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Optional Practical Training 
Application Packet 

 
Step One 
• Read through the entire application packet before filling it out. 
• Ask your academic advisor to fill out the attached "Academic Advisor's Recommendation Form" 
• Fill out the "ISSO information sheet" and Form I-765 (Please read important instructions on the back of 

this page for filling out the I-765) 
 
Step Two 
• Submit your application (all items in “Step One”) to the Advisor on duty at the ISSO.  Because of the 

new computer system that the immigration service is using (SEVIS), the advisor will print out a new I-20 
for you as part of your application.  This may take up to one week. 

 
Step Three 
• Make a photocopy of all of these documents for your records. 
 
Step Four 
• Mail in the following documents to: 
 

U.S.C.I.S. Service Center * 
75 Lower Weldon St. 

St. Albans, VT  05479-0001 
 

(* see back of this page for important instructions  
regarding your return address on the I-765) 

 
[   ] 1. Form I-765  
[   ] 2. A photocopy of page 1 and page 3 of the new I-20 with the ISSO 
                 advisor's recommendation for Optional Practical Training on page 3. 
[   ] 3. A photocopy of both sides of your I-94 Card 
[   ]  4. A copy of photo page (identification page) of your passport also include any extra pages  

that record extensions of the validity of your passport). 
[   ] 5. A copy of  the F1 visa page of your passport (even if expired) 
[   ] 6. A copy of ALL previous I-20s that have been issued to you (if you still have them) 
[   ] 7. A copy of your previous OPT card or other work card (EAD) if you have had one 
[   ]    8. Two passport type photographs (See attached sample). Print your name and I-94 card number  

lightly in pencil on the back of each photo.  Put the photos in an envelope and attach it to front of  
I-765. DO NOT CUT THE PHOTOS!

[   ] 9. $175 payable to the United States Citizenship & Immigration Services (USCIS). You may send a  
money order or a personal check, NO CASH. Attach to the front of the I-765. 

 
Staple all above documents together and send by certified mail with a return receipt. After mailing in the 
documents, you will receive a notice (Form I-797) stating you need to wait 60 to 90 days to receive your 
EAD.  In general, it takes about 3 months to get your card. 
 
 

(continued on reverse) 
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INSTRUCTIONS FOR FILLING OUT FORM I-765 
 
� Check first box “permission to accept employment”; fill out lines 1 through 15; sign and date 

under “certification”: 

 
� #3 Return Address: This must be an address at which you can receive mail for at least the next 3 ½ 

months.  You cannot put in a forwarding order on this address—the immigration service’s envelopes 
state “Do Not Forward.”  If the card is sent to an address with a forwarding order, or if you cannot 
receive mail at the address you use, your card will be returned to the immigration service and 
destroyed. 

 
� #3 Return Address: Additionally, the address you use as your return address must be in one of the 

following states for you to send the application to the Vermont Service Center: Connecticut, Delaware, 
District of Columbia, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, 
Pennsylvania, Puerto Rico, Rhode Island, U.S. Virgin Islands, Vermont, Virginia or West Virginia.  If 
your address is NOT in one of those states, talk to the advisor at the ISSO about where to send your 
application. 

 
� #10 Alien Registration Number: in most cases you will use your I-94 number found on the I-94 card 

that you received when you entered the US (small white card in your passport) 
 
� #11 Previous employment authorization: The answer is “no” unless you have previously applied for 

an OPT card at this or any other institution.  It is “no” even if you have had CPT or an H1B visa. 
 
� #16 Eligibility Categories:  This section is already filled out for you: (c) (3) (i) 
 
� Certification: Remember to sign and date the I-765 
 

REMINDERS 
 

MAINTAINING YOUR IMMIGRATION STATUS WHILE YOU ARE ON "OPT" 
 

� UPDATE YOUR ADDRESS WITH THE ISSO.  Immigration regulations REQUIRE that while you are on 
OPT, you MUST notify the immigration service within 10 days of changing your address.  You may do 
this by filling out our form on the web, calling or emailing the ISSO to give us your new address as soon 
as you move.  The web address for our address change form is: 
http://www.isso.cornell.edu/about/addresschange.html 

 
TRAVELING ABROAD WHILE ON PRACTICAL TRAINING: 

 
� In order to re-enter the U.S. while you are on Optional Practical Training, you must have a valid 

passport, current F-1 visa stamp, I-20 signed within the last six months AND the EAD (OPT work card).  
You will not be able to get back in to the U.S. after you graduate if you do NOT have your OPT card.   

 
� If your F-1 visa stamp in your passport has expired, please be sure to speak to an adviser at the ISSO 

before you finalize your travel plans.  It is extremely difficult for students from certain countries to obtain 
another F-1 visa stamp once they are on practical training and the consulates often change the list of 
documents they require for visa applications. 

 
� NEVER ENTER IN ANY STATUS OTHER THAN F-1 if you plan on continuing to work on your OPT 
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OPT – FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 
 
1. What is F-1 Optional Practical Training?  
Practical training is the opportunity to apply knowledge gained in your degree program to off-campus work 
in your major field. OPT is authorized by the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (U.S.C.I.S.). This 
authorization can take up to 90 days to obtain. The maximum amount of time granted to work on F-1 OPT 
status is 12 months per degree level. You may use some or all of the available 12 months of practical 
training during your course of study or save the full twelve months to use after you graduate. You may apply 
up to 120 days before employment start date but NOT LATER THAN your graduation day or the  
if you are an advanced graduate student, NOT LATER THAN the last day that you are registered as a 
student. 
 
2. What are the Eligibility Requirements for F-1 Optional Practical Training?  
To be eligible to apply for optional practical training, you must: (1) have been in full time student status for at 
least one academic year, and (2) be maintaining valid F-1 status at the time of the application.  
 
3. If I complete one degree program, take 12 months of practical training, and then begin a second 
course of study, am I eligible for an additional 12 months of practical training?  
Yes, as of January 1, 2003 the new regulations governing F-1 students state that you are eligible to apply 
for another 12 month period of Optional Practical Training after changing to a higher degree level.  This 
does not apply to a second master’s degree. 
 
4. How can I use optional practical training while I am still in my program?  
Students meeting the eligibility requirements listed above may apply for optional practical training (1) part-
time while school is in session, (2) full-time during annual vacation periods, and/or (3) full-time after you 
completed all course requirements for the degree and have a thesis requirement remaining. Any periods of 
optional practical training used before the completion of your studies will be deducted from the total 
allowable period of 12 months. Part-time practical training will be deducted at one-half the full-time rate.  
 
5. How long does it take to get authorization for OPT and when should I apply?  
Authorization for OPT is granted by U.S.C.I.S. and can take 3 months to obtain. Therefore it is important 
that you apply for the authorization well in advance of the date you wish to start working. You may submit 
your application 120 days before your requested start date and you MUST apply before the completion of 
your course of study / conferral of degree.  F-1 students who have not been in status for at least two full 
semesters at the time of application may not apply earlier than 3 months before graduation. 
 
6. Do I need to have a job to apply for optional practical training?  
You do not need to have a job offer before applying for optional practical training.  
 
7. How will I know if the practical training application has been approved?  
You will receive from the U.S.C.I.S. a small photo identification card, called an Employment Authorization 
Document. This card will state the type and length of the period of employment authorized. When you 
receive this card, check to make certain all the information is correct. 
 
8. Can I begin working before I receive the Employment Authorization Document?  
You may NOT begin employment before you receive your EAD from U.S.C.I.S.; working before practical 
training has been authorized by the U.S.C.I.S. constitutes illegal employment that will jeopardize your legal 
status in the U.S. 
 
9. Will I have to pay U.S. taxes for income earned while on practical training? 
In general, F-1 students who have been in the U.S. for fewer than five calendar years are exempt from 
social security (FICA) and Medicare taxes. You should be sure to bring this to the attention of your 
employer, as many employers are not familiar with this provision of the tax law. You will be subject to all 
other taxes that may apply: federal, state and local. You should check to see if your country is one of the 
few that has a tax treaty with the U.S. allowing students to exclude a limited amount of earned income from 
federal taxation. 
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TRAVEL  and OPTIONAL PRACTICAL TRAINING 
 
10.  Now that I’ve turned in my application, can I travel outside the U.S. while I wait for the card to 
come? 
After you graduate, you will NOT be able to re-enter the U.S. without your OPT card in addition to your 
valid passport, current F-1 visa stamp and the I-20 signed within the last six months.   
Before you graduate, you should be able to get back in to the U.S. without the OPT card as long as it is 
still long enough in advance of your graduation (at least one month).  If you have to travel, talk to an advisor 
at the ISSO before you leave. 
 
11.  I want to leave the U.S. for a little while during the time my OPT application is in process, but I 
need to return long before the card will have arrived. I have a tourist visa (B – 2) that is valid for 10 
years.  Can’t I just enter the U.S. on my tourist visa while I’m waiting to get the EAD card, then start 
work with the card once I get it? 
If you leave the U.S. and re-enter with a B visa, you will have an I-94 card that shows that you have been 
admitted under B status, and you will have lost your F-1 status.  Hence, your OPT application and card will 
be invalid.  If you intend to continue working on your OPT, NEVER enter in any other immigration status 
except F-1.   
 
12.  What documents do I need to re-enter the U.S. while on OPT? 
You will need your I-20 that has been endorsed on the travel line by the ISSO within the last 6 months; the 
Employment Authorization Document (EAD card) from the U.S.C.I.S., your valid passport, and a current F-
1 visa stamp. 
 
13.  The visa stamp in my passport has expired, but I need to travel outside the U.S. while on 
OPT.  Do I need to get a new visa stamp at an embassy? 
If you are going to Canada or Mexico, and staying for less than 30 days, you could re-enter the U.S. on your 
expired F-1 visa stamp, with your I-94 card, a valid passport, your EAD card and an I-20 that has been 
signed by the ISSO within the last 6 months as long as: 1) you do not apply for a visa while in Canada and 
2) you are NOT a national of Iran, Iraq, Libya, Syria, Sudan, Cuba or North Korea.  If you are travelling 
elsewhere, you will need to go to a U.S. embassy or consulate and seek a new visa stamp.  Please come 
in to the ISSO to discuss your visa application with an advisor as the consulates often change the 
requirements for visa applications for students on OPT. 
 
14.  In what ways is my application to the embassy for a new visa stamp affected by being 
on Optional Practical Training? 
The risk of denial of an application for a renewed visa stamp for Optional Practical Training is higher than 
while you are in your active student program, as it may be seen as an avenue for adjustment of status to 
permanent residence.  The F-1 student visa requires that the applicant must intend to return to the home 
country at the end of the program, and if the embassy official is not convinced of your intention to return 
home, the visa application will be denied.  If you need to apply for a new visa, please see an advisor in the 
ISSO to make sure you have the most up to date information. 
 
15.  What documents do I need to show at the embassy for a new visa stamp under OPT? 
You need to take a valid passport, the EAD card, AND an I-20 created by the ISSO AFTER you receive 
approval for your OPT authorization.  Additionally, if you already have a job offer, you should take the 
official job offer letter showing salary, location, job duties, and beginning date as well.  You should only take 
a letter if the job is truly temporary and will end before or by the end of your practical training time.  You 
should also be prepared to discuss how this job experience will apply to the job market in your home 
country, and how you intend to apply it there. 
 
16.  Do I still need to get the travel line on my I-20 signed by the ISSO during the year of 
OPT? 
Yes, during the OPT year, if you travel outside the U.S., you need to have the travel line signed every six 
months.  If you are not located in Ithaca, mail the original I-20 to the ISSO for endorsement, leaving plenty 
of time for mailing delays both ways. 
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ISSO Information Sheet for OPT Application 
 
 
As you are well aware, the immigration service has recently made several changes in regulations and 
procedures.  One of the biggest changes is that they have switched over to using a national database 
called "SEVIS"--the Student and Exchange Visitor Information System.  Because of this new 
database system, we will enter our ISSO advisor recommendation of your OPT in to the SEVIS 
database and print out a new I-20 for you. It may take us up to a week to produce your new I-20 
 
OPT START DATE: _____________________*  OPT END DATE: _______________________ 

*Please read section below on choosing  your start date. 
 
YOUR EMAIL ADDRESS: ______________________   
 
MAJOR FIELD: _______________________ 
 
 
 
 

Choosing your Start Date 
 
You are allowed to pick a start date any time within the 60 days following your graduation date or your 
last day of registration (whichever is earlier).  For a January 2005 graduation, you can pick a start 
date between January 20, 2005 and March 19, 2005.   
 
There are many overlapping time constraints which effect your OPT application: 
 

1) You cannot apply more than 120 days before the start date you choose 
2) The card will take 3 months to arrive in the mail 
3) You may NOT begin working until you get the card and the date on the card has started 
4) You need the OPT card along with your usual F-1 documents (including a current F-1 visa 

stamp) in order to re-enter the U.S. after graduation 
 
When choosing your start date, the most important priorities to weigh are: 
 

1. Choose the earliest day that you might want to start working. What if someone offers you 
a job with the stipulation that you start January 20th?  Plan for any possibility. 

 
2. If you want to travel out of the U.S. before you start working, choose a day that is at least 

early enough to allow you to apply as soon as possible.  This will give you the best chance of 
receiving the card before you need to leave the U.S. 

 
3. If you want the latest possible day to start working (you are not going to travel and you will 

not start working), the latest day is 60 days after your graduation or last day of registration 
(whichever is earlier).  For a January 19, 2005 graduation, that day is March 19, 2005.  You 
may not send you application in to the immigration service before November 19, 2004. 

 
REMEMBER: You may not change these dates after you apply for OPT. 



   
 
 

Cornell University 
B-50 Caldwell Hall 

Telephone: 607 255-5243 
Fax: 607 255-2778 

 

 
 
 

International Students and Scholars Office 

Ithaca, NY 14853 
 

E-mail: isso@cornell.edu 
Web: www.isso.cornell.edu 

 
 

 
ACADEMIC ADVISER'S RECOMMENDATION FORM 
FOR F-1 OPTIONAL PRACTICAL TRAINING (OPT) 

 
 
This form provides the information required by the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services for the granting of 
employment for practical training to an international student.  The student's academic adviser must complete and 
sign this form.  The ISSO is responsible for keeping records of each international student until the completion of 
their F-1 status, including OPT.  Questions can be directed to Sarah Hilsman, sw57@cornell.edu.  Thank you for 
your assistance.   
 
 
STUDENT'S NAME:          
 
 
ADVISER'S NAME, TITLE, & DEPARTMENT:        
 
           
 
 
When do you anticipate this student completing his or her studies at Cornell? 
(Please fill in date and check one of the following.) 
 
 
 / /   
        [    ] Graduation/Conferral of Degree date 
 
       [    ] Completion of semester/last day as registered student 
  
    [    ] Other:      
       (explain) 
 
 
 
 
 
              
    Adviser's signature       Date   Phone number 
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