Optional Practical Training (OPT)

Optional Practical Training (OPT) is a benefit of F-1 non-immigrant student status that permits up to 12 months of off-campus employment, typically after graduation, for the purpose of gaining independent practical experience that is related to your major field of study.

Eligibility

· You must have been enrolled in lawful student status on a full-time basis for at least one full academic year (excluding time spent in an intensive English program) and be in F-1 status at the time of application.

· F-1 students must be in good academic standing with Albion College to be eligible for OPT.  Students who are on a leave of absence or who have been suspended from their academic programs are not eligible for OPT. 

· F-1 students are limited to a total of 12 months of OPT for their program of study, regardless of how many schools they may have attended.  
· F-1 students who have engaged in a total of 12 months or more of full-time Curricular Practical Training (CPT) during a program of study are not eligible for OPT for that program. 

Part-time or Full-time OPT
F-1 students do not have to use their entire 12 months of OPT at one time.  OPT is available on a part-time basis (20 hours or fewer per week) or on a full-time basis (over 20 hours per week).  Part-time OPT will be deducted from the 12 months of available OPT at one-half the full-time rate (e.g., if a student engages in part-time OPT for 4 months during the summer, then only 2 months of OPT will be deducted). 

The periods in which students can engage in OPT fall into three areas:

1. Part-time or full-time OPT during the annual vacation (summer break) and at other times when school is not in session, provided that the student is eligible to register and intends to register for the following term; 

2. Only part-time OPT while school is in session; 

3. Only full-time OPT after completion of the program of study.
Applying for OPT
You must contact Albion College’s Center for International Education (CIE) to apply for a new I-20 with a recommendation for OPT.  You will then mail your application materials to the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Service (USCIS).  The USCIS will grant authorization by issuing you an Employment Authorization Document (EAD).  It is illegal to begin employment before you have received the EAD. 
Applying to Engage in OPT after Completion of Studies
If you wish to engage in OPT after graduation, you may apply as early as 90 days before your program end date and up to 60 days after your program end date.  In addition, the Form I-765 in support of post-completion OPT must be received by USCIS no later than 30 days after your international student advisor submits the OPT recommendation to SEVIS. Although it is possible to file the I-765 (OPT) after graduation, it is not recommended as the USCIS processing times vary and you may lose some of your 12-month employment authorization. You are given a 60-day grace period to remain in the U.S. following the completion date of your studies, and you may request that your OPT begin as late as the end of the grace period.  Although you may remain lawfully in the U.S. if your OPT application is still pending after the end of the grace period, you should not travel out of the U.S. during this time until your OPT application is approved.  Such travel may result in termination of your OPT request.

Applying to Engage in Pre-Completion OPT
You may apply as early as 120 days before the date you wish to begin employment.  However, you cannot apply more than 90 days before meeting the one full academic year enrollment requirement.  Although you do not need proof of a job offer to apply for OPT, it is recommended that you apply well in advance of the date you may potentially begin employment, as it can take 2-3 months for USCIS to reach a decision on your application.  

Final Words of Advice
Any unexpected delays in completing degree requirements or an inability to find employment may result in your loss of authorized OPT.  Since you do not need proof of a job to be eligible to apply, periods of authorized OPT are deducted from your 12 months of eligibility even if you do not find work.
Applying for Optional Practical Training (OPT)

Getting an OPT Recommendation on a New I-20
You must make an appointment to meet with the International Student Advisor, Dr. Debra Peterson, in order to receive a new I-20 with a recommendation for OPT.  Prepare and bring the following items to your appointment (applications and instructions are also available at the CIE if you cannot download or print the forms):

· Completed I-765 form. It can be downloaded at http://www.uscis.gov/files/form/I-765.pdf (Adobe Acrobat required).  Instructions for completing the form are available at  http://www.uscis.gov/files/form/i-765instr.pdf . Use an address in section 3 that will be valid for at least 3 months. The answer to Section 16 on the I-765 is (c)(3)(B). Fill out online before printing or print neatly in BLOCK letters using blue ink.
· Photocopy of both sides of your I-94 card.
· Photocopy of the picture page/expiration date of your passport.

· Photocopy of your US Visa page.

· Photocopies of all prior Form I-20s showing previous Curricular Practical Training (CPT) or OPT Authorization(s).

· 2 full frontal/passport photos* (see instructions on last page). Also refer to page 6 of the USCIS instructions. Note: Gently print your full name and SEVIS number in pencil or felt pen on the back of each photograph. Do not cut photographs!
· Copies of previous Employment Authorization Documents (EADs), if applicable
· $380.00 check or money order, payable to “U.S. Department of Homeland Security.”  This must be drawn on a bank or other financial institution in the United States and must be in U.S. currency.

CIE will provide you with an envelope for mailing out your application. In most cases your I-20 will be ready for pick-up the next day.

Checklist for Mailing Your Application

· PHOTOCOPY of all pages of your new 1-20 endorsed for OPT. (Do not send the original). Please make sure to sign your new 1-20 before you make the photocopy. 
· Completed I-765 form. 
· Completed G-1145 form.
· Photocopy of both sides of your 1-94 card. 
· Photocopy of the picture page/expiration date of your passport.
· Photocopy of your U.S. Visa page. 
· Photocopies of all previous I-20s with CPT or OPT authorization.
· 2 full frontal/passport photos with name and SEVIS number on the back of each photo.
· $380.00 check or money order made payable to: U.S. Department of Homeland Security (please do not abbreviate).
Mailing Your Application
After you have received a new I-20 with a recommendation for OPT, immediately mail your completed application to the USCIS Lockbox in Phoenix:
For US Postal Service (USPS) deliveries:
USCIS







PO Box 21281







Phoenix, AZ 85036
For Express mail and courier deliveries:
USCIS 






Attn : AOS











1820 E. Skyharbor Circle S






Suite 100







Phoenix, AZ  85034
It is strongly recommended that you send your application by Certified Mail with a Return Receipt requested from the U.S. Post Office.  Use of U.S. Express Mail or a private courier such as Federal Express, DHL or UPS is also acceptable, so long as you use a service that will give you confirmation of delivery.

E-Notification

You may request an email or text message notification of the acceptance of your application at the USCIS Lockbox. Complete Form G-1145, E-Notification of Application/Petition Acceptance (www.uscis.gov “forms”), and clip it to the first page of your application. 

USCIS Processing
You should receive an official Notice of Action (receipt notice) from the USCIS approximately two weeks after you mail your application.  This is proof that you have an application pending with USCIS. The Notice will contain your receipt number (“LIN number”), which can be used to check your case status online at www.uscis.gov (in the lower right corner). 

Case Status
The receipt notice will have a phone number that you can call 24 hours a day to check the status of your application. If you still have questions after you have checked your case status, please contact CIE.  It may take up to 90 days to reach a decision on your case.  If your application takes longer than 90 days from the date on your official receipt notice, contact CIE immediately.

In some cases, the USCIS may send a blue "request for evidence" letter. This usually means that an item in the above checklist is missing or USCIS requires additional information before making a decision.  If you receive such a letter, please contact CIE immediately for assistance.

Approval 
Once your application is approved, the USCIS will mail you an Employment Authorization Document (EAD) to the address you indicated on the Form I-765. The Post Office will NOT forward mail from USCIS if you change your address after you apply. USCIS will not mail your EAD to a Post Office Box or overseas address. Please bring this card to the CIE so that it can be copied for your file. It is illegal to begin employment before you receive your EAD.
Students Engaging in OPT After Completion of Studies
· Report name and address changes
You are still required to follow procedures for reporting changes to your name, address, or status while in the U.S. in F-1 status during your OPT.  Failure to follow such requirements could be considered a violation of your F-1 status and result in termination of your OPT.
· Traveling outside the U.S.
Please consult with your international advisor BEFORE traveling outside the U.S. if you have applied for OPT to take place after completion of your studies.  You should not travel outside the U.S. after completing your studies unless you have received your EAD. In order to reenter the U.S. in F-1 status during OPT after completion of your studies, you will need your EAD, along with your I-20 with a travel signature less than last six months old, a valid F-1 visa, and a valid passport.  You should also carry proof of employment or a job offer.

*Color Photograph Specifications:

All photos must be of just the applicant and must be identical. All photos must meet the specifications for full frontal/passport photos and must be no more than 30 days old when an application is filed.

Where to Get Photos:

Meijers in Jackson is the recommended location to get photos taken. Alternatively, you can go to the Albion U.S. Post Office, but it is much more expensive there.
7 Steps to Successful Photos:

· Frame subject with full face, front view, eyes open

· Make sure photo presents full head from top of hair to bottom of chin: height of head should measure 1 inch to 1-3/8 inches (25 mm to 35 mm)

· Center head within frame (see Figure below)

· Make sure eye height is between 1-1/8 inches to 1-3/8 inches (28 mm and 35 mm) from bottom of photo

· Photograph subject against a plain white or off-white background

· Position subject and lighting so that there are no distracting shadows on the face or background

· Encourage subject to have a natural expression
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Photo information courtesy of Michigan State University Office for International Students and Scholars
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