Optional Practical Training (OPT)

General Information

Definition of Optional Practical Training
Optional practical training is defined in the regulations as “temporary employment for practical training directly related to the student’s major area of study.”  Optional Practical Training can be authorized at the following times:

· During the student’s annual vacation and at other times when school is not in session if the student is currently enrolled and eligible, and intends, to register for the next term or session;

· While school is in session, provided that it does not exceed 20 hours per week while school is in session;

· After completion of all course requirements for the degree, excluding thesis or equivalent, if the student is in a bachelor’s, master’s, or doctoral degree program; or

· After completion of the course of study.

Characteristics of F-1 Optional Practical Training

	Hours per week
	20 hours/week limit for pre-completion OPT done while school is in session and student still has coursework to complete.  Over 20 hours/week can be requested for pre-completion OPT done during official school breaks or after student has completed all coursework required for the degree.  For post-completion OPT, only full-time OPT can be requested.

	Field/level of work
	Must be directly related to and commensurate with the level of the student’s course of study

	Offer of employment
	No offer of employment is required, but the student is expected to work or be seeking employment

	Effect on other work
	Prior use of full-time Curricular Practical Training for one year or more eliminates eligibility for Optional Practical Training

	Approval Process
	Must apply for and receive an EAD from DHS with assistance of DSO before work begins.  Student must apply to DSO for OPT recommendation sufficiently in advance to allow the DSO to update the SEVIS record with the recommendation prior to the student’s program completion date.

	Miscellaneous
	If doing pre-completion OPT, must maintain a full course of study during the period of employment (unless done during school breaks or, for degree candidates only, after completing all coursework for the degree.)


Employment must be in the student’s area of study

Work done for Optional Practical Training must be “directly related to the student’s major area of study and commensurate with the student’s educational level.”

Unlike Curricular Practical Training, the work does not have to be an “integral part of an established curriculum.”  Its optional nature allows it to be used for any employment that is directly related to the major area of study, and which is a level commensurate with the student’s degree level.

OPT after completion of the course of study: specific requirements

Optional Practical Training after completion of the course of study will only be granted for full-time use.  As of January 1, 2003, students must apply for post-completion Optional Practical Training before the completion date of their course of study.

Start date of the Employment Authorization Document

The effective date of the Employment Authorization Document (EAD) issued by the BCIS Service Center for practical training prior to completion of a course of study will be either the date employment is scheduled to commence, as reflected by the DSO’s recommendation in SEVIS, or the date an EAD is issued, whichever occurs later.

In any case, a student cannot begin employment until the EAD is actually received, and the start date on the card has been reached.

Cumulative maximum of 12 months per educational level

Optional Practical Training can be authorized for a maximum aggregate period of 12 months per educational level.  A student becomes eligible for another 12 months of practical training when he or she changes to a higher educational level.  Although students may engage in Optional Practical Training both before and after completion of studies, the maximum amount of time that can be granted is 12 months per educational level.  

A student can use a chosen amount of optional practical training before graduation and a chosen amount after graduation, so long as the aggregate does not exceed 12 months per educational level, and so long as the post-completion OPT is recommended before the student’s program end date.  For example if a student used 3 months of OPT during a summer break during his master’s degree, he would have 9 months of OPT eligibility remaining after completion of the master’s degree.

Dividing OPT into two consecutive periods of post-completion is no longer possible.  Prior to SEVIS, it had been possible for a student to request less than 12 months of post-completion OPT and then apply for the remainder before the expiration of the first period.

12 months must be used within 14 months of completion of course of study

Optional Practical Training done after completion of the course of study must be completed within a 14-month period following the completion of study.

The practical consequence of this regulation is that the latest expiration date on an EAD will be 14 months after the course of study completion date.  For students whose EADs begin shortly after the course of study ends, a full 12 months can easily fit into the 14 month window.  For students whose EADs are approved more than 60 days after the course of study completion date, though, a full 12 months cannot fit into the 14 month window.  In that case, the Optional Practical Training period will be truncated, and the student will lose practical training time.  Students should bear this in mind when deciding when to apply for Optional Practical Training.  In the days before SEVIS, in some cases where the student applied well in advance, but where delays in EAD issuance are common, some Service Centers had agreed to extend the OPT period beyond the 14 month limit.  The SEVIS system, however, might not permit this discretionary flexibility.

Travel and reentry while engaging in practical training

An F-1 student engaged in Optional Practical Training before completion of studies follows the same procedure for visits abroad and re-entry as all F-1 students.

An F-1 student who is engaged in Optional Practical Training following completion of studies who travels outside the United States temporarily can be readmitted to resume employment for the remainder of the period authorized on his or her EAD card, provided the student presents Form I-20 endorsed by the DSO within the preceding 6 months and an unexpired EAD.

Students approved for OPT following completion of studies continue to be in F-1 status.  They are therefore subject not only to the requirements that they have an I-20 endorsed for travel and an EAD, but to the requirement that they have a valid F-1 visa to re-enter the United States, unless they are exempt from the visa requirement.  They are also required to update the DSO within 10 days of any address change, so that the DSO may update their SEVIS record.

A student who has completed his or her course of study and has been issued an EAD for OPT may have an I-20 whose program completion date has passed.  DSOs can continue to endorse such I-20s for travel, as long as the student also has a valid EAD.
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