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Most Common Types of Visas Seen at U.S. Colleges and Universities 
 
 
A-1, A-2: ambassador, diplomat, other foreign government officials, dependents 
 
B-1/B-2:  visitor for business, visitor for pleasure 
 
E-1, E-2:  treaty trader, treaty investor 
 
F-1, F-2:  student, student’s dependent(s) 
 
F-3:  border commuter student 
 
H-1B, H-4:  temporary worker, temporary worker’s dependent(s) 
 
J-1, J-2:  exchange visitor, exchange visitor’s dependent(s) 
 
L-1, L-2:  intracompany transferee, dependent(s) 
 
M-1, M-2:  vocational student, vocational student’s dependent(s) 
 
NATO1 - 7:  representative of a NATO state and dependent(s) 
 
WB, WT:  visa waiver for business, visa waiver for travel 
 
 
 
J-1 Exchange Visitor Program 
 
• The Exchange Visitor Program is administered by the U.S. Department of State. 
• J visas are used to bring to the U.S. students, trainees, teachers, professors, research scholars, 

international visitors, camp counselors, au pairs, and participants in summer student travel/work 
programs. 

• A form DS-2019 is issued by the sponsor for the visitor to apply for a J-1 visa. 
• Like students on F-1 visas, J-1 visa holders are admitted to the US for duration of status. 
• If the sponsor gives authorization, J-1 visa holders are permitted to work in the US after applying for 

and receiving an Employment Authorization Document (EAD). 
• Some J-1 visa holders are subject to the “2-year home country residence” requirement; J-1 visa holders 

subject to this requirement must return home immediately after completion of their 
study/training/research in the US and are not permitted to apply for an H or L visa or permanent 
residency until two years after they remained outside of the U.S. for at least two years.  They are 
eligible to apply for the F-1 student visa, however their 2-yr requirements MUST be fulfilled at some 
point. 

• J-2 dependents (spouse or child of a J-1 visa holder) are permitted to work in the U.S.; they must apply 
for employment authorization through USCIS  

 
 
Applying for a Visa 



 

 

 
A student must present the following to the visa officer at the US embassy or consulate closest to his/her 
place of residence: 

 proof of admission to a program at an institution which is authorized by USCIS to enroll students 
with F-1 (student) or J-1 (exchange visitor) visas 

 
 proof that the student has or will have sufficient funds for the entire length of study; for visa 

issuance, visa officers will look for the first year’s expenses in liquid assets.  Proof of sufficient 
funds can be in the form of: 

  - personal funds 
  - family funds 
  - friend’s funds 
  - government funds (US or other country) 
  - school funds (assistantship, grant or scholarship) 
  - business/private sponsor’s funds 
 

In all cases, the student must submit written documentation of the availability of funds, and, 
where appropriate, bank statement or portfolio account statements. 

 
 an I-20 or DS-2019 issued by the admitting school or sponsoring agency.  The school can only 

issue an I-20 after the student has been admitted and after receipt of evidence that the student has 
sufficient funds for one year of study and a reasonable expectation of funding for the remainder of 
the academic program.  An I-20 or DS-2019 cannot be issued outside of the United States. 

 
 proof of proficiency in English (if necessary) 

 
  a valid passport 

 
 
Visa vs. Status 
 

 Visas are not issued in the United States.  
 

 A visa is simply permission to ask for admittance to a country once you arrive at its borders.  A US 
visa (issued by the US Department of State) indicates the purpose for which the non-immigrant 
may request entry, how many times he/she may request entry, and the last date on which the visa 
may be used to request entry. 

 
 Visa status (awarded by the USCIS) refers to the actual activity for which the non-immigrant has 

been allowed to enter the US. 
 

  A non-immigrant can have only one visa status at any given time. 
 

 Non-immigrants can apply for change of status while in the US; for example from B1/B2 
(tourist/business) to F-1 (student). 

 
 An F-1 or J-1 student must maintain status while in the US or s/he becomes “out of status.”  Not 

following the laws pertaining to F-1 students (working illegally or taking less than a full-time load 
of coursework, for example) can cause a student to go “out of status.” 



 

 

 
 F-1 or J-1 students who are out of status should apply for “reinstatement to status”  and/or consult 

a foreign student adviser about other options. 
 

 F-1 or J-1 students who are out of status are not eligible for the benefits of student status (e.g. 
practical training, transfer by notification, etc). 

 
 If the student’s visa has expired, but s/he has maintained status, the student does not have to apply 

for a new visa. 
    

 Students do NOT need to apply for a new visa to remain in the U.S. 
 

 However, if the student leaves the country after the visa has expired, s/he must apply for a new 
visa. 

 
  A non-immigrant may have more than one type of visa in her/his passport at one time. 

 
 
 
Why the correct visa is important 
 

 Non-immigrants need to have a visa status which corresponds to their primary purpose for being 
in the US.  Normally, full-time students will be in F-1 or J-1 status. 

 
 Those in B-1/B-2 or WT/WB visa status are not permitted to pursue a full-time course of study 

while in the US., however, avocational studies are permitted. 
 

 F-1 and J-1 visas are non-immigrant visas.  They should not be viewed as a means of immigrating 
to the US.  F-1 and J-1 applicants must have “non-immigrant intent”. 

 
 Change of status while in the US, i.e. from a B-1/B-2 visa to an F-1 visa, can be risky; if denied, the 

student must leave the country and apply for an F-1 visa at a US embassy/consulate in his/her 
home country.   Change of status petitions are supposed to take 30 days or less for adjudication. 

 
 B1/B1 visa holders who choose to remain in the US are not eligible for any type of off-campus 

work authorization (practical training, economic hardship) or  on-campus employment. 
 
 
International Student Employment 
 
LEGAL options for international student employment: 
 

 On-campus employment:  students in F-1 and J-1 status are permitted to work on-campus 20 
hours per week when classes are in session and full-time when classes are not in session 

 
 Curricular practical training: employment which is an integral part of an established curriculum 

including internships, cooperative education, or any other type of required internship or practicum 



 

 

which is offered by sponsoring employers through cooperative agreements with the school; can be 
full-time or part-time 

 
 Optional practical training (OPT):  employment directly related to the student’s major area of 

study; OPT is permitted: 
1. During the student’s annual vacation and at other times when school is not in session 
2. While school is in session, provided that practical training does not exceed 20 hours per 

week 
3. After completion of course requirements, but before completion of a course of study, 

excluding a thesis or equivalent, if the student is in a bachelor’s, master’s or doctoral degree 
program 

4. After completion of the course of study 
 

 OPT is limited to 12 months after the first program of study with an additional 12 months available 
after completion of a course study at a higher level; all OPT must be completed within a 14-month 
period following the completion of study 

 
 Economic hardship:  if other employment opportunities are not available or are otherwise 

insufficient, F-1 students are eligible for off-campus work authorization necessitated by unforeseen 
circumstances beyond the student’s control, including severe devaluation of currency, loss of 
sponsorship, etc.; student must have been in F-1 status for one academic year to be eligible for this 
type of employment 

 
 Employment with certain international organizations: this is a special category which allows 

students to work at designated international organizations, such as the World Bank and the Inter-
American Development Bank; not very common outside of DC and NYC. 

 
 
Canadian Students         
 

 Citizens of Canada are not required to apply for a student visa at the US embassy or consulate. 
 

 Students who are residents of Canada, but citizens of another country, and “landed immigrants” in 
Canada who do not have a Canadian passport must apply for a student visa at the US embassy or 
consulate 

 
 At the US port of entry, students who are citizens of Canada must present a valid I-20 and the same 

financial documentation which the school used to prepare the I-20. 
 

 Citizens of Canada will not have a student visa in their passports. 
 

 An I-94 stamped with F-1 and D/S is the student’s proof of lawful admission to the US in F-1 
(student) status. 

 
 


