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ENTERING THE U.S. TO STUDY AT STANFORD AS AN INTERNATIONAL GRADUATE STUDENT

Obtaining your F-1 Student Visa 

This information is for F-1 students entering the U.S. for the first time to study at Stanford. Students already studying in the U.S. on an F-1 
visa who plan to transfer to Stanford should see the section on page 2 titled “Information for Non-Immigrants Currently Residing in the U.S.” 
There are a two web sites that can give you background information on the visa process: 

http://www.unitedstatesvisas.gov/ http://travel.state.gov/visa/temp/types/types_1268.html 

 STEPS: 

1. In order to study in the U.S., international students will need the Certificate of Eligibility for Nonimmigrant (F-1) Student Status  
(or "I-20"), a valid passport, the appropriate U.S.Nonimmigrant visa, proof of SEVIS Fee payment, proof of financial support and a 
little patience. (Canadian students who enter the U.S. directly from Canada must still present the I-20, passport, Stanford admission 
letter, proof of SEVIS Fee payment and proof of financial support at the port of entry, but are exempt from the visa requirement.) 

2. Information on how to apply for an F-1 international student can be found at your local U.S. Consulate or Embassy website 
(http://usembassy.state.gov/).  We suggest you apply as early as possible, however, some consulates have a 90-120 day maximum 
time frame to apply. 

3. Make sure you have your  Stanford I-20, and have paid the SEVIS Fee before scheduling a visa appointment.  Instructions on how 
to pay this fee can be found at: http://icenter.stanford.edu/sevis/sevisfee.html . You should pay this fee at least 2 weeks before your 
visa interview and take the receipt (form I-901) when you go to your visa interview. 

4. To obtain a F-1 visa stamp, you will need to submit to a U.S. consulate the following items: (1) Stanford I-20 (2) Financial 
documents (3) Valid passport (4) Two passport-size (37 mm X 37 mm) photographs. 
You will need  original documents for your application. The Consular Officer will require you to provide the same (and possibly 
additional) financial documentation you provided to Stanford. You will most likely also be required to show this documentation at 
the port of entry  in the U.S, so get a duplicate set of original financial documents. 
You will be required to complete form DS-156 (Nonimmigrant Visa Application Form) and any other forms required by the 
particular Consulate in your home country, such as DS-157 and DS-158.  You should also take the School admission letter, 
evidence of language proficiency, and any information that shows you will return to your home country after finishing your studies 
in the U.S. 

5. Remember that first impressions are very important. At the interview, be respectful, dress well, answer honestly, and maintain "eye 
contact" with the Consul. In U.S. culture, failure to make eye contact (looking away, or down too often), could be interpreted as 
being evasive. Be clear about your educational plans, anticipate that the interview will be in English, remember that the interview 
will not be long, so be clear and concise. 

6. Most Stanford students routinely obtain their visa.  Occasionally there may be a visa denial or delay. If your visa is denied you will 
be given a reason.  If it is delayed the reason could be that  your SEVIS record doesn’t appear in the Consulate database, or that a 
security clearance background check is needed. Usually a security clearance could take an average 3-8 weeks. 

7. The length of the visa validity, number of entries permitted, and application fee are based on reciprocity and generally reflect your 
country's policies in granting visa privileges to visiting U.S. students.  

If after obtaining your I-20, you cannot attend Stanford University, it is your responsibility to inform Graduate Admissions.  You must also 
return the original I-20 to the Graduate Admissions Office (630 Serra Street, Suite 120, Stanford Univ., Stanford, CA 94305-6032 USA). It 
would be fraudulent to keep the I-20 and attempt to use it, if you did not attend Stanford. 

Entering the U.S. and Future Travel and Re-Entry 

Upon your initial entry into the U.S. with an F-1 visa, the officer at the port of entry will review your documents. In addition to your passport 
and I-20, we suggest that you keep Stanford’s admission letter, proof of SEVIS Fee payment and proof of financial support handy. For the 
initial F-l entry into the U.S., regulations require you to attend the school that issued the I-20 you use to enter the United States and for which 
the U.S. Consulate has issued your visa stamp. Failure to do so is considered a violation of your visa status. You may enter the U.S. up to 30 
days prior to the reporting date indicated in section #5 of the I-20. The reporting date is usually the date classes start in the fall. 

You will be fingerprinted and photographed (a regulation that applies to ALL non-immigrant visa holders). The 1-94 (arrival/departure 
record) card will be given to all non US citizens (including Canadians), by the immigration services officials. Usually this form is handed to 
you in the airplaine along with the U.S. customs form. Please make sure that this form is filled out clearly and is consistent with your 
personal information printed in your passport. Make sure that you have "F-1" and "D/S" (duration of status) written on your I-94 card at the 
port of entry. Please remember that your status as a student ends upon completion of your studies and not necessarily the completion date 
noted on your I-20, or the date you would like to attend the Graduation Ceremony. 



 

 

The immigration officer will examine your documents before returning them to you. Be sure to keep your I-20 in a safe place, since you must 
use this form for travel and return to the U.S.  In addition, immigration regulations require you to carry the I-94 card and your passport at all 
times.  In the future, before you travel outside the U.S., remember to bring your I-20 to the Bechtel International Center (I-Center) and 
request a travel signature. A travel signature is valid for re-entry to the US for a year, provided your absence from the U.S. is less than 5 
months.  Absences of more than 5 months require entry with a newly issued I-20.  

Do not enter  the U.S. on a B tour ist visa, visa waiver, or  any other  visa type. Entering the U.S. on a visa type other than the F-1 student 
visa may temporarily bar your enrollment at Stanford.  It will also forfeit your employment benefit as an F-1 visa holder. 

Orientation 

You must attend a mandatory orientation session on how to Maintain Your F-1 Visa Status  for new international graduate students before 
beginning classes (http://icenter.stanford.edu/new/workshops.html#legal). Please update your Directory (local) address in Axess before 
attending this session. Information on how to do this can be found at http://icenter.stanford.edu/sevis/sevis_address.htm. Your registration 
hold can NOT be released unless you update your U.S. (Directory –local) address in AXESS, attend the Maintaining Status session, and bring 
the following documents to the session.  

 a) The following pages from your passport:  the visa stamp page, expiration of passport page and photo page 
 b) Your I-94 card (front and back) 
 c) Your I-20 (pages 1) 

If you still have questions regarding your visa status, please contact internationalstudents@stanford.edu.  Information can also be found on 
the I-CenterÕs web page: http://icenter.stanford.edu 

Maintaining Your F-l Visa Status 

Be sure to read Page 2 of your I-20 form, as it contains important information concerning visa regulations.  Sign page 1 (section 11) after 
reading the terms and conditions of admission explained in page 2. Since the 1-94 card, passport and the I-20 are very important documents, 
you should make photocopies of them in case of loss. 

During your stay at Stanford, the I-Center will send email announcements about important immigation issues as they affect you as an 
international student.  Make sure to read these announcements, and speak to an advisor at the I-Center if you have questions. 

Maintaining your legal status is your responsibility. Failure to maintain status has to be reported, by Stanford, to the Department of Homeland 
Security.  Remember that you must: 

• Enroll in and complete a minimum of 8 units per quarer (if your department/school requires a higher unit enrollment per 
quarter, you must honor that enrollment requirement). 

• Not engage in off-campus employment without proper official authorization. 
• Possess a I-20, I-94 card, and valid passport (please check your country’s passport validity agreement with the US at: 

http://foia.state.gov/masterdocs/09fam/0941104X1.pdf). 
• Apply for a program extension if you will not complete your studies by the end date on your most recent I-20. 
• Create your Student Directory-local address in Axess within 10 days of arrival (and in the future, within 10 days of changing 

address). For information on how to create your Directory (local) address please see: 
http://icenter.stanford.edu/sevis/sevis_address.htm 

• Come and speak with an advisor at the I-Center whenever you have any questions about your status. 
 

Information for Non-immigrants Currently Residing in the U.S. 

If you attended another U.S. school prior to beginning attendance at Stanford, “transfer pending” will be noted in Section #3 of your enclosed 
I-20. You will be issued a new I-20 showing “Transfer Completed” in Section #9 once you have visited the I-Center with your passport to 
confirm phyical presence. This must be done with 15 days of starting classes for you to maintain your visa status. 

If you are currently attending a U.S. school in F-l status and the F-l visa in your passport is valid and your Stanford I-20 bears the same 
SEVIS ID # as the I-20 from your old school, you do NOT need to obtain a new visa in your passport. 

If you are residing in the U.S. under another nonimmigrant visa type, you will need to apply to change your visa type to F-1 before enrolling 
at Stanford. There are two ways do this. The first way is to apply to the USCIS for a change of visa type while remaining in the US. This 
option can take about 120+ days, and depending on your situation,  may not allow you to enroll for classes until your change of status has 
been approved. The other way is to leave the U.S. and obtain an F-l student visa at a U.S. consulate and use the Stanford I-20 to enter the 
U.S. in F-l student status. This is usually the quickest and easiest way to change your non-immigrant visa status. In both cases you will need 
to pay the SEVIS fee.  If the B visa has the notation stating that it is not eligible for change of status, you will  NOT be allowed to change 
visa within the U.S.  You may not attend school pending a change of status from B-2 to F-1. 
 
Please note that the International Center cannot return international phone calls.                                      (Initial Entry grad 04/03//08.doc) 


