FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS (FAQ) 

ABOUT OPTIONAL PRACTICAL TRAINING (OPT)

What is post degree completion optional practical training?

OPT is an opportunity for international students on F-1 status to participate in temporary, professional employment directly related to their major area of study following the completion of study.

Who is eligible for OPT?

Students who are in F-1 status and have been enrolled full-time for at least one full academic year are eligible for optional practical training.  You must apply for OPT prior to your degree completion date.
When can I apply?

The DIS suggests applying for OPT approximately 3-4 months before you expect to begin your OPT employment; however, you MUST apply BEFORE you complete your degree during your final semester.  An application must be received by the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) prior to completion of degree requirements.  A failure to do so will result in a loss of the opportunity to apply for the benefit.  Students finishing a degree in the middle of a semester have the entire semester to submit an application.  Please note this date can be different from the graduation ceremony date.

Do I need a job offer in order to apply?

No.  Unlike CPT, you do not need a letter from an employer.  However, you must be actively seeking employment while on OPT.

How do I apply for OPT?

1. Read this FAQ.  If you are reading the FAQ on the website, please either download it or pick up the form in the General Counsel’s Office.
2. Follow the “Instructions for Filing Form I-765 with Immigration” enclosed in the packet, and complete sample form I-765.
3. When the forms are completed, make an appointment for an OPT application session with Linda Bennett by calling 570-577-1149.
Bring the following items to the appointment:
 
  the completed sample I-765 form

 
  your current I-20 form and all previous I-20 forms

 
  your passport and current Visa
 
  your most recent form I-94 (the white arrival card)

 
  a check or money order made out to the Department for Homeland Security (DHS) for the amount $380.00


  Two color photos with a white background taken no earlier than 30 days before application submission.  (see Instructions for Filing) 



  the OPT Recommendation form signed by you and your Academic Advisor

Can I go in person to an immigration office to apply for OPT?

No.  OPT applications must be submitted to DHS by mail, as the instructions in this packet indicate.  (The DIS recommends OPT permission; DHS must approve it.)

When can I start to work under OPT?

You may only begin employment when (1) you have received the EAD card and (2) the beginning date of employment authorization (shown on the EAD) has arrived.  

Does OPT employment need to be paid?

No.  OPT must be related to your major field of study.  Employment during OPT can be paid or unpaid.

What's the difference between OPT and Curricular Practical Training (CPT)?

CPT permits employment before completion of required coursework only, whereas OPT follows completion of studies.  CPT requires the offer of a specific job, whereas OPT does not.

If I had CPT, can I still have OPT?

Yes, as long as you did not have full-time CPT for 12 months or more.
Can I take classes if I have OPT?

Perhaps.  If you have graduated and have OPT, regulations allow you to take classes informally, as long as you maintain your OPT employment.  However, if you begin a new course of study in a higher degree level, your OPT authorization will be cancelled.  Check with the school you will be attending, if not Bucknell, to learn about the school’s policy concerning the specifics of this issue.

Can I change employers if I have OPT?

Yes.  There is no immigration-related procedure required for doing so.  As long as the employment is related to your field of study, you can work for any employer.  

Can I travel outside the USA if I have OPT?

In order to re-enter the U.S. after you have applied for OPT, you must have your I-20 signed by an advisor within the last six months, a valid F-1 visa, a valid passport and your EAD.  It is also wise to carry a letter from your employer, confirming that you are working under the terms of OPT employment.  If you leave the U.S. before you receive your EAD card, you could potentially be denied re-entry to the U.S.  The EAD card alone is not sufficient for re-entry into the U.S.

Is OPT a different visa?

No.  A person with OPT authorization is an F-1 student holding an EAD for OPT.  You still need a DIS authorized signature on your I-20 if you want to re-enter the United States during your time on OPT.  This signature should be no more than six months old at the time of re-entrance.

How long can I stay in the United States after my OPT expires?

Sixty (60) days.
Can I return to school after completing OPT?

Yes.  You need to obtain an I-20 for the new program of study, and complete the immigration procedure for moving to a "new level of study" (if you resume studies at Bucknell University) or the procedure for school transfer (if you go to a different school).  Please note that if you transfer to a new school, you are allowed to remain in the U.S. for up to 5 months between the time your OPT ends and the new program of studies is to begin; if the time period is greater than 5 months, you will be required to leave the U.S. and can only re-enter within 30 days of the start of your new program of study.

If I have OPT for a year and return to school for another degree, can I have another year of OPT?
You will be eligible for another year of OPT if your new degree will be at a HIGHER level of study.  For instance, if you obtained a Master’s degree, did 12 months of OPT, then enter a PhD program, you will be eligible for another 12 months of OPT following the PhD program.  You are not eligible for OPT after a second Master’s degree.

If I apply for OPT and then decide not to use it, can I get my OPT time back?

If the DHS has not yet approved your EAD application at the time you decide you do not want OPT, you may request to withdraw your application.  If your OPT EAD has been granted, you might not recover unused portions of your OPT if you cancel it.  Please talk with Linda Bennett or make an appointment with her by telephoning 570-577-1149.

Must I remain in contact with the DIS while I am participating in authorized OPT?

Yes, the DHS regulations now require the University to report certain information on students participating in OPT.  You will need to notify Linda Bennett within 10 days if any of the following changes occur:

· change of name or residential address (post office box not acceptable)

· termination of OPT employment, which includes employment that ends because the EAD expires, changing to another employment status such as H-1B, or employment that ends for any other reason.

Page 1 of 4
Page 4 of 4

