	[image: image1.wmf]
	
Maintaining Legal Student Status 

in the United States




As a student at the University of Pennsylvania, on a student visa, your primary purpose for being in the U.S. is study.  Student visa holders must comply with the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) and Department of State regulations while in the United States.  Please read the “Instructions to Students” on page 2 of your I-20, or on page 2 of your DS-2019.  By following those instructions and the information below, you will maintain legal student status in the U.S. and be able to take full advantage of student status benefits such as work and travel.  If you have any questions please visit OIP and we will be happy to discuss your situation with you. 

1. Passport Validity

If your passport will expire within 6 months, or to replace a lost or stolen passport, contact your embassy or consulate in the U.S.  Your country’s governmental representatives in the United States are responsible for issuing passports to their citizens.  OIP has a list of embassies in the United States.  You can also find this information on the World Wide Web at http://www.embassy.org/embassies/

2. Change of Address

Immigration regulations require students to report any change of local address to their sponsoring institutions within 10 days of the change.  Institutions, in turn, must report changes to the government’s Student and Exchange Visitor Information System (SEVIS).  At Penn, we require you simply to enter your current local address in PennInTouch.  We receive address changes from PennInTouch on a daily basis and forward them to SEVIS.  (If Penn did not prepare your DS-2019 or I-20 Form you must report any change of address to the agency or school that prepared your form.)

3. Full-time enrollment

If you are an undergraduate, you must be enrolled for a minimum of four courses each semester.  This does not include audits or incompletes.  This applies to students in all four undergraduate schools and the College of General Studies.

If you are a graduate student, you must be enrolled for a full-time course load as defined by your academic program.  For some programs this will mean a minimum of three courses; other programs require more or less.  You must check with your school or department to learn the definition of a full-time student.  Again, full-time enrollment does not include audits or incompletes.  Once you have completed your coursework and are working on your thesis or dissertation, you must maintain your full-time status by registering for master’s thesis or dissertation.

If you are considering, for whatever reason, to drop a course that will cause your enrollment to drop below full-time, you must consult with an OIP advisor before doing so.  Dropping below a full-time enrollment will jeopardize your ability to remain in the U.S.

The measure of normal progress is the rate at which the average full-time student in your school or department advances toward his or her degree or program objective.  Working to complete courses designated from previous semesters is not maintaining normal progress.  If you find yourself in this situation please consult with an OIP advisor at the earliest opportunity.

4. Employment

USCIS considers working without proper authorization as one of the most serious violations of your student status.  If you refer to your I-20 or DS-2019 form you will see the statement “Warning—a nonimmigrant who accepts unauthorized employment is subject to deportation.”  It is most important, therefore, that you consult with OIP before you accept an offer of employment or begin work.  We will advise you whether or not it is possible for you to work, and if it is, assist you with the appropriate documents.  Please keep in mind that it is illegal to begin work in anticipation of being granted permission to do so; you must have permission first. Generally, F-1 and J-1 students authorized to work are permitted to work a maximum of 20 hours per week during the academic term.  To work more than that any given week is a violation of your student status.  (Please refer to the OIP handouts on F-1 and J-1 employment options for more information.)

F-1 and J-1 visa holders sponsored by the University of Pennsylvania may work on the Penn campus without special work authorization while still enrolled in their academic programs (but students sponsored by other agencies must receive work permission from their sponsors before working on campus).  Students may work up to 20 hours per week while classes are in session.  Full-time work is permitted during official university breaks.  Students usually have the opportunity to work upon completion of their studies under a program called Optional Practical Training (for F-1 students) or Academic 

Training (for J-1 students).  Please visit OIP early in the semester before you complete your academic program to discuss these options.

5. Transfer from Upenn

If you plan to transfer from Penn to another school in the U.S., either to pursue the same degree program or a different degree program, please meet with an OIP advisor to discuss your plans.  At your written request, OIP must confirm that you are maintaining valid F or J status and “release” your student record in the U.S. government’s Student and Exchange Visitor Information System (SEVIS) before you can attend another school.

6. Program Extension

With the passage of the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigration Responsibility Act of 1996, severe penalties were introduced for overstaying one’s immigration status in the U.S.  Depending on the length of overstay, you can be denied re-entry to the United States for up to 10 years.

F-1 and J-1 students are granted permission to stay for the period of time reasonably required to pursue a full course of study in any particular program, and any periods of practical training, plus a grace period in which to depart from the United States or to apply for a change of status.  This is known as admission for duration of status (D/S).

If you need to remain in the U.S. for a program of study beyond the date authorized on your I-20 (see item 5 on page 1) or DS-2019 (see item 3 on page 1) you must request a program extension through OIP.  Apply at least 30 days before the completion date noted on your I-20 or DS-2019.  At that time, you will need to complete OIP’s program extension form and establish that there are valid academic reasons for extending the time necessary to complete your program.

7. Change of Program

To continue at Penn in a different academic level (e.g. bachelors to masters or masters to Ph.D.), you must apply for a change of program, which will extend your study at Upenn.  You must verify your admission to a new program and your ability to finance the program by completing an “Application for I-20 or DS-2019 Form”.  OIP will issue a new I-20 or DS-2019 indicating your correct academic program. 

8. Can I Stay in the US After I Finish My Program?

If you are in F-1 student status, you are allowed to stay in the United States for 60 days beyond the completion date of your studies or your practical training. If you are in J-1 status, you are allowed to stay 30 days after the completion of your program, including academic training.  In view of the serious repercussions for overstaying (i.e. staying beyond the allowable period), it is essential that you do not let your I-20 or DS-2019 expire while you are continuing your academic program and that you do not remain in the U.S. beyond your duration of status.

9. Leave of Absence or Withdraw from Upenn
Students intending to withdraw from UPenn or take a leave of absence should consult with OIP prior to making an official decision; otherwise they may jeopardize their immigration status in the U.S. Furthermore, students taking a leave of absence or withdrawing have a shortened grace period of 15 days. (Please refer to OIP handout on “Leave of Absence or Withdraw from Penn” for more information)

10. Health Insurance
Government regulations require those in J-1 status to have comprehensive medical insurance covering themselves and all their dependents. Failure to maintain medical insurance is a violation of J-1 status.  While the F-1 student regulations do not have the same requirement, the University of Pennsylvania itself requires all students and their dependents to have comprehensive medical insurance.

11. Travel

If you will travel outside the U.S., you must have a valid travel signature on your I-20 or DS-2019 Form.  Each signature is valid for 365 days (one year) while you are a full-time student (six months for F-1 students on post-completion Optional Practical Training).  F-1 students on post-completion Optional Practical Training should seek advice from OIP before traveling. If you need a travel signature on page 3 of your I-20 (F-1) or on page 1 of your DS-2019 (J-1), please come to OIP.  

12. Are you receiving Email from OIP?

From September to May, OIP sends at least one email message per month to international students at Penn.  Some messages are simply invitations or notices of upcoming events but other OIP messages contain important immigration information that you must know to avoid serious immigration problems.  If a month goes by and you receive no email from OIP, something is wrong. Please inform OIP immediately so we can identify the problem and correct it.
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