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What is OPT?



Optional Practical Training
Work permission for 1 year (with option to extend 2 years for STEM degrees)
Purpose is to gain experience in your field
One year of OPT per degree level

Must be progressively higher (i.e. bachelor → master → doctoral)



OPT Basics



No. USCIS can take more than three months to review your OPT
application.  It would be WAY TOO LATE to apply if you waited to find a

job first.

Do I need a job to apply for OPT?

No. You should apply as soon as possible!



During your last semester at UMBC
The earliest you can apply is 90 days
before your program end date.
The latest you can apply for OPT is 60
days after your I-20 end date

When Can I Apply?

Not sure if you’ll graduate on time? Worried about passing a
course? This is the one time we recommend you wait - rescinding

an OPT application if you don’t graduate can be tricky!





Once you’re confident you will graduate, don’t wait further to apply - give yourself
plenty of time.
Remember that many other students will want to apply for OPT around the same time
you do
OPT applications cannot be rushed
Applications are processed as they come in, not based on your OPT start date
USCIS can take more than 90 days to review your OPT application

Don’t Wait to Apply!



Choosing a Start Date



Based on the job market or how much job hunting you’ve done so far
Allow time for application processing – this can take more than 90
days
Consider travel and what you might do during break from school
There is no way to guarantee uninterrupted work permission– be open
and honest with employers!

If I don’t have a job offer, how do I
choose a start date?

Remember: you do NOT have to have a job offer to
apply for OPT.



1.Review the OISS website for application instructions and prepare Form I-765
through the USCIS online system.

2.Complete and submit OPT Application through the ISSS Portal
3. Invite your academic advisor to approve your application through the ISSS

Portal
4.Receive scanned OPT I-20 in your ISSS Portal account, print it out and sign it!
5.Submit your complete application online through <uscis.gov>.
6.Wait (patiently!) for approval

Next Steps



1.Receipt
a.Available for download on the USCIS website immediately after you

submit your application and pay the fee.
2.Approval Notice

a.Usually arrives after 2 - 3 months - can take longer!
3.EAD Card

a.Usually arrives about 1 week after the approval notice.

After you Apply to USCIS, you Receive:



After Approval



Maintaining your Status while on OPT
You must be working! The expectation is that you will be working during
your year of OPT.
You also have up to 90 days of unemployment time.  
All jobs must be directly related to your degree program at UMBC.
Part-time (< 20 hrs) or Full-time, paid or unpaid — all OK during OPT

You must be working at least 20 hours a week (total) to meet
requirements.

You can change jobs at any point during OPT.
You must update your SEVP Portal account whenever you:

change jobs
change your address
change any contact information



SEVP Portal
https://sevp.ice.gov/opt/



This is VERY serious:
You will no longer be automatically enrolled in UMBC’s health insurance
You may be offered health insurance coverage from your employer, or you can look
at third-party providers like ISO, Gateway USA, etc.
You need to think about this!  It is extremely risky to be in the US without health
insurance. See about options your employer might have, or consider the Healthcare
Marketplaces established through the Affordable Care Act

Health Insurance



You can take classes while on OPT but you CANNOT begin a new degree program
Register for courses as a “non degree-seeking” or “visiting student”

Please contact OISS if you:
1) Plan to begin a new degree program

This includes beginning a new program at UMBC or transferring to a new
school

2) Decide to end OPT early and depart the US
3) Change status to another visa type (ex. H-1B) during OPT

Continuing Education



OPT Process: Step-
by-Step



This is a personal application to USCIS.  It is your
responsibility to ensure your documentation is

accurate. 



The request includes:
Electronic academic advisor
recommendation
Questionnaire
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Submit an Optional Practical Training
Request on the ISSS Portal





You must send an electronic request to
your academic/department advisor 
Your advisor will verify your eligibility for
OPT.
Click “Request Electronic
Recommendation”
Use the UMBC Directory  Lookup
section to look up your academic
advisor.
You should only enter your advisor’s
details manually if you cannot find them





Download Signed OPT I-20
Once processed through SEVIS, we will upload
your new, signed OPT I-20 to the “Attached
Documents” section of your OPT application.
Once you receive your OPT I-20 in the ISSS
Portal, you MUST check the “Employment
Authorizations” box on page 2 to be sure that a
Post-Completion OPT request has been added
and to verify that your chosen start date is listed
Failure to check this can result in your OPT
application being denied by USCIS!
If there are any errors, contact OISS via Help
Ticket
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Once you receive your signed OPT I-20 in your
ISSS Portal account,  you can print, sign, and
include that I-20 in the OPT application
package submitted to USCIS
A list of other required documents can be found
on the OISS website, including:

Gather Required Documents
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This is the primary form in your OPT application, the
application for employment authorization.
We recommend online filing through the USCIS
application system, NOT filling out the PDF and
mailing it to USCIS.
If you choose to file by mail,  download the latest
edition of the Form I-765 from USCIS’s website:
https://www.uscis.gov/i-765. NEVER use a form that a
friend sends you or that you found on the website of
an international student office or message board.
These are often out of date.

The Form I-765



USCIS requires OPT applicants to include certain information in the “Additional
Information” section of the Form I-765. 
List any periods of CPT or OPT approved in the past and include the dates of the
approval, as well as the academic level at which it was approved (e.g. Bachelor’s,
Master’s, PhD)
USCIS recommends uploading a copy of any Forms I-20 showing work authorization.
If you ever held F-1 status with a different SEVIS ID number, you must enter it here.

Forms I-20

OISS does NOT maintain copies of all the I-20s
you’ve been issued; that is your responsibility!



Can be found at https://i94.cbp.dhs.gov/home
Enter name exactly as it appears on your F-1 student visa
Copy passport number and issuing country from your passport
The “Admission (I-94) Record Number” will be entered on the I-765
You can also view your Travel History through this site

The most recent entry record will also be entered on the I-765

I-94





Make photocopies of your current passport and F-1 student visa
If your F-1 visa is in an older passport, include copies of  both old and new passport in
your application
Your F-1 visa can be expired
Your passport cannot be expired and should  generally have at least 6 months of
validity remaining

Passport and Visa



See detailed instructions to e-file your OPT
application with USCIS:
https://isss.umbc.edu/international-students-f-
1/after-graduation/opt-and-opt-stem-
information/

File Online!
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In addition to the base fee of $470
Can be added to your USCIS application at any point in the application process
Guarantees your application will be reviewed by USCIS within 30 days of the
submission of the premium processing request
Current Fee (as of 2/19/2026): $1,685

Premium Processing

The premium processing fee will increase to 
$1,780 on March 1, 2026.



If you receive a Request for Evidence (RFE), a Notice of
Intent to Deny (NOID), or your application is returned to
you, you MUST notify OISS as soon as possible so that
we can help you to understand the response from
USCIS and help you to resolve or refile, if necessary.
Send us a copy of whatever you receive from USCIS.
There are very tight deadlines, so be sure to notify
OISS as soon as possible
Do not resubmit a denied or rejected OPT application
without talking to OISS first!

After Submitting your Application
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Special Topics



Before your OPT start date, the same rules apply to international travel as when you
were a full-time student. You must carry your valid passport, visa, and I-20 with a travel
signature not older than 1 year.
After your OPT start date, you must ALSO carry your EAD card, a job offer letter or
proof of employment, and your I-20 signature cannot be older than six months.
After your I-20 end date but before your OPT start date, no US Embassy or Consulate
will renew your visa.
Be sure to consult with OISS regarding any travel if you do not hold a valid F-1 visa.

International Travel



It can be difficult to renew your driver’s license or State ID Card while your OPT
application is pending
When your I-20 end date has passed but your OPT start date has not yet arrived, you
may have difficulty renewing your license
Be sure to complete the SAVE verification online before you go to the MVA
You can find a link to the SAVE verification form on OISS’s website

MVA/DMV



Doctoral students have some flexibility in their I-20 end dates as many students
conduct ongoing dissertation research during their OPT period
There is a type of OPT called pre-completion, which is OPT authorization before your
academic program is complete and your I-20 end date arrives
OISS generally discourages this option when full-time CPT is available, but we are more
than happy to discuss your options of you are an eligible Ph.D. student

PhD End Dates



After OPT



Students in approved STEM disciplines have the option of extending their year of OPT
for an additional two years
You must submit another OPT application to USCIS before the end date of your post-
completion OPT and no earlier than 90 days before that end date
Must show you have earned your degree OR that you have a thesis pending (OISS
cannot prove this)
Can only work for employers enrolled in E-Verify
Must submit I-983 Training Plan for each and every employer you work for during
STEM OPT
See the OISS website for further information about STEM OPT

STEM OPT



When your OPT ends (or your STEM OPT ends, if you are eligible and apply), you have
another 60-day grace period, during which you cannot work but can legally remain in
the US
You can choose to begin a new degree program, either at UMBC through a Change of
Education Level, or at another school through an I-20 transfer
If you do not wish to begin a new program, your F-1 status requires that you leave the
US within the 60-day grace period
Instructions on changing your education level or transferring your I-20 to another
school are available on the OISS website

Other Options



Q&A 




