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Introduction:
Choosing Your
U.S. Study Path (F-
1vs. M-1)

The United States remains a top destination for
international students seeking quality education and diverse
experiences. However, navigating the U.S. immigration
system requires understanding the specific visa categories
available for study. The two primary nonimmigrant visas for
students are the F-1, designed for academic pursuits, and
the M-1, tailored for vocational or non-academic training.
While both fall under the umbrella of "student visas," they
cater to different educational goals and operate under
distinct sets of rules regarding program type, duration of
stay, employment eligibility, and flexibility. Selecting the
appropriate visa category from the outset is crucial, as
switching between them later can be difficult or impossible.
This guide provides an essential comparison of the F-1and
M-1visa pre-requirements, helping prospective students
understand the nuances and choose the pathway that best

aligns with their intended course of study in the U.S.




Chaypter 1: Core Eligibility and
Application

Regardless of whether you pursue an F-1or M-1visa, the initial steps and core eligibility requirements share

common ground, revolving around acceptance into an approved U.S. institution and demonstrating your

qualifications and intent to the U.S. government.

SEVP-Certified
School Acceptance

The absolute first step is to apply
to and be accepted by a U.S.
school that is certified by the
Student and Exchange Visitor
Program (SEVP). SEVP
certification ensures the school is
authorized to enroll international
students and issue the necessary

immigration documents.

Verifving Institution
Certification

Not all U.S. educational
institutions are SEVP-certified.
You must ensure the school
offering your desired program
(academic for F-1, vocational for
M-1) holds this certification.

Finding Certified
Schools

Resources like the Department of
Homeland Security's Study in
the States website allow you to
search for certified schools that
match your academic or

vocational goals.



Obtaining Form I-20 and
Demonstrating Nonimmigraont
INtent

1.2 Obtaining Form I-20: Academic vs. Vocationdl

Once accepted, the SEVP-certified school's Designated School Official (DSO) will issue you a Form I-
20, "Certificate of Eligibility for Nonimmigrant Student Status." This document is critical for your visa
application and entry into the U.S. The Form 1-20 confirms your acceptance, outlines your program of
study, provides estimated costs, and indicates the visa category you are eligible for (F-1for
academic/language programs, M-1for vocational programs). You must pay the SEVIS 1-901 fee
associated with your |1-20 before your visa interview. You will need to present the signed [-20 during

your visa interview and to immigration officials upon arrival in the U.S.

1.3 Demonstrating Nonimmigrant Intent

Both F-1and M-1 visas are temporary, nonimmigrant visas. Therefore, applicants must convince the
consular officer during the visa interview (and potentially immigration officers at entry) that they intend
to return to their home country after completing their studies in the U.S. This is often referred to as
overcoming the presumption of immigrant intent. Evidence of strong ties to your home country is
crucial. This can include: * Family relationships and responsibilities. * Job offers or career prospects upon

return. * Property ownership or significant assets abroad. * Social or economic connections. Lack of

strong ties can lead to visa denial.



Financial Regquirements for
Student Visas

1.4 Financial Requirements: Proving Ability to Pay

Applicants must demonstrate they have sufficient readily available funds to cover all educational and
living expenses for the entire duration of their intended program of study without resorting to
unauthorized employment. The estimated costs are listed on the Form 1-20. Evidence of financial
ability can include: * Personal bank statements. * Affidavits of support (Form 1-134) from sponsors (e.g.,
family members) along with their financial documentation. * Scholarship or grant letters. * Approved
loan documents. Consular officers scrutinize financial documentation carefully to ensure the student

can realistically afford their U.S. education.

Required Fincancial Financial Verification
Documents Process

o Personal bank statements e Funds must cover entire program duration
o Affidavits of support (Form [-134) e Documentation must be recent and

e Scholarship or grant letters verifiable

e Approved loan documents e Consular officers will scrutinize all

documents

e Funds must be readily available



English
Proficiency
Reguirements

1.5 English Proficiency

Applicants must generally demonstrate sufficient English
language proficiency to undertake their chosen course of
study. Schools often require standardized tests like TOEFL
or IELTS for admission, which also serves as evidence for the
visa application. For programs taught entirely in another
language, this requirement might be waived, but the ability
to communicate during the visa interview is still important.

F-1visas can also be issued specifically for language training

programes.

TOEFL

Test of English as a Foreign Language - widely
accepted by US institutions

IELTS

International English Language Testing System -

recognized globally

Interview Skills

Ability to communicate effectively during visa

INnterview




Chapter 2: Program Details and
Durcation

While the initial application steps are similar, the nature of the program and the rules governing the length

of stay diverge significantly between F-1and M-1 students.

21 F-1: Academic Programs and Duration of Status
(D/S)

F-1visas are for students pursuing academic programs at various levels (elementary through post-
graduate) or language training. A key feature is admission for "Duration of Status” (D/S). This means F-1
students can legally remain in the U.S. for as long as they are enrolled full-time in their program,
maintain their F-1 status, and have a valid I-20. This allows flexibility for programs of varying lengths
and for progressing through educational levels (e.g., Bachelor's to Master's to PhD) without needing

constant extensions from USCIS, provided the DSO updates the 1-20 accordingly.

F-1 Program Tvpes Duration of Status Benefits

e Bachelor's degree programs e Flexibility for program completion

e Master's degree programs « Ability to progress through educational levels
e Doctoral programs e No need for constant visa extensions

e Language training programs e Simplified administrative process

e Elementary through high school



\M-1Vocational Programs and
Fixed Duration

2.2 M-1: Vocational Programs and Fixed Duration

M-1visas are strictly for vocational or non-academic programs focused on practical skills. Unlike F-1
students, M-1 students are admitted for a fixed period — the time necessary to complete the course of
study as indicated on the |-20, plus any authorized practical training period, generally not exceeding
one year in total. Extensions are only possible in very limited circumstances (e.g., documented medical

reasons) and require USCIS approval. This fixed duration reflects the typically shorter, more defined

nature of vocational training.

(V) Fixed Time Period ] Limited Extensions
M-1 students are admitted only for the time Extensions only possible in rare
needed to complete their program circumstances like medical emergencies
{0} Vocational Focus USCIS Approval Required
Programs concentrate on practical skills and Any program changes or extensions need

technical training formal government approval



Mdaintaining a Full

Course of Study

2.3 Maintaining a Full Course
of Study (F-1 vs. M-1 Rules)

Both F-1and M-1 students must maintain a full course of

study to remain in status. However, the definition and
flexibility differ:

F-1 Course Load

Requirements

Undergraduate:
Typically 12 credit

hours per term

Graduate: Typically 9

credit hours per term

Language programs:

18-22 hours per week

Reduced Course Load
possible with DSO

authorization

M-1 Course

Load
Reqguirements

Classroom-based: 18+

clock hours per week

Shop/lab-based: 22+

clock hours per week

No reduced course

load options

Must maintain full-
time enrollment

throughout program




Grace Periods After Program
Completion

2.4 Grace Periods After Program Completion (60
days F-1, 30 days M-1)

Upon successful completion of their program (including any authorized practical training), students have a
grace period to prepare for departure or take other actions: * F-1: Receive a 60-day grace period. * M-1:
Receive a 30-day grace period. During the grace period, students can remain in the U.S. but cannot work
(unless on post-completion OPT/Practical Training that extends into the grace period) or begin a new

course of study. They must depart the U.S. by the end of the grace period unless they have timely filed for

a change of status, started a new program (F-1 transfer), or taken other steps to maintain lawful status.

60 30 O

F-1 Grace Period M-1 Grace Period Working Days
Days Days Allowed
Time allowed after program Time allowed after program During grace period without
completion completion authorization

During the grace period, students should finalize their plans, whether that means preparing to depart the

United States, applying for a change of status, or completing arrangements for a new program of study.



Chapter 3: Employment
Authorization Rules

One of the most significant areas where F-1and M-1 visas differ is employment authorization. The ability to

work, whether on-campus, off-campus, or as part of practical training, is strictly regulated and varies

greatly between the two categories. Understanding these rules is vital to avoid violating visa status.

3.1 F-1OnNn-Campus Employment

F-1students are generally permitted to work on-campus at the school that issued their I1-20. This

employment must not displace a U.S. worker. Authorization is typically incident to status (no separate
USCIS permission needed), but students should check with their DSO. * During School Sessions: Limited

to 20 hours per week. * During Annual Vacations/Breaks: Can work full-time (more than 20 hours per

week). On-campus employment can include jobs directly for the school (e.g., library, cafeteria) or for

commercial firms providing services on campus (e.g., bookstore).

On-Campus Work Locations

University library
Campus cafeteria
Research laboratories

Administrative offices

Campus bookstore

Work Hour Limitations

Maximum 20 hours/week during academic

sessions
Full-time allowed during official breaks
Must not interfere with studies

Must not displace U.S. workers



F-1 Curricular Practical Training
(CPT)

3.2 F-1 Curricular Practical Training (CPT)

Key Aspect Description

Integral Part of Curriculum The work experience must be an integral part of
the established curriculum, such as a required
internship, practicum, or a course specifically

designed for practical experience.

Authorization Must be authorized by the DSO before starting
work. The authorization is noted on the
student's Form |-20.

Timing Generally available after completing one full
academic year (exceptions exist for graduate

programs requiring immediate CPT).

Full-time vs. Part-time Can be authorized part-time (20 hours/week or
less) or full-time (more than 20 hours/week).
However, 12 months or more of full-time CPT

eliminates eligibility for post-completion OPT.

Verify Eligibility

Complete one full academic year (exceptions for some graduate programs)

Meet with Academic Advisor

Confirm the work experience aligns with curriculum requirements

Secure Job Offer

Obtain written offer letter with job details, dates, and hours

DSO Authorization

Submit all documentation to DSO for approval and 1-20 update



F-1 Optional Practical Training
(OPT) and Economic Hardship

3.3 F-1 Optional Practical Training (OPT)

T OPT Overview

OPT provides temporary employment authorization for work related to an F-1student's major
field of study.

) Authorization

Requires a recommendation from the DSO and approval from USCIS, resulting in an

Employment Authorization Document (EAD card).

3 Timing
Pre-completion OPT: While school is in session (part-time) or during annual vacations (full-

time).

Post-completion OPT: After completing the course of study (usually full-time).

4 Duration

Standard maximum is 12 months per educational level (e.g., 12 months after Bachelor's, another
12 after Master's).

o STEM OPT Extension
Students with qualifying STEM degrees working for E-Verify employers may be eligible for a 24-

month extension.



3.4 F-1 Economic Hardship Employment

In rare cases where an F-1student experiences severe, unforeseen economic hardship after arriving in the
U.S., they may apply to USCIS (with DSO recommendation) for authorization to work off-campus. Strict

criteria apply regarding the nature of the hardship and the student's inability to find on-campus

employment.

24

16

Standard OPT STEM OPT Extension Economic Hardship



M-1 Practical Training and
Dependent Employment

3.5 M-1 Post-Completion Practical Training
(Restrictions)

Employment Options for M-1 Students

M-1 students have very limited employment options, with post-completion practical training

being the main authorization.

Authorization Process

Requires DSO recommendation, USCIS approval (EAD card), and application before the
program end date on the |I-20.

Duration Restrictions

Strict limits apply - 1 month of training for every 4 months of full-time study completed, with a

maximum of 6 months total.

3.6 Employment for F-2/M-2 Dependents (Not
Permitted)

Spouses and minor children accompanying F-1 or M-1 students hold F-2 or M-2 dependent status,
respectively. F-2 and M-2 dependents are strictly prohibited from engaging in any employment in the
United States. F-2 children may attend K-12 school, and F-2 spouses may engage in part-time study, but

neither can work.

Complete DSO
Progrom = Recommendation
Finish all vocational training @f Obtain endorsement for
requirements practical training
Limited Training == USCIS Application
Maximum 6 months of Submit Form 1-765 for work

practical experience authorization



Chapter 4: Maintaining Status,
Transfers, and Changes

Beyond academics and employment, maintaining lawful F-1 or M-1 status involves adhering to various
immigration procedures related to reporting, program changes, and transfers. Again, the rules differ, with F-

1 status generally offering more flexibility.

4.1 Reporting Requirements (Address Changes, etc.)

All F-1and M-1 students must report any change of U.S. residential address to their DSO within 10 days of
moving. The DSO updates this information in the SEVIS system. Failure to report address changes is a

status violation.

€% Report Address Changes Ry Update Contact

Notify DSO within 10 days of any Informartion
residential move Keep phone numbers and email addresses
current

Maintain Valid Documents Attend Required Check-

Ensure passport validity extends beyond PSS

program end date Participate in any mandatory SEVIS

registration periods



Reduced Course Load and
School Transfers

4.2 Reduced Course Load Authorizations (F-1)

As mentioned, F-1students may, under specific circumstances and with prior DSO authorization recorded
in SEVIS, temporarily drop below a full course load without violating status. Valid reasons include initial
academic difficulties, unfamiliarity with U.S. teaching methods, improper course placement, or

documented medical conditions. M-1 students do not have this option.

4.3 Transferring Schools (F-1 vs. M-1 Rules)

F-1 Transfer Process M-1 Transfer Restrictions

e Apply and be accepted to new SEVP-certified e Only possible within first 6 months of
school program

e Notify current DSO of intent to transfer e Must be due to circumstances beyond

o Complete transfer forms at current school student’s control

e Current DSO releases SEVIS record to new * Requires filing Form 1-539 with USCIS
school e Must pay application fee

 New school issues transfer |-20 e Cannot transfer until USCIS approves

e Report to new school within 15 days of application
program start date e New school must be SEVP-certified for M-1

pPrograms



Changing Educational Level,
Mdajor, and Status

4.4 Changing Educational Level or Major (F-1)

F-1students generally can change their major field of study or progress to a higher educational level (e.g.,
Bachelor's to Master's) while remaining in F-1 status. This requires updates to the Form 1-20 by the DSO

but usually doesn't require applying to USCIS, as long as status is maintained.

4.5 Changing Status to F-1 or M-1

Individuals already in the U.S. in another valid nonimmigrant status (e.g., B-2 visitor) may be eligible to
apply to USCIS to change their status to F-1or M-1 by filing Form 1-539. They must meet all eligibility
requirements for the student visa and prove they have maintained their current status. They cannot begin
studying until the change of status is approved. Certain statuses (like Visa Waiver Program entrants) are

generally ineligible to change status.

4.6 Restrictions on M-1 Changes

M-1 students face significant restrictions on changing status after completing their program. They generally
cannot change to F-1status while in the U.S., nor can they typically change to H status (temporary worker)
if the skills gained during M-1 training were the basis for the H-1B job offer. These restrictions underscore

the temporary, vocational nature of the M-1 visa.

Verify Eligibilit
o y Ellg \'

Ensure you meet all requirements for the new status

Obtain School Acceptance

Get admitted to an SEVP-certified institution

File Form I-539

Submit application to USCIS with all supporting documents

Mdadintain Current Status

g Continue to comply with current visa regulations

while waiting



Conclusion:
Making the Right
Choice for Your
U.S. Studies

Summary of Key Differences
(F-1vs. M-1)

F-1 (Academic)

o For degree programs, language training
e Longer duration (D/S)
e Greater flexibility (transfers, reduced course load)

e Broad employment options (on-campus, CPT, OPT
including STEM extension)

M-1 (Vocational)

e For non-academic/trade programs
e Shorter fixed duration (max ~1 year + training)

e Less flexibility (no transfers after 6 months, no
RCL)

e Highly restricted employment (only post-

completion practical training, max 6 months)




Why Choosing the Right Attorney Matters So Much
for Student Visa Issues

Ensuring complicance with status requirements.

1 While many students navigate the F-1/M-1 process successfully with their DSO's help,
complexities can arise regarding maintaining status, employment authorization (especially

OPT/CPT rules), transfers, changes of status, or potential violations.

Navigating complex OPT/CPT applications and rules.

2 An experienced immigration attorney can provide crucial guidance on navigating complex
OPT/CPT applications and rules.

Assisting with applications for change of status or
reinstatement after a violation.

An experienced immigration attorney can assist with applications for change of status or

reinstatement after a violation.

Advising on long-term immigration options after
graduation.

An experienced immigration attorney can provide advice on long-term immigration

options after graduation.

Addressing issues related to nonimmigrant intent or
financial documentation.

An experienced immigration attorney can address issues related to nonimmigrant intent or

financial documentation.

Preventing costly mistakes and protecting your ability
to study and work in the U.S.

Their expertise can help prevent costly mistakes and protect your ability to study and

potentially work in the U.S.



Why Choose D'Alessio Law
Group and Next Steps

Why Choose D'Alessio Law Group

D'Alessio Law Group provides comprehensive support for international students navigating the F-1and M-1
visa processes. We assist students with understanding visa requirements, maintaining status, applying for
practical training (CPT/OPT), and exploring options for changing or extending status. Our team works
closely with students and DSOs to ensure compliance and address any challenges that arise during their
educational journey in the U.S. We offer strategic advice tailored to each student's academic goals and

future aspirations.

Take the Next Step: Your Consultation
Discount

Are you planning to study in the U.S. or currently navigating F-1 or M-1 status? Ensure you understand the
rules and maximize your opportunities. Schedule a consultation with D'Alessio Law Group to discuss your
student visa questions. Mention this E-book, "Study Pathways: Your Essential F-1vs. M-1 Pre-Requirement
Guide," and receive a $S100 discount on your initial consultation. Let us help you achieve your educational

goals in the United States. Contact us today.

& Schedule a =] Mention This Get Expert
Consultation Guide Guidance
Call our office to book Receive S100 off your Work with attorneys
your discounted initial consultation fee specialized in student
appointment visa matters

Click here to Schedule


https://getyourvisatoday.com/ebook-lp/?utm_source=ebook&utm_campaign=f-1_m-1_student_visa&practiceAreaId=F-1-M-1

