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Handling Frequent Transitions  
during Field Work 
Becky Feldpausch* 

How many times have you moved in the last twelve months? My “normal” life on the 
field requires many moves. Every year we translate in one place, help our colleagues 
in another place, and go to another place for a break. And this does not include the 
trip to our home country every few years. Often, “normal” life on the field requires 
many moves. Training did not always include how to plan for what is needed nor 
how to pack and transport all of the household, educational, work, medical, and food 
supplies for the moves we make. This article is a compilation of ideas and 
suggestions of those of us who experience the rigors of frequent moves. 

Getting Ready to Leave 
I have always made lists. Lists help me in two ways. First, I ask the question, “What have I 
forgotten?” less frequently. Second, when I follow the list it helps me space out the preparations so 
that no one day’s work is overwhelming. For example, if four weeks before my departure I start to 
sort in preparation for packing and begin to do the under-the-bed cleaning, it makes the last days less 
hectic.  

I find it best to allocate several days to do nothing except shop for supplies, then gather and pack 
them. In other words, I do not leave the day after a workshop or continue working until the hour I go. 
I do not plan time-consuming tasks such as sending out prayer letters during the last weeks before a 
move. One member of the team may work up until departure, but I would not recommend doing that 
very often. 

Notify those who need to know you are moving, such as your neighbors, future renters, teachers, and 
administrators.  

I have found it a help to make piles as I sort things: a pile to be packed as first priority; a pile to be 
packed as lower priority; a pile to leave here/store; and a pile to return/give to someone before 
leaving. 

Whatever you use to pack supplies, put that first on your list: “Buy/gather packing supplies!” Some 
people save the best boxes from their moves, and flatten them for storage, ready to reassemble for the 
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next trip. Consider the chances of items getting wet during the trip and whether items should go in 
plastic bags first. Distribute essentials like toilet paper in several boxes in case one gets left behind. (I 
say this from personal experience!)  

If you travel by small aircraft or helicopter, book your flight well ahead of time. Double check with 
the aviation department to see that you have all the instructions necessary for your cargo.  

If you travel in your own vehicle, make sure the maintenance is up to date; check on the fuel, oil, 
tires, battery, and belts. 

If possible, take something easy for the first meal on arrival: sandwiches, a frozen casserole, 
concentrated chicken soup and a box of crackers, or boxed macaroni and cheese. Put this food and 
your first night necessities (soap, bed sheets, etc.) in one box and label it so that you can find it 
quickly.  

When you have just begun work in a new or remote location, you may need medical supplies for 
every possibility. Better to take it along and not need it than to be without what you need to relieve 
pain or prevent further injury. Take along a health book that covers local diseases and childhood 
diseases. Even if you can call for medical help, a health book can help you think first about just how 
serious the situation might be and to know what symptoms need to be reported.  

Give some thought to the tasks you plan to accomplish after the move. Do you plan to write letters? 
Then take plenty of envelopes and stamps. Do you plan to research a topic? Get the books you need. 
Take computer paper and printing supplies based on the work you anticipate doing.  

Have a standard shopping and inventory list (see below) and start early to prepare to go! This list can 
be a file on your computer that will remind you of what you normally need to take, but it can also be 
adapted each time as necessary. Write the details of items such as brand, size, weight, and how 
quickly it is used up. Noting the weights of items is important if you fly. Other details are important 
when others do your shopping. This list will be invaluable as you plan each time. Before leaving a 
residence you will return to later, take an inventory of food, medicines, and supplies that you will 
need to take with you next time. Many times I have said to myself, “I’m sure I had some paper 
supplies left, but how much? I did write that detail down on my list, didn’t I?” One way to keep track 
of how long supplies will last is to write the date on the container as you open it, for instance on a 
new box of laundry soap. Then when it is finished, you can note on your list how long that item 
normally lasts.  
Table 1. Tracking item duration 

ITEM SIZE WEIGHT COMMENT IN STOCK USAGE 
Omo 
laundry 
soap 

1 kg box 1 kg wrap in plastic small bit l kg/2 weeks 

white flour 1 x 20 
kg 

23.5 kg in reusable 
drum 

None 3.4 kg/week 

kerosene 1 x 20 
liters 

18 kg drum from Shell 
station 

1 liter 20 days/drum 

 
Houses may need to be cleaned when you leave as well as when you arrive. See if there is a way to 
pay others to do some or all of the cleaning, or ask a friend to help. If you are doing it yourself, do a 
little each day, starting several weeks before you leave. Have a checklist of what needs to be done.  

If it is required that you leave clean linens on the bed for the next person to use and that you leave no 
wet towels, you may have to move to a guest house for the last night to accomplish this. Or a 
neighbor, friend, or cleaning service may do the last laundry for you. You will probably have to be up 
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earlier than usual on the morning you leave, so do not put an extra burden on yourself by trying to do 
laundry before the sun comes up.  

You may have been away from the remote area where you work long enough that you will feel out of 
touch. You do not know if deaths or problems have occurred among the people during your absence, 
and you feel your language skills are rusty. Pray with your partner or someone else before you go, 
asking the Lord to help you make the adjustments to whatever you may face. To help you to begin 
thinking in the language again, review some language tapes. To remember names and family 
situations, mentally walk around where you are going and think about the people you would see there 
and how to greet them. Do not feel that you have to catch up on all the news and remember all of the 
language in the first hour back. Let yourself make some mistakes without feeling guilty.  

Children and Transitions 
Realize that your children will pick up on your attitudes and stress level as you move. Their behavior 
may change for the worse during transitions. When they are small, try to exchange babysitting with 
other families. When you do the intense packing jobs, ask a friend to take your children for a while. 
Some children get very insecure when they see all their toys and belongings being packed up. Such an 
arrangement may also help them to be in a more peaceful environment and forget about the 
packing/cleaning chaos at home, plus it helps the packing go faster! One area where you want to 
involve children in the packing is to let each child pick out a favorite toy, stuffed animal, and book to 
put it in his or her own backpack for the trip. 

Do not be overly concerned about how the children’s clothes look. Separate their wardrobes into 
“nice” and “wear-anywhere” clothes.  

A few weeks ahead of time, make muffins or sweet rolls and freeze them for your breakfast on the 
day of travel. You may eat breakfast somewhere other than your own home, so something that is not 
too messy is a big help with small children. 

When children are school-aged, enlist them in packing and sorting their own things. Be aware of their 
need to say goodbyes and readjust at both ends, just as we do. Leaving may cause them to cry, 
become aggressive, or switch to using the vernacular language when they are angry. Leaving a center 
or town, they may be upset at missing special friends or school events. Help them learn the language 
and whatever skills they need to fit into the area where you work. Include them in your visiting, 
writing out words to learn, or making a map of the area. Explain carefully and show them on the 
calendar when you are moving. Too often we assume they have dates clearly in mind as we do. Take 
into consideration the events and dates that are special to them. 

If your child will live in a children’s home or boarding school from a certain age, prepare them by 
teaching them to be responsible for their own clothes and schoolwork. See if a trial period can be 
arranged before they go in for a long stay. Keep in touch with your children who are away. Before 
parting, arrange times to talk on the phone or radio. Write or send cards too if possible. When 
reunited, expect a few days of readjustment for you and them.  

If you are planning to teach your children and you are not a trained teacher, it will take extra planning 
to prepare for transitions. Think through the lessons that will be covered, even as detailed as the 
weekly schedule, and consider the extra materials that might be needed or could be provided for extra 
interest. Make sure you have with you all the assignments, tests, books, and papers that you need. 
Allow one day per child to plan. Keep a file folder for each child with other important papers such as 
blank time schedules, report card forms, a schedule for talking with a teacher, extra materials, and 
other helpful notes about their school time. Include some handcrafts. Take an encyclopedia on 
computer CD to help the children do research on any number of topics. Allow space or weight to take 
books, teacher’s guides, and library books. They always weigh more than you think! 
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Plan your teaching schedule carefully to allow for moving days when you cannot teach. If you are 
teaching material from a village program, get to know the teachers socially if possible, since you will 
be communicating with them and using their lesson outlines. Have a meeting with the teacher a week 
or more ahead of time, and get the materials needed. Then you will have time to think of further 
questions and will be able to check that you have all the materials you need. If you find it difficult to 
make a timetable for the schoolwork, ask the teacher for help. 

Travel Days between Places 
Actual travel may involve long days, motion sickness, more than usual physical exertion, and less 
than normal sleep. After moving several times, you will learn what to expect during travel and how to 
handle the particulars well. For your first few times, though, be prepared for anything–—no toilets, no 
food or water, heat, cold, rain, and delays. Carry with you food that does not crush easily and a bottle 
of water to drink. Some also may want to take a book to read, an inflatable pillow, light jacket, hat, or 
umbrella for walking in the sun. Anticipate that the trip may take longer than usual. 

Encourage your children to take with them a ball, a book, or something else to help them pass the 
hours when you must wait somewhere. Have a travel bag packed for each child with toys that they 
only get to play with when they are traveling. When traveling on planes, chewing gum or eating 
raisins may help children clear their ears, and an extra plastic bag or empty jar may help handle 
messes or accidents. 

For adults and children, good routines cease to exist when traveling—not just for the one or two days 
of travel, but for the week before and after, as we are packing for the travel and unpacking from it. 
Even when I like the places where we are going, the process of getting there is not easy. The move 
disrupts all of life as I stop one set of activities and one way of living and change to completely 
different ones.  

Realize that these gaps in routine will happen. Pray for patience with those around you and with the 
situations that arise. You know what packing and unpacking is normally like; that requires prayer. But 
frequently unexpected things occur at the same time for which we cannot plan. Consider how to make 
the expected packing, traveling, and unpacking as easy as possible. 

Health  
Consider that a change in altitude and climate can make your family susceptible to colds and fatigue. 
Reduce expectations on yourself for the first few days after such a change. Less social visiting and 
physical activity may help you make the adjustment.  

Finding Things on Arrival  
At each residence, organize your storage items so that the things you need on the first day are in one 
box or place. Include basic food items (sugar, salt) in case you arrive after stores are closed. Have a 
few boxes or containers marked for items of one type: medications, language materials, desk supplies, 
toiletries, etc. These containers can be used every time you return. Leave clean linens, blankets, 
eating utensils, and clothes in rat-proof boxes or drums for protection and immediate use. Eating the 
first night without having to wash dishes and sleeping on clean sheets will make your settling in 
easier. 

Unpacking 
When arriving at your destination, you will need to juggle the unpacking jobs with the desire to greet 
and visit those you have been absent from. Try doing it different ways until you are happy with how 
and when to do both. Some people visit for a while, then unpack and organize for a while, then go 



Becky Feldpausch Handling Frequent Transitions during Field Work 5 

back to visiting. Just as packing takes time, the unpacking will take several days too. Unpack when 
there are not a lot of people watching. If your possessions are stored in a different place than the 
residence where you will be living, consider hiring some teenagers to do the hauling. 

Cleaning 
Maybe some gracious neighbor or a teenager that you pay will do a brief sweep and wipe-down after 
you arrive, while you sit and visit with friends you have not seen! Decide what should be wiped clean 
before the unpacking starts. Some teams split the responsibilities; one opens boxes and unpacks while 
another makes beds and turns on appliances. When we shift from a cold climate to a hot one, and 
arrive very tired, we frequently make the bed first and take a short nap before doing the unpacking, 
even if it is in the middle of the day. One single worker sets limited goals for what to accomplish on 
the day of arrival: clean the kitchen enough to cook and eat; clean the bathroom enough to use and 
take a shower and make the bed. Everything else can wait until another day.   

Living in a Remote Place 

Special Plans 
If your fieldwork will be long-term, you will need to find ways to enjoy life over those years. You can 
plan something special to look forward to no matter where you are. Whether it is an hour, a day, or a 
weekend, plan to do something different from normal, like having a picnic, taking a walk, or having a 
swim. Perhaps having something special to eat will change the routine for you. If so, plan to take it or 
the ingredients with you. Plan to celebrate birthdays. What makes life special is different for each 
person.  

Making a Home 
Some things you will need immediately. Other things make a place a home. These homey things 
should be in one place if possible, ready to unpack. Decide though, if your stay will be less than a 
month, whether you want to unpack your homey things or how many to unpack. You are the one who 
knows if unpacking them will help you feel settled or will just add more things that need to be 
repacked again when you leave.  

Loneliness 
You will find different ways to handle the loneliness of remote situations. Making time to develop 
and enjoy local friendships is helpful. Some like to write letters, do journaling, read an easy book, 
work on a favorite craft, or find a place with a great view and enjoy God’s creation. 

Exercise  
Exercising regularly is a challenge when we live in various places during the year, sometimes for only 
short periods. Carrying along exercise equipment when we travel is impractical. And if I exercise 
outside, the whole neighborhood watches! But there are other possibilities. If exercise is important to 
you, you can find a way to do it, even though it may be a different type of exercise in each different 
place where you spend time.  

Walking is one of the best all-around aerobic exercises and it takes no equipment except some good-
quality shoes. If you cannot walk outside, you may be able to step up and down stairs or make your 
own stepping block with two paint cans and a board. Try listening to lively music on headphones 
while stepping.  
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Playing games such as shuttlecock, volleyball, or soccer is exercise as well as social fun. Some 
equipment may encourage your exercise if you only have to transport it once and then use it every 
time you are in that location. Bicycles or small trampolines all can be useful for regular exercise and 
take little maintenance. Some people would rather exercise in the privacy of their homes or be able to 
read or listen to music while exercising. Consider what works for you.  

You may also want to consider doing exercises for all parts of the body. Many commercial aerobic 
cassettes and videos are available. If you have been part of a class, ask the leader to help you figure 
out a way to do the exercise when you cannot be in the class.  

For upper body strength, try lifting small cans of food. You can do this at the same time as stepping. 
Some of your enjoyable or necessary activities may also be aerobic—hiking, gardening, chopping 
wood, doing laundry by hand, and doing physical work with the local people.  

Eating and Cooking  
Eating and cooking in remote locations present challenges in several areas. No fast food is available 
for busy schedules, so more planning is needed and the task of cooking will take longer. Less variety 
of foods is available, and the diet can get very monotonous. Also, the types of food easiest to keep 
without refrigeration are not always the healthiest to eat.  

One way to handle a busy work schedule is to make mostly quick, simple meals. One woman has 
developed several quick meals similar to Spanish rice. She rehydrates dried meat in one pot and cooks 
rice with spices or dried soup and dehydrated vegetables in another pot.  

No refrigeration? Many foods can be dehydrated and they keep very well. Singles sometimes 
dehydrate and package vegetables, onions, and flavorings together in one-serving containers since 
even small cans of food are too much for one person to eat in one day. Film canisters are a handy way 
to store spices and other tiny quantities of food. 

From experience we have found that toasted bread keeps longer than untoasted, and margarine and 
jam keep fairly well without refrigeration. When we get fresh meat, we cook it, and can keep it from 
spoiling for two or three days by keeping it in a pressure cooker and bringing it up to pressure each 
day. 

 
Figure 1. Enjoying local food 

No variety? Check the local food markets or buy or barter food from local people. You may be 
surprised at what grows and is available where you are. In one place where we live, the fruits grow 
better, and in another place, the vegetables. So we adapt and rejoice in what is available, knowing that 
the season or where we live will change next month. If we learn to enjoy some local foods, they will 
add variety to our diet. The workers who have preceded you to the field can give you hints about how 
to cook local foods. Do not give up on local foods until you have tried different ways to eat or cook 
them. I wanted to eat more vegetables in an area where the local people do not garden much. As I 
prayed about it, the Lord helped me learn to enjoy eating the nutritious local greens, and he brought 
two ladies who regularly supply me with those greens.  
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You may develop some new skills to give you more variety in your diet, whether making your own 
yogurt or dried meats, learning to bake goods without eggs, or sprouting beans. 

Spiritual Life 
Wherever you find yourself on worship day, attend a local service if possible, even though you may 
not know the language of the service well. Plan ahead if you have small children and the church does 
not have nursery services. Observe and compare local worship patterns with your own, but do this 
nonjudgmentally. You may identify with one particular church but be sure to foster relationships with 
all the fellowships in your area. Observe how people interact with each other in different 
congregations, and how you may fit into those patterns. Ask the Lord to help you worship him 
wherever you are. Corporate worship is worth the effort. For activities  outside of church, consider 
joining or starting a Bible study or prayer group. 

****Plan to teach your children spiritual truths and Christian habits like tithing , whether or not there 
are Sunday Schools for them to attend. If your family attends a church where the children understand 
little, help them to know why it is still important for all of you to attend. Family devotions and 
prayers, reading and discussing Bible passages and Bible story books, Bible memorization, and 
singing hymns and choruses together are all ways to worship and learn. Use photo prayer cards and 
photos of family members when praying for others, and keep track of how God answers your prayers. 
Tell them the stories of how you as parents became Christians and how in your daily work you now 
serve God. These activities can be done throughout the day or night. Do them as a family whenever 
possible, but do not neglect doing them if the family cannot be together. You may want to follow a 
systematic plan of how to teach every important doctrine so your children will not miss something 
important. You can encourage your children to invite local children in for Bible stories and let them 
read the story or lead a song. 

For yourself, make an effort to learn the Bible better. Some people like to study through a book of the 
Bible, or read through the entire Bible each year. Others study a topic or character. Some read 
devotionally, others use study helps and commentaries. You might want to make a goal of 
memorizing a passage of Scripture during one period in a place. I have found that using a variety of 
study methods is best. Keep a notebook with insights from your studies. Have a section in it to write 
down requests and answers to prayer. This type of diary will keep you encouraged at God’s continual 
intervention in your everyday life. Bible study can also be supplemented by reading Christian 
classics, missionary, and devotional books.  

Seek to minister to others and share the insights the Lord is giving you. You probably already do that 
with your partner, family, or coworkers. But stretch yourself by sharing with someone you normally 
would not meet. Frequent transitions may cause us to avoid getting involved with others, thinking, 
“Why bother? I can’t continue these prayer times or friendships.” But we need to fight this tendency 
when we see it in ourselves.   

Teaching Children 
When planning a permanent house, designate a separate room just for school. Plan shelving and 
storage and space for a blackboard or whiteboard. While living in a temporary house, try to find a 
room or part of a room to use only for school. All children should have their own desks and chairs 
appropriate to their height. The teacher should have a desk too.  

Leave a set of basic school supplies in the village for each child: pencils, erasers, pencil sharpener, 
ruler, scissors, crayons, exercise books, markers, glue stick or paste, colored art, construction paper, 
and paints. Older children will also need a compass, protractor, colored pencils, and possibly a simple 
four-function calculator. Provide pencils, bags or boxes, ice cream containers, or plastic jars for 
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children to organize these things on their desks. They should have shelf space to store textbooks and 
craft items that they do not use every day. 

As children gain skills, teach them to be independent workers. For example, read the directions for a 
worksheet together. Work one problem. Ask the child if he has any questions. Then the child puts the 
paper on a "To Do" pile on his desk and completes it later. In the meantime, move on to the next 
subject. For writing assignments, discuss the topic and perhaps come up with a beginning sentence 
together. The child completes the rest of the composition on his own. Designate a place for children 
to place their completed work for you to check later. Stacking file trays work well. These 
independent-worker skills are invaluable when the child will later be in a regular classroom. 

Encourage school-age siblings not to interrupt you while you are teaching another child unless 
someone's life is in danger! Anything else can wait! This arrangement not only helps you move 
through the daily teaching plan, it helps children understand why they may have to wait for classroom 
teachers to help them with something.  

If you have children within two grade-levels of each other, consider combining their social studies or 
science classes. Sometimes (especially in science) two grade levels will be studying the same topic. 
Make friends with someone who has an elementary education degree. That person can tell you how to 
do this painlessly!  

Consider having dad teach one or two classes. 

For variety, occasionally take the children to a quiet place like the beach or under a big tree and have 
class there. Take advantage of special local events like feasts or a house-raising. Discuss with your 
children ahead of time about getting their schoolwork finished and then go with them to enjoy the 
event. These kinds of changes in routine refresh the children so they can concentrate better when 
schoolwork is done in the house.  

Most days, aim to finish teaching by lunchtime. Children can finish work on their own in the 
afternoon, leaving you free for other work! If you do not get through everything by noon, take 
comfort in the fact that most professional teachers do not finish everything in their daily plans either.  

Evaluation 
Usually things we do repeatedly get easier and more automatic with repetition, like driving a car. But 
moving frequently does not seem to work that way; it never becomes automatic. We still have a 
choice whether to be miserable about the hassles of moving or to do it with some patience and grace 
left to give to those around us.  

After your first three or four moves, take some time to reflect on how it went. When you were under 
the most stress, did you show it by having a headache, getting angry or impatient, or did you 
withdraw from others? Those reactions warn you to handle something differently next time. How 
much time did it take you to unwind and get back to normal? The number of days it took you tells 
how long you personally need to be extra conscious of coping with the struggles. 

Now identify any aspects of the move that bother you the most. Is it the mess in the house during the 
weeks you pack? Is it the sheer volume of decisions to be made? Is it that you always forget to do 
something important until the last minute? Change those aspects that you can. But even with those 
aspects of the move that you cannot change, you can still decide ahead of time a different way to 
handle it the next time. Maybe you can plan to keep the mess out of one room so you can relax there 
and not think about the packing. If you forget something, put it on your “to do” list for next time. 
Taking more time or planning some relaxation during the move will help in many areas. 
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As you become familiar with your own method of handling transitions and what bothers you the 
most, think how your partner or family members handle the same things. Their reactions are probably 
different from your own. 

If you are able to evaluate the positives and negatives of this move, you will be better able to help 
your family in your next move, and you will be better prepared for plans and decisions you must 
make.■ 
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