted and how grades will be determined. Expect to receive a “syllabus” for each course. You can find the syllabus ahead of time on Canvas, a learning management system. 
· The syllabus outlines the course’s objectives and the material to be covered and lists due dates for assignments, examination dates, texts to be purchased or obtained from the library, and the professor’s name, office location, and office hours. Keep the course syllabus for the duration of the course. 

To assist you with reviewing information presented in the classroom, it may be possible for you to record classroom lectures. However, please be sure to ask permission from your professor before recording anything.
Academic Integrity
Cheating and plagiarism are considered serious breaches of personal and academic integrity. Such behaviors are inconsistent with the seminary’s stated mission of fostering an “experiential knowledge of God in Christ…evidence in character…[and] conduct” (Art. 4) of the Mission Statement of Gordon-Conwell and with the Community Life Statement renouncing “behaviors such as deception and falsehood.”

Paraphrasing

In your writing, you will be expected to know when and how to “paraphrase” or summarize another writer’s ideas in your own words. If you are not a native English speaker this may seem difficult—even foolhardy—and you may be tempted to quote your sources word for word. Because this practice can lead to a charge of “plagiarism” (see below), it is essential that you acquire the skill of paraphrasing. You will find that if you truly understand the ideas you are dealing with, you will be able to express them clearly. Find an instructor or U.S. student, perhaps a volunteer tutor or conversation partner, who will read your papers, point out passages that are unclear, and help you find phrasing that conveys your meaning. You may have to sacrifice the elegance of the original quotation, but your paper will gain coherence from the effort you put into synthesizing all the material you use.

Plagiarism

Plagiarism consists of restating someone else’s ideas and presenting them as your own without giving credit to the person from whom you got them. If you give credit, even though you restate the ideas in some way, it is allowed. If you do not give credit (by footnotes and/or bibliography entry), you are stealing the ideas.

Taking someone else’s actual words and presenting them as your own without giving credits to the person from whom you got them. If you do not give credit (by quotation marks, or indentation and isolation, as well as footnotes and bibliography entry) to show you are borrowing someone’s actual words, you are stealing the actual words.

Examples of Plagiarism
Here is an example of restating someone else’s ideas and presenting them as your own without giving credit to the person from whom you got them:

Suppose the following appears in the book The Structure of Thanksgiving Psalm by C. Arthur Rheinfrank: 

The several parts of a thanksgiving hymn in the Psalter are easily remembered by the following initials: IMART, which we use to suggest the elements Introduction, Misery, Appeal, Rescue, and Testimonial, which are the five most important structural elements, given here in their most common order.

Now, suppose you read this and then, wrote the following in a paper:

I believe that the component parts of a thanksgiving hymn in the Psalms may be best remembered by the following initials: IMART, which stand for Introduction, Misery, Appeal, Rescue and Testimonial, the five major elements in their usual order.

At this point, you have committed plagiarism, because you repeated an author’s specific idea in your own words, and yet gave no credit to the person you got the idea from.

To avoid plagiarism, your paper would need to read like this:

There is much to comment on the suggestion that the component parts of a thanksgiving hymn in the Psalms may be best remembered by the following initials: IMART, which stand for Introduction, Misery, Appeal, Rescue and Testimonial, the five major elements in their usual order1.
At the bottom of the page or end of the paper, the above sort of footnote, and, in your bibliography the following entry appears:

1 Rheinfrank, C. Arthur. The Structure of Thanksgiving Psalms. Philadelphia: Irving Press, 1974, pp. 178-190

Your Bibliography would then need to include the following entry:
Rheinfrank, C. Arthur. The Structure of Thanksgiving Psalms. Philadelphia: Irving Press, 1974.

If you follow this process, you have not committed plagiarism, because you gave credit by a footnote and bibliography entry to the person you got the idea from.

If you take general ideas from a book, but not any specific ideas, you should still list that book in your bibliography, even if you do not cite it in a footnote.

Plagiarism on Exams, Quizzes, Speeches and Other Assignments

If any of these assignments require bibliographies, you can commit plagiarism. If they do not, plagiarism is not a concern except for copying, which is forbidden anyway. If you use someone else’s general ideas, you must give credit to the source you got them from by a bibliography entry. If you use someone else’s specific ideas, you must give credit to the source you got them from by both a footnote and a bibliography entry. If you use someone else’s actual words, you must give credit to the source you got them from in all three of the following ways: by quote marks [or indentation and isolation in the case of a long quote], by a footnote telling the exact page(s) or place you took the words from, and by a bibliography entry.

Recommended Writing Resources
We recommend the following book as a great introduction to academic writing: 

Turabian, Kate. A Manual for Writers of ... Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996, 6th ed.

This book can be checked out at the library or bought at a local bookstore and online. 
Cheating
According to the seminary’s Student Handbook:

Cheating involves, but is not necessarily limited to, the use of unauthorized sources of information during an examination or the submission of the same (or substantially the same) work for credit in two or more courses without the knowledge and consent of the instructors. 
Those who violate the seminary’s policy on cheating . . . are subject to one or more of the following penalties: a failing grade for the course; suspension from the seminary; dismissal from the seminary; or revocation of a degree.

Unauthorized Sources of Information
An unauthorized source of information is anything that the course professor does not permit students to use during an exam. This includes, but is not limited to, dictionaries, language grammar books and notes, class notes, study guides, textbooks, computer programs, Bibles, etc. Unauthorized sources of information also include discussing the exam with students who have the exam before you and talking to students while taking the exam.

Some professors allow students to use English dictionaries during an exam if English is their second language. If this is permitted, the dictionary must be free of all additional notes and papers.

The best rule to remember: If in doubt, ask! This means if you have any questions about using any extra materials while taking an exam, ask your professor. It is better to ask before the exam than deal with the possible consequences.

What does the seminary’s academic policy mean when it says not to submit the same or substantially the same paper for two or more courses?

If you wrote a paper in Systematic Theology I entitled “John Calvin and the Doctrine of Divine Election,” and for a church history course submitted a paper entitled “The Reformation and John Calvin” which included four pages (out of 10) on Calvin’s doctrine of election, this could be considered cheating. However, if you had the permission of both professors to combine this work, this may not be considered cheating.

The same rule applies here as above: If in doubt, ask! Do not be afraid to talk to your professors. Every professor at Gordon-Conwell would much rather answer questions about cheating than suspect students of it. 
Public Schools for Children
North Carolina and South Carolina offer public (state-funded) school for children 5 years through 18 years of age. School is typically in session from mid to late August through the last week in May. There is no cost for enrolling children in public schools, other than a (possible) small fee. 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg School System

The mission of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools’ (CMS) International Center is to address the needs of culturally or linguistically diverse students, providing them with equal access to effective participation in the educational programs offered by the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools. Here is up-to-date information on Enrolling Your Student. 
Documents Needed To Enroll: 

*New Student Enrollment Form 

*Copy of birth certificate or other proof of age and legal name 

*Proofs of Mecklenburg County residency (a billing statement with U.S./N.C. address) 
*Safe Schools Enrollment Declaration - (Required for students new to the district) 
*Most up to date immunization records (Complete record required by first day of school entry) 
*Health Assessment (All children entering NC public schools for the first time must submit proof of a health assessment within 30 days of the start of school.) 
*Health assessment and immunization requirements for school attendance 

Email all documents with English translation to cmsfutureenrollments@cms.k12.nc.us.  This email is ONLY for enrollment paperwork. Any other inquiries submitted via this email will not receive a response. All other inquiries must be directed to our office at 980-343-5335. 
Once your paperwork is processed, you will receive a letter with your student's ID and PIN in the mail. 
Age Requirements 

In compliance with North Carolina law, students must be 5 years of age on or before August 31st to be considered for Kindergarten. Students applying for the Montessori schools or the Pre-K program must be 4 years of age on or before August 31st in order to be considered. 
Immunization and Health Assessment Requirements 

In compliance with North Carolina law, all children entering NC public schools for the first time must submit proof of a health assessment within 30 days. The health assessment must have been completed within 12 months prior to the date the child would have first been eligible for initial entry into the public schools. In addition, North Carolina law requires parents/guardian to present certification of immunizations on or before the first day of school entry. If documentation is not presented, parents and/or guardians have 30 calendar days to provide documentation, or the student shall be excluded from school until proof is provided. 
	Contact Information: 

Student Placement 
Spaugh Administrative Center
1901 Herbert Spaugh Lane 
Charlotte, NC 28208 

Phone: 980-343-5335 
Fax: 980-343-5661 
Monday - Friday, 9:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. 



Fort Mill School System
In order to start the new student enrollment process, a student must reside in the school district’s attendance area (Fort Mill or Tega Cay, South Carolina) at the time of enrollment. A student must turn 5 years of age, on or before September 1st, in order to enroll in Kindergarten for the upcoming school year.

Enrollment Process
The enrollment process begins at home using the district’s secure, online system called the Registration Gateway. Click the “New Student” tab and create an account.  

Students attend a particular school based on their legal residence. School verification can be made through the district’s online School Locator.  Attendance area maps are available at each school, the district office, and online via the district's website.   All required documents must be uploaded to the online registration account prior to making your appointment.  

Documents Needed To Enroll 
*Your Child’s Legal Birth Certificate with Seal.  A mother’s copy or a hospital copy is not acceptable.  

*SC Certificate of Immunization.  All immunizations must be recorded on a SC Certificate of Immunization.  The Rock Hill Health Department provides this service; call 803-909-7300 for an appointment or for more information.

*Proof of Fort Mill Residency.  Acceptable documents include a deed, certificate of occupancy, closing statement indicating completion, a real estate tax receipt, or rental lease agreement with official signatures and children listed as occupants, title of mobile home accompanied with lease of land. Utility bills and vehicle property tax receipts are not accepted as proof of residency documents.

*Custody Papers.  If applicable.  

*An unofficial transcript for credit bearing High School or Middle School Classes or the last report card from previous elementary/middle school for your child.

NOTE: There is a $30 Instructional Fee for Elementary and Middle school students.  A $30 Instructional Fee is also required for High School students as well as a $12 Publication Fee. A personal check, money order, cash and debit/credit cards are accepted. Checks are made payable to the specific school you are registering your child for
All documentation must be accompanied by an English translation.
Postage Services
The U.S. offers many postal services that you may use to deliver local mail and to ship overseas.  Their prices vary, drastically, and we recommend getting an estimated cost for shipping from two different carriers before mailing international packages, as some are cheaper options than others.  
Mail Services Off-campus
The United States Postal Service (USPS) has at least one post office in every U.S. city or town. The main phone number for the United States Postal Service is 1-800-275-8777. 
USPS & Mailing Centers Near Gordon-Conwell:

USPS- Steele Creek



The Postal Route - Fort Mill
10926 Quality Dr, 



2764 Pleasant Rd Suite A, 
Charlotte, NC 28273



Fort Mill, SC 29708
Most post offices are open weekdays (Monday through Friday) from 8:30 a.m. to 5 p.m. and Saturday 8 a.m. to 12 p.m. Post offices are closed on Sundays and on all national holidays. 
Stamps may be purchased at the post office or from vending machines located in some stores and banks. Mail within the United States costs 55 cents for the first ounce. International mail postage varies by country. To send anything other than a letter, a customs slip (available at the post office) must also be filled out and attached to the package. 
Students who live in apartments can also receive off-campus mail at a separate mailbox located in the entry way to the apartment in which they live. This mail is delivered once a day, Monday through Saturday.
All addresses in the U.S. are assigned a 5-digit zip code number according to the state, city, and sometimes even to individual areas within a city. Incorrect or missing zip codes will delay mail delivery. Call your local post office for information on zip codes.
Mail Carrier Companies

The U.S. is home to many international mail carriers. Most services come with delivery confirmation. These include FedEx, UPS, and Shipnex.  There are numerous office locations for these shipping companies, and some can even be found inside of supercenter stores like Walmart.

International Travel
Many F-1 students and F-2 dependents travel internationally during their time at Gordon-Conwell, usually back to their home country, for vacation (e.g. Canada), or for missions work. While international travel is permitted for F-1 students and F-2 dependents, there are expectations and restrictions that must be followed to avoid travel delays and violations of the F-1 visa restrictions. Domestic travel within the U.S. is permitted. However, we always recommend you bring your passport, current I-20 XE "I-20"  form(s), and proof of enrollment at Gordon-Conwell with you to avoid travel delays and any unnecessary confusion about your identity and/or reason for being in the U.S.  No DSO (Designated School Official, international student advisor) endorsement is required for domestic travel.   

Before You Travel Outside the U.S.
There are several steps you must take before travelling outside the U.S.

1. Review the requirements and restrictions for the country which you plan to visit.

2. Verify all your important documents are current and not expired, including passport, visa, and I-20 XE "I-20" . 

3. Make three sets of copies of all your important documents for both you and your dependents (even if some dependents are U.S. citizens). 

a. Include copies of all identity pages of your passport, such as your picture, birth date, F-1 visa, and I-94 XE "I-94"  card.

b. Leave one set of copies at home, one in your carry-on luggage, one in your checked baggage.

c. Verify that your DSO XE "DSO"  has current copies of your passport, F-1 visa, and I-94 XE "I-94"  card.

4. Meet with your DSO XE "DSO"  to have your most current I-20 XE "I-20"  form(s) signed, including I-20s for any dependents traveling with you.

a. DSO XE "DSO"  will endorse your I-20 XE "I-20"  for travel by signing the bottom of page 3.

b. Please meet with your DSO XE "DSO"  during office hours, allowing as much as three days for processing.

5. Meet with the Registration Office to receive a “Proof of Enrollment” letter. This letter will help you prove your enrollment at Gordon-Conwell should a border officer, embassy/consulate official, or any other official request proof you are an F-1 student in the U.S.

6. Bring all official documents used to receive an I-20 XE "I-20"  with you as you attempt to re-enter the U.S., including your passport and any/all church or family support letters, bank statements, and/or financial aid forms. Financial documents must not be greater than six months old.

Leaving the United States
Every country has its own rules with regard to who can enter their country, under what restrictions, and for how long. Typically, as an F-1 student, you can enter your own country of citizenship if you hold a valid passport issued by that country with little or no problem. Before entering a country other than your own country of citizenship, however, we advise that you check the embassy of that country to learn about their specific entry rules.

Travel Restrictions

Though travel is permissible for F-1 students XE "F-1 students"  and F-2 dependents, there are restrictions that must be followed. For instance, F1 student with an application pending with the USCIS (U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services) XE "USCIS"  for change of status or post-completion OPT (Optional Practical Training) should not travel outside the U.S. while the application is still pending. Travel during this time is considered an abandonment of the application.  This restriction includes F-1 students currently in the 60-day grace period after the completion of a program (indicated on line 5 of your I-20 XE "I-20" ) or students in the process of adding a second degree. In these instances, under no circumstances will you be permitted to travel outside the U.S. Attempting to re-enter the U.S during the 60-day grace period automatically terminates the F-1 visa and the student would not be permitted to re-enter. The implications of this rule can be very severe, causing delays in students’ course of study if violated. This restriction includes travel to Mexico and Canada.

Transfer students must exercise careful consideration with regard to travel during the period between enrollment at both Gordon-Conwell and their respective transfer institution. Thus, you must pay attention to the start and end dates listed on your I-20 to avoid complication when attempting to re-enter the U.S. and consult your DSO at both schools to ensure you have a valid, properly endorsed I-20.

Re-entering the U.S. 

To reenter the U.S. after a temporary absence (e.g. travel abroad), you need the following:

1. Valid passport

2. Valid I-20 XE "I-20"  endorsed by your DSO XE "DSO"  (i.e. signed on the back page)

3. Valid visa

4. Current financial statements, as required to create your I-20 (suggested, not required) XE "I-20" 
5. Letter from the Registration Office indicating enrollment as a current student signed by your DSO XE "DSO"  during the current academic session.
When you attempt to re-enter the U.S, you will be required to speak with border officials and/or immigration officers. Remember, remain calm, speak clearly, and most importantly, have all required documents with you. Remind the official (if necessary) that you are a student at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary in South Hamilton, Massachusetts and that you currently hold a valid F-1 visa for study at that school. If needed, the official can contact Gordon-Conwell for verification of any needed information or review your current I-20 XE "I-20"  available to them in SEVIS.  

5 Month Absence Rule 

While travel is permitted, you are not permitted to leave the U.S. for longer than five months and maintain a valid F-1 visa status. U.S. Immigration law refers to this as “The 5 Month Rule.” Under this law, absence for a period of more than five months outside the U.S is considered beyond the permitted temporary absence allowance, thus terminating an F-1 (and F-2 visa) status. This means if you are absent from the United States for more than 5 months, you will no longer possess a valid I-20 XE "I-20"  and will need to request a new I-20 to return to Gordon-Conwell (or reenter on a new school’s I-20 if the intent is to attend a school other than Gordon-Conwell upon return to the United States). The implications of this rule can be very severe, causing delays in students’ course of study if violated. Gordon-Conwell is required by law to maintain strict adherence to this rule.
Entry into the U.S. Without a Valid I-20 or DSO Signature

Occasionally, a returning F-1 student arrives back in the U.S. with a deficient I-20, the most common occurrences being that the I-20 lacks a travel signature from the DSO or the student forgets the I-20 altogether. There are many things that could happen in this instance. The Immigration Officer could deny entry and you would be required to return home. If the Immigration Officer does not deny entry, he or she could instead call the school to request a faxed copy of the I-20 or verbal confirmation over the phone of your status. This process usually causes serious travel delays, sometimes as long as two days depending on where you travel and whether Gordon-Conwell administrative offices are open. The Officer may also issue you a one-page notice and write on the I-94 Departure Record card that you are admitted not for the usual “duration of status” (D/S) but for only one month.

If you receive such a notice, you must apply to correct the deficiency as soon as possible once you return to school. If you do not take care of this before the end date on your new I-94, there are severe consequences. For instance, if you overstay beyond the D/S by even a day you will automatically become “unlawfully present” in the U.S. and thus, permanently ineligible to apply for a U.S. entry visa anywhere except in your home country. Anyone who overstays and remains “unlawfully present” for six months and then leaves the U.S. is barred from returning to the U.S. for three years. Unlawful presence for a full year means a bar of ten years. 
Immigration Resources
Your DSO XE "DSO"  at Gordon-Conwell is available to help you understand the guidelines and restrictions of U.S. Immigration Law and F-1 student visas. However, in certain circumstances, we recommend students pursue other resources for U.S. immigrants, as needed. Students may wish to consult other resources in any (but not all) of the following cases: 
· Detailed questions and/or concerns about immigration law and/or F-1 student restrictions
· Questions about or applications for alternate visas (e.g. J-1, R-1)

· Questions about applications for Green Cards 

· Legal troubles  
While Gordon-Conwell does keep a list of immigration lawyers for student’s reference, it is your responsibility to seek legal counsel and to pay any necessary fees or charges that may accrue for accessing such services. See your DSO XE "DSO"  for a list of immigration lawyers and/or further resources than those listed below.

USCIS XE "USCIS"  Charlotte Office

Students may contact USCIS XE "USCIS" ’ Charlotte office. You may reach USCIS-Charlotte at the following address: 

 XE "USCIS" Bureau of Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS)
Location: Charlotte District Office
4801 Chastain Ave, Charlotte, NC 28217
Hours: Monday - Friday, 7:00 a.m. to 3:30 p.m. 
This office is not accepting walk-ins.  For more information call 1-800-375-5283
Remember to always bring your passport, I-20 XE "I-20" , and State identification (if applicable) with you. You must schedule an appointment on the USCIS XE "USCIS"  website via INFOPASS to visit the office and to speak with an Immigration Information Officer.

Helpful Websites for International Students
· U.S. Citizenship and Immigration: www.uscis.gov   
· Department of Homeland Security: www.dhs.gov  
· Study in the States: http://studyinthestates.dhs.gov/students
· Social Security Administration: www.ssa.gov  
· Internal Revenue Service: www.irs.gov  
· Visa Law: www.visalaw.com   
· Currency Converter: http://www.xe.com/ucc/  
· Student Guide for Studying in the U.S.: www.edupass.com 
Practical Training (CPT and OPT)
Practical training is a right for every F-1 student who lawfully maintains status. Practical training allows students to gain valuable, hands-on experience in an internship or another employment opportunity before or after they have completed their studies at Gordon-Conwell.

Curricular Practical Training (CPT)
F-1 students XE "F-1 students"  may be eligible for Curricular Practical Training (CPT), which is an authorized way to gain valuable work experience required as an integral component of your program of study. This may include mentored ministry, internships, student teaching, and other practical experiences relevant to your academic program. However, please remember that students completing mentored ministry are not required to do so through CPT; CPT is only an option if desired. Only pursue CPT if you plan to be paid for your work during mentored ministry. Also, please know that this option is subject to your DSO’s approval.
Eligibility for CPT

Students must be currently enrolled on a full-time basis for at least one academic year (as required for maintaining the F-1 visa) before pursuing CPT. CPT is only available before the completion of the student’s degree, and not after. Any work pursed after completion will be considered post-completion optional practical training. 

Criteria for Pursuing CPT

CPT can only be authorized if the training is necessary for the student’s intended course of study. This means students who wish to work off-campus in another capacity other than employment relevant to the student’s degree program may not pursue CPT. 

If you are pursuing CPT in your last semester of study, you must be enrolled in at least one other course in addition to CPT, unless the CPT course is the degree-required course. This determination will be made by your DSO and is subject to DSO approval XE "DSO" .
Part-Time/Full-Time CPT

Part-Time Training: CPT authorized on a part-time basis is limited to no more than 20 hours per week. If eligible, there is no limitation on the length of time you may participate in part-time curricular practical training, provided you continue to maintain lawful F-1 status. 
Full-Time Training: CPT may only be authorized on a full-time basis during official seminary breaks and vacations. Student during their last semester of study may also be authorized for full-time CPT if also authorized for Reduced Course Load by the DSO XE "DSO" . Full-time CPT allows the student to work more than 20 hours per week and there is no limitation to the length of time you may participate in full-time CPT. However, if you participate in 12 months or more of full-time CPT, you will not be eligible for post-completion optional practical training (OPT). 
Application and Documentation Requirements

To apply for CPT, bring the following documents with you to your DSO (Designated School Official, international student advisor) XE "DSO" :
1. Official offer letter on church/company letterhead signed by your supervisor. This offer letter should include the employer’s name, address, dates of employment, and any other information relevant to your application. 
2. Proof of registration for CPT course, if you are earning academic credit for the training. This letter must be received from the Registration Office.

3. Copies of your passport, I-94 XE "I-94"  card, and I-20 XE "I-20" . 
Authorization Procedures

You may engage in CPT only after you have received the I-20 XE "I-20"  with your CPT authorization from your DSO XE "DSO" . This work authorization is valid only for the specific employer, location, time period and on a part-time or full-time basis as approved and recorded by your DSO as evidenced on your I-20 issued for CPT. You may not continue employment beyond the date authorized unless you apply and are granted an extension of your permission to work from your DSO. 

Optional Practical Training (OPT)
Optional Practical Training (OPT) is temporary permission to work in the U.S in order to gain additional knowledge about your field of study. OPT employment outside your field of study, or employment not commensurate with your degree level, is prohibited. Like CPT, OPT requires the approval of your DSO. However, OPT also requires an authorization card from USCIS (called an EAD card). Students must apply for the EAD card through USCIS by submitting a form I-765 and other supporting documentation, including an updated I-20 indicating the period(s) of authorized OPT.

When to Pursue OPT

Students may pursue OPT during:
· Full-time or part-time during vacation periods.
· Part-time (20 hours/week max) during spring or fall semester along with full-time enrollment in classes.
· Full-time or part-time after completing all formal class requirements.
· Full-time (not part-time) after completion of your study program.

F-1 students XE "F-1 students"  are eligible for a total of twelve months of OPT per educational level. 

Criteria for Pursing OPT

OPT provides an opportunity to apply theoretical knowledge obtained in an academic program to a practical work experience in the U.S. This employment opportunity must be directly related to your major field of study. Eligible students may apply for "pre-completion OPT" (before completion of program) and/or "post-completion OPT" (after completion of program). 
Students do not need a job offer in order to apply for OPT. However, OPT requires the student to have authorization from USCIS XE "USCIS"  before beginning employment. This authorization can take up to 3 months to obtain. Students recommended for OPT will receive a new I-20 XE "I-20"  with an OPT recommendation notation on page 3. This new I-20 must be included in the formal application packet sent to USCIS. 
When to apply for OPT

USCIS XE "USCIS"  typically requires students file the I-765 XE "I-765"  no later than the student's program end date, and it is not specified how soon before the program end date the application can be filed. Under the new rule, however, a student will be able to file his or her I-765 up to 90 days prior to his or her program end date, and up to 60 days after his or her program end date. The student must submit the I-765 package to USCIS within 30 days of the DSO requesting the OPT.
Length of Time for Pursuing OPT

Employment authorization is usually given for up to one year. The start and end date of authorization is listed on the EAD (Employment Authorization Document) card issued by USCIS. 
How to Apply for Pre/Post Completion Optional Practical Training

When you meet, your DSO XE "DSO"  will explain all the procedures and rules for applying for OPT. Your DSO will help you select your OPT dates, make copies of the documents for your OPT application packet, and submit request for a new I-20 XE "I-20"  with an "OPT Authorization Request" in SEVIS.

After you Apply for OPT XE "OPT" 
Once your packet is mailed, USCIS will send you a Form I-797 Notice of Action indicating that they have received your application and that your case will be decided on within 5 months. DO NOT LOSE THIS FORM! This form will probably come to you in approximately two or three weeks after you submit your application, though you may hear back before that time. It will also have a tracking number for your application, which will look something like “EAC-11-222-3333.” You may check the status of your application online at www.USCIS XE "USCIS" .gov with this tracking number. Look for the case status online link and enter the EAC# in the appropriate field.

Receiving the Employment Authorization Document Card (or EAD)

If your application is approved, USCIS will send your Employment Authorization Document (EAD) Card to the address provided on your I-765 XE "I-765" . Bring this card to your DSO so that copies can be made and included in your file. If USCIS has a question regarding your application before approval, they will send you a "Request for Evidence." We recommend contacting your DSO before taking any further action so that we may advise you on how best to respond.
Application Processing Times
Processing times can take quite a long time, sometimes as long as five months. OPT applications cannot be expedited either. Current average processing times for applications are always listed on the http://www.uscis.gov/ web site under the Vermont Service Center (VSC). This link may be helpful to you in knowing how long the VSC is taking to process I-765/OPT XE "I-765"  applications. The earlier you file your OPT application, the shorter the processing time. USCIS tend to experience a high volume of application toward the summer and end of year. Due to the number of applications they receive during these times, please plan accordingly and if possible, apply early. 

Taxes

In general, F-1 students XE "F-1 students"  who have been in the U.S. for no more than five different calendar years are exempt from Social Security Taxes. You should, however, be sure to bring this to the attention of your employer because many employers are not familiar with this provision of the tax laws. 

Students in F-1 status are subject to all other taxes that may apply, including federal, state, and local taxes. For more information on taxes, please consult with a tax professional and/or Publication 519 of the Internal Revenue Service (http://www.irs.gov/). 

Failure to Comply with F-1 Visa Regulations

It is your responsibility to comply with all immigration regulations that apply to F-1 students before, during, and after any periods of OPT. Employment regulations pertaining to F-1 visas and OPT are very strict.

Often students who apply for OPT late may not receive their EAD until after their proposed employment start date indicated on their offer letter or I-20. Please know that working without the proper authorization, including your EAD card, is a serious violation of your F-1 visa status. Do not start working before you have received your EAD card. In some cases, you may need to make alternate arrangements with your employer to adhere to this rule. 

If you fail to comply with your F-1 visa regulations, you may not be eligible for benefits normally granted to F-1 students; and in most cases, you may jeopardize your stay in the U.S. 
Places to Visit 
Gordon-Conwell is ideally placed to visit various attractions in both North and South Carolina. You can take a day or weekend trip to small historic towns, beaches, amusement parks, resorts and nature preserves.  As you spend time at Gordon-Conwell, you will want to take advantage of these unique opportunities.

CHARLOTTE: Charlotte looks like a brand-new city, but it is full of history. With roots dating back before the American Revolution, this city began as a railroad junction. Today, it is one of America’s largest banking centers and one of the nation’s fastest-growing metropolitan areas. It has been said that Charlotte is energizing and magnetic.  It is a place that allows you to explore, create, live, learn and make connections with others around you.  Here are a few local favorites:
· UPTOWN—The downtown area of Charlotte is called Uptown.  Here, you can visit restaurants, shops, the Bechtler Museum of Modern Art, the NASCAR Hall of Fame, Discovery Place, the Belk Theater at the Blumenthal Performing Arts Center, the Harvey B. Gantt Center for African American Arts + Culture, The Mint Museum Uptown, The Epicentre, Bank of America Stadium, and the 7th Street Public Market
· CONCORD-- A pleasant escape from the hustle and bustle of Charlotte, Concord offers a selection of activities for day visitors, such as the NASCAR Richard Petty Driving Experience, Thrifty Adventures (kayaking, tubing, rock-climbing and more), Great Wolf Lodge Water Park and Sea Life Aquarium.
· GASTONIA--Situated about twenty miles west of Charlotte, Gastonia offers boating, fishing, kayaking, and a Farmer’s Market.  
· HUNTERSVILLE-- This easygoing suburban town in North Carolina is known for its historic homesteads, lively shopping districts, recreational parks and water sports on Lake Norman. Huntersville is a residential town between the city of Charlotte and large Lake Norman. 
· YORK: Located in the heart of the South Carolina Midlands, York has a rich historic background for visitors to uncover. The town was originally home to the Catawba Indians.  Take a walking tour of historic Downtown, or visit the Windy Hill Orchard and Cider Mill to taste some apple cider and feast on their home-made doughnuts.
· ASHEVILLE: Here, you can see the Blue Ridge Mountains, stay in quaint places, try delicious cuisine, enjoy music and art, take a trolley through town and play games at the National Pinball Museum.  
· BILTMORE ESTATE-- Biltmore Estate is a historic house museum and tourist attraction in Asheville, North Carolina. Biltmore House, the main residence, is a Château-style mansion built for George Washington Vanderbilt II between 1889 and 1895 and is the largest privately owned house in the United States. You can stay the night, or simply visit for a day-tour.  
· RALEIGH: Founded as the new N.C. state capital in 1792, Raleigh, has been called a natural playground for history lovers. With over 150 parks, lakes and green ways, there is ample opportunity to enjoy golf, biking, swimming, boating and other outdoor adventures.
· HIGH POINT: Better known as the Furniture Capital of the World, Highpoint is home to numerous designers and showrooms.  Visit the All-A-Flutter Butterfly Farm, the High Point Museum, or take a furniture shopping tour.  
· ASHEBORO: Conveniently nestled in the heart of North Carolina, Asheboro is just 70 miles from Charlotte, where it offers visitors a delightful day out. You can visit the North Carolina Zoo, take a Richland Creek Zip-Line and Canopy Tour, or admire the brilliant collection of Harley Davidson bikes at the American Classic Motorcycle Museum.
· LAKE NORMAN: A short twenty-mile drive north of Charlotte will bring you to Lake Norman, the largest man-made lake in North Carolina. The enormous lake is surrounded by several small towns like Cornelius, Davidson and Huntersville. Outdoor enthusiasts will enjoy the activities available on the water, which include fishing, sailing, wake-boarding, kayaking and paddling. Lake Norman offers exceptional biking opportunities.
· STATESVILLE: A popular choice for day trips from Charlotte, the small town of Statesville boasts over 250 years of history. Take a walk through historic Downtown, visit the Fort Dobbs Historic Site, see the Zootastic Park, explore Fort Dobbs or enjoy the Marquis Cinema.
· WILMINGTON: This vibrant riverfront city is the most accessible coastal area in the state. The pedestrian-friendly Riverwalk winds along the Cape Fear River, connecting many of the city’s shops, cafés, and nightlife with waterfront hotels, parks and the Port City Marina. 
· GREENVILLE: Featuring a one-of-a-kind "floating" suspension bridge and set against the scenic Blue Ridge Mountains, Greenville boasts a thriving arts scene, hundreds of restaurants, shops and boutiques, popular annual festivals, numerous historic sites and museums housing significant art collections.
· MYRTLE BEACH:  As one of the premier family and beach vacation destinations in the United States, Myrtle Beach offers an endless array of lodging options including resorts, hotels, beach homes, vacation rentals, and campgrounds. It has endless attractions, events and dining options, and is located on the northern tip of beautiful Cape Ann.
· HILTON HEAD-- Ranked one of the top Islands in the United States, Hilton Head has beautiful beaches, world-class golf courses, exceptional restaurants and high-energy water sports.  Just 45 minutes from both Savannah and Beaufort, Hilton Head is just a quick car ride away from many Lowcountry destinations. 
· SAVANNAH: This charming Southern escape is home to art, period architecture, trendy boutiques and has over 300 years of history.  You can expect exquisite food and hospitality, and an endless variety of one-of-a-kind Hotels, Bed and Breakfasts, and Vacation Rentals.
· CHARLESTON: A city big on charm, lavish architecture, and down-home food, Historic Charleston is bursting with southern charm and hospitality. This city feels a bit like it’s suspended in time, thanks to its ornate architecture and surrounding gardens. 
· SEAGROVE: Continuing the pottery tradition which was introduced to North Carolina by immigrant potters from England and Germany in the 1800’s, Seagrove is often referred to as the Pottery Capital of America.  With more than 100 individual potters in the area, you can visit the North Carolina Pottery off Main Street, which hosts permanent and rotating pottery exhibits year-round.
WEBSITES

www.charlottesgotalot.com
www.yelp.com
www.tripadvisor.com
www.charlottenc.gov
www.visityorkcounty.gov
For more information, please use access the CANVAS; Community Life Page.
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