
DISCLAIMER! 

This guide is provided for informational purposes only and does not constitute legal advice. While 
every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy and completeness of the information at the time 
of publication, immigration laws and visa procedures are subject to change without prior notice. 
Readers are strongly advised to consult the official government websites or seek professional 
guidance from authorized immigration advisors before making any decisions or submitting 
applications. The use of this guide is at your own discretion and risk. 

UNITED STATES (USA) – F-1 STUDENT VISA GUIDE 

(For graduate studies (Masters/PhD) in the U.S., the common visa is F-1 for full-time academic 
studies. If you receive U.S. government funding or are in an exchange program, you might need a J-1 
visa. This guide focuses on the F-1 process, which is most common.) 

Eligibility Requirements 

• SEVP-Approved School Admission: You must have an acceptance from a U.S. university 
that is SEVP-certified (Student and Exchange Visitor Program certified). This approval is 
evidenced by a Form I-20 (Certificate of Eligibility) issued to you by the school. For graduate 
programs, ensure the university sent you an I-20 for the correct program and term. 

• Full-Time Student: The program you enroll in should meet the full-time study requirements 
(e.g., a full course load or thesis research). Part-time or online programs generally do not 
qualify for an F-1 visa. 

• Sufficient Financial Support: You must demonstrate that you have the financial means to 
cover the first year of tuition, fees, and living expenses (and access to funds for the 
remaining program duration). The I-20 will list the estimated costs and any scholarships; you 
need to show funding for at least that amount. Evidence can include bank statements, 
sponsorship letters, scholarship award letters, etc. The consular officer will evaluate if you 
can pay for your studies without working illegally. 

• English Proficiency & Academic Preparation: While not a visa requirement per se, you 
should meet the school’s English proficiency criteria (usually proven by tests like 
TOEFL/IELTS or prior studies in English) and have the requisite academic background (e.g., a 
recognized bachelor’s degree for Master’s admission). The consular officer may verify that 
you are academically qualified for the program (they might ask about your prior studies or 
test scores). 

• Non-Immigrant Intent: Legally, F-1 visas are non-immigrant visas, so you must intend to 
return to your home country after completing your studies. You need to prove ties to your 
home country or otherwise convince the officer that you will not stay in the U.S. permanently 
(unless you later lawfully change status). This is usually the toughest requirement – you 
should prepare to address how you plan to use the U.S. degree back home or that you have 
family, career, or other obligations that ensure your return. 



• Clean Background: You must not have disqualifying criminal or immigration violations. A 
criminal record or prior visa overstay/denial doesn’t automatically disqualify you, but you 
may need to explain the circumstances. Security checks will be conducted. 

• SEVIS Fee Payment: Before your visa interview, you must pay the SEVIS I-901 fee (currently 
USD $350 for F-1 students). This supports the SEVIS tracking system. You will need the SEVIS 
fee receipt as part of eligibility/documentation. 

• Health and Insurance: Not a visa eligibility point, but note that many schools require you to 
have health insurance upon enrollment (J-1 visas require specific insurance; F-1 usually 
through school plans). The visa officer won’t ask about this typically, but it’s part of being a 
student in the U.S. 

Required Documents Checklist 

• Form I-20: The I-20 Certificate of Eligibility issued by your U.S. university. This is a crucial 
document; it contains your SEVIS number, school info, program start date, and estimated 
costs. You and a school official must sign the I-20. Bring the original I-20 to your interview. (If 
you have dependents on F-2 visas, each gets their own I-20.) 

• DS-160 Confirmation Page: The DS-160 Online Nonimmigrant Visa Application form must 
be completed prior to the interview. Bring the confirmation page (with barcode) as proof of 
submission. This is usually printed after you complete the form. It’s required for entry to the 
Embassy/Consulate for your interview. 

• Passport: A valid passport that will not expire for at least 6 months beyond your intended 
stay in the U.S.. (Some countries have agreements with the U.S. that allow passport validity 
up to the stay, but 6 months is the general rule.) If your passport could expire, renew it before 
applying. Also, if you have old passports with previous U.S. visas or travel, it’s good to bring 
those to show travel history. 

• Photo: You need to upload a digital visa photo as part of the DS-160. If the upload fails or is 
not accepted, you must bring a printed passport-size photo that meets U.S. visa photo 
requirements (2 x 2 inches, color, white background, no glasses). It’s wise to bring one 
anyway. 

• Visa Application Fee Receipt: Proof that you paid the MRV (Machine-Readable Visa) fee 
for the F-1 visa. This fee is $185 USD as of 2025 for the F-1 category. Payment methods vary 
by country (often via bank or online). Bring the receipt or confirmation printout from the 
bank/appointment system. 

• SEVIS Fee Receipt: Proof of payment of the SEVIS I-901 fee ($350). The payment receipt 
(printed from fmjfee.com) should be brought to the interview. The consulate might ask for it 
to verify you’ve paid this separate fee. 

• Financial Documents: Original evidence of your financial ability to cover your education 
and living costs. Examples include: 



o Bank statements or bank letter showing balances sufficient for at least the first year 
of expenses (or readily available funds). 

o Affidavit of Support (Form I-134) if a U.S. sponsor (like a relative) is supporting you, 
plus their bank statements, pay stubs, and tax returns. 

o Scholarship or assistantship letters if you have funding from the university (e.g., a 
graduate assistantship stipend or scholarship award letter stating amounts). 

o Loan approval letter from a bank if you have an educational loan. 

o Sponsor’s financial letters if parents or others are sponsors – include a notarized 
letter of support and their financial documents (bank statement, employment letter, 
salary slips, etc.). 
The consular officer will specifically want to see that available funds ≥ first year’s I-
20 estimated cost (and a credible plan for future years). Bring well-organized 
financial proof. 

• Academic Documents: Bring originals (or certified copies) of your academic transcripts, 
diplomas, and standardized test scores. For a Master’s/PhD: 

o Undergraduate degree certificate and transcripts. 

o Any relevant graduate diplomas if applicable. 

o Standardized test scores like GRE, GMAT, TOEFL/IELTS. Consular officers often ask 
for transcripts and test scores to gauge your academic preparation. Having these 
on hand is important. 

o Research or publication abstracts (optional) if relevant to your program (mostly for 
PhD students to show academic intent). 

• CV/Resume: It’s not required, but having a one-page resume can help you answer questions 
about your background if asked. For instance, your work experience or research experience 
might come up, so you can refer to your CV. 

• Proof of Ties to Home Country: While not an official “document” requirement, it is crucial 
for the interview to demonstrate ties. You may carry supporting documents such as: 

o Property documents or lease in your name or family name. 

o Employment letter or prospect (if you have a job offer or employer sponsorship for 
after studies, bring a letter). 

o Family ties: birth certificates of children, marriage certificate if spouse is staying 
back, etc., to show reasons to return. 
These aren’t always asked for, but have them accessible if you need to show evidence 
of strong ties outside the U.S. 



• Passport Appointment Letter: The scheduling confirmation for your visa interview 
appointment (often generated when you booked the interview in the system). Bring a printout 
of the appointment confirmation to present at security. 

• Additional: Any other documents that can support your case: e.g., research proposal or 
study plan, correspondence with professors (for PhD), etc. The consulate usually doesn’t 
require these, but you might use them to answer questions. If you have an assistantship, 
sometimes a professor’s letter or contract is useful to show. If you have a military background 
or government employer, a no objection letter can be helpful. 
(Remember, the visa officer must be convinced on three fronts: you are a bona fide student, 
you have funding, and you will return. The documents above address those fronts.) 

Application Process (Step-by-Step) 

1. Receive I-20 and Pay SEVIS Fee: After admission, your U.S. school will send you a Form I-
20. Check it for accuracy (name spelling matching passport, program dates, funding info). 
Before the visa interview, pay the SEVIS I-901 fee online (fmjfee.com) using the SEVIS 
number from your I-20. Print the payment confirmation. 

2. Complete Form DS-160: Fill out the DS-160 online visa application form on the U.S. 
Department of State Consular Electronic Application Center website. This form will ask for 
your personal details, passport info, travel plans, information about your school (you’ll enter 
the SEVIS ID and school address from the I-20), background questions, etc. You’ll also upload 
a digital photo. After submission, print the DS-160 Confirmation Page with the barcode – this 
is required for your interview. 

3. Pay Visa Application Fee (MRV Fee): Go to the U.S. Embassy’s designated payment site or 
bank to pay the visa application fee (Machine-Readable Visa fee, non-refundable). As of 
2025, this is $185 USD for F-1 visas. Payment methods vary: often you pay online or in cash 
at a partner bank and get a receipt number. Save the receipt number as you’ll need it to 
schedule the interview. 

4. Schedule Visa Interview: Using the receipt number from the fee payment, schedule your 
visa appointment through the U.S. Embassy/Consulate’s online system (usually 
ustraveldocs.com or similar). You’ll choose a location (embassy or consulate) – usually in 
your home country or country of residence. Select an available date and time for the visa 
interview. In general, wait times can vary, so schedule as early as possible (you can apply up 
to 365 days in advance of your program start, though the visa can only be issued at most 120 
days before start). Print out the appointment confirmation. If required in your country, also 
schedule the biometrics/fingerprint appointment (some countries have a separate “VAC” 
appointment to take fingerprints and photo ahead of the interview, while others do it on the 
interview day). 

5. Prepare for Interview: Compile your document folder with all the required documents 
mentioned above. Practice answering common interview questions (Why this university? 
What research will you do? Who is funding you? What are your career plans? etc.). Also be 
prepared to briefly describe your study plan in simple terms. Graduate-specific tip: be ready 



to explain your research or specialization in layman’s terms – officers often aren’t experts in 
your field, so clarity helps. 

6. Attend the Visa Interview: Arrive at the U.S. Embassy/Consulate early on the interview day. 
Go through security (no electronics usually allowed inside). Submit your passport and DS-
160 confirmation at the window as instructed. You will typically have your fingerprints taken 
(digital scan of fingers) either before or during the interview. When you meet the consular 
officer, it’s usually through a glass window. The interview will be a few questions to determine 
your eligibility. Answer confidently and truthfully. Provide documents if the officer asks for 
them – often they might ask for financial documents or I-20, transcripts, etc., so have them 
ready to hand over quickly. The interview is usually short (2–5 minutes). The officer may type 
notes during the interview. 

7. Possible Interview Questions: Typical questions include: “Why did you choose this 
university/program?”, “What is your undergraduate degree in?”, “How are you funding your 
education?” – be specific: e.g., “I have a graduate assistantship that covers 50% and family 
savings of $30,000 for the rest” – and “What do you plan to do after completing your degree?” 
– e.g., mention a job or career goal in your home country. The officer may also ask technical 
questions if you’re in a technical field (to gauge if you really are knowledgeable/genuine). They 
might ask about any relatives in the U.S. – answer honestly (having relatives is not a bar, but 
you must not lie). They may ask about your undergrad grades or test scores if they see them. 
Remember, the officer is primarily evaluating: 1) Do you seem like a genuine student with 
credible plans? 2) Can you afford this? 3) Will you likely return home? 

8. Visa Outcome: At the end of the interview, the officer will usually tell you the result. If 
approved, they will keep your passport to place the visa stamp. They might give you a paper 
about rights or SEVIS info. They will not give a definitive date for passport return but generally 
it’s a week or so (unless you paid for premium courier, etc.). If they say “visa approved,” thank 
them and follow instructions to collect your passport. If refused under section 214(b) 
(common for insufficient ties or other concerns), they will return your passport and give you 
a paper with the general reasons. You can reapply if you can address the issues. Sometimes, 
a case can be put on administrative processing (221g) if they need more information or a 
security clearance (they may give you a blue or white form). In such case, they’ll instruct you 
on further steps and you’ll have to wait. 

9. Passport and Visa Pickup: If approved, the U.S. visa (sticker) will be placed in your passport. 
Typically, you’ll retrieve your passport from a courier pickup location or the consulate after a 
few days (depending on your chosen delivery option when scheduling). Check the visa stamp 
for accuracy (name spelling, passport number, visa category F-1, university program number, 
expiration date). Note that an F-1 visa can be issued up to 120 days before program start but 
you cannot enter the U.S. earlier than 30 days before the start date on your I-20 (the visa 
itself will usually have an issue date and validity that covers your study period or a bit beyond, 
but initial entry is restricted to 30 days prior). 

10. Travel and Arrival: Arrange your travel to the U.S. within the allowed timeframe. At the U.S. 
port of entry, you will show your passport with F-1 visa and your I-20 to the Customs and 
Border Protection (CBP) officer. They may ask a couple of questions about your school and 



program. Have your financial proof handy just in case. The CBP officer will stamp your 
passport and mark your status as F-1 (duration of status). Keep your I-20 safe; you will need 
it during your stay (especially for any travel or applying for on-campus jobs, etc.). Now you 
can start your exciting journey as a student in the United States! 

Visa Fees and Processing Times 

• Visa Application (MRV) Fee: USD $185 for F-1 student visa (as of 2025). This is paid before 
the interview, usually via a local bank or online system in the local currency. It’s non-
refundable and non-transferable to another person. If you have to reschedule a missed 
interview, the fee is valid for one year. 

• SEVIS Fee: USD $350 (for F-1). This is separate from the visa fee and is paid to SEVP (DHS) 
online. It’s generally required to be paid at least 3 days prior to your visa interview. If you’re a 
J-1 student, the SEVIS fee is $220. This fee is also non-refundable but if you defer admission 
or get a new I-20, you may not need to pay again if you use the same SEVIS ID. 

• Visa Issuance (Reciprocity) Fee: Depending on your nationality, there might be an additional 
visa issuance fee after approval. Many countries have no issuance fee for F-1, but some do. 
(For example, if you’re from a country that charges U.S. citizens for visas, the U.S. may 
reciprocate.) The consular officer will inform you if you owe this – it is paid after approval, 
sometimes on the spot or at passport pickup. Check the State Department reciprocity 
schedule for your country. 

• Processing Times: The visa interview wait time varies by location and season. It could be 
anywhere from a few days to a few weeks wait to get an interview slot. In peak student season 
(June–August), wait times can lengthen, so schedule early. Once you have the interview, if 
approved, visa stamping typically takes a few days to a week. Some cases go through 
Administrative Processing which can add weeks or months (this is uncommon for most 
student applicants, but can happen especially in sensitive research fields requiring security 
clearance). In general, start the process at least 2-3 months before your program. The U.S. 
visa itself can be issued up to 120 days before your start date, but you can interview earlier 
and the consulate will just post-date the visa. If you’re renewing an F-1 (e.g., continuing to 
PhD after Masters) and qualify for interview waiver, processing by mail might take 2–3 
weeks. Plan accordingly and keep track of embassy announcements (like student visa days, 
etc. that can speed up scheduling). 

Tips for a Successful Visa Interview 

The U.S. student visa interview is a key deciding factor. Here are important tips to ace it: 

• Know Your Program and University: Be prepared to briefly explain what you will study and 
why you chose this university. For example, mention the program’s strengths or a particular 
professor you want to work with. If asked about other admissions, it’s okay to mention you 
applied elsewhere but say why you picked this one. Showing awareness of your program’s 
details (credits, research, etc.) helps prove you’re a serious student. 



• Clarity on Career Plans: Have a convincing narrative for post-graduation plans in your 
home country. Visa officers are trained to assess whether you might overstay. Emphasize 
your ties: e.g., “After my PhD, I plan to return to my country to work in XYZ industry or to take 
up a teaching position.” If you have a job offer or family business, mention it. Even if you’re 
open to staying temporarily via OPT (Optional Practical Training) or a PhD in the US, focus on 
long-term plans back home. 

• Financial Confidence: When discussing funding, be direct and confident. State the sources 
(family funds, university scholarship, loan, etc.) and that they are sufficient for the entire 
duration. Keep explanations simple: e.g., “My parents have savings of $50,000 and I have a 
20k scholarship, which covers my costs.” Provide documents only if asked, but have them 
organized. If the officer says something like “This is a lot of money, how will your sponsor 
afford it?”, you might respond with the sponsor’s occupation/income or assets. The key is to 
show that finances are robust and realistic. 

• Concise Answers: Answer the question asked in 1-2 sentences first, then add detail if the 
officer looks interested or asks follow-ups. Don’t ramble. The interview is often decided in the 
first couple of minutes, so make your main points clearly. For example, Q: “Why this 
university?” A: “It has one of the top programs in Data Science and I was able to secure a 
partial scholarship; their research in machine learning aligns with my career goals.” That’s 
concise and covers quality + funding + goal. 

• Honesty is Crucial: Do not lie or provide false documents. If you don’t know an answer, it’s 
better to admit it or clarify rather than guess incorrectly. The consular officers are skilled at 
detecting inconsistent or coached answers. If you have relatives in the U.S. and they ask, 
admit it (having a relative is not automatic grounds for denial, but lying about it is). If you had 
a prior U.S. visa denial or other issue, be upfront if asked and explain what’s changed. 

• Present Confidence and Positivity: Greet the officer with a smile. Make eye contact. Be 
polite (“Good morning, how are you?” is fine, but usually keep it brief because they have many 
interviews). Confidence can sometimes tip the balance – if you appear unsure or give shaky 
answers, the officer might doubt your intent. Even if you feel nervous, try to speak clearly and 
calmly. You can practice mock interviews with friends to build confidence. 

• Bring a Logical Narrative: The officer in essence needs to understand your story – why this 
degree, how you’ll manage it, and what next. If you have any unusual aspects (like a gap in 
studies or a career switch or an advanced age for a student), address them succinctly if 
asked. For instance, “I worked for 5 years in industry, now I’m pursuing an MBA to advance to 
a management role at my company.” Tie everything together logically. 

• Know the Student Visa Rules: It helps to be aware of the basics, like you cannot work off-
campus in first year, you intend to use CPT/OPT legally if needed, etc. It’s unlikely they quiz 
you on rules, but demonstrating awareness (“I understand I can work on-campus up to 20 
hours, which will also help with expenses”) subtly shows you’ve done your homework and 
plan to comply. 



• Documents as Backup: Often, the officer might not ask to see any documents (aside from 
your I-20 and passport) – they make a decision based on conversation. However, if they do 
ask for something like your transcripts or bank statement, you want to be able to hand it over 
quickly without digging around. Keep documents well-sorted in a folder by category 
(academics, finances, etc.). This keeps the interaction smooth. 

• Stay Positive Even if Surprised: If the officer says something like “Your GRE scores are low” 
or “I’m not sure you have enough funds,” don’t get flustered or defensive. Politely respond 
with an explanation or additional info: e.g., “My university didn’t require the GRE and admitted 
me based on my strong work experience,” or “In addition to the bank balance, my uncle has 
committed support and I have proof of his financials here.” Keep the tone cooperative. 

Overall, remember that many students get F-1 visas every year. Be well-prepared, and you’ll likely join 
their ranks. Good luck! 

Useful Links and Official Resources 

• U.S. Department of State – Student Visas: Official information on types of student visas, 
application steps, and FAQs ( > Visas > Study & Exchange). 

• EducationUSA: A U.S. government-supported network that provides guidance for 
international students. Their website and advising centers often have sessions on visa 
interview preparation. 

• SEVIS I-901 Fee Payment: Official site (fmjfee.com) to pay the SEVIS fee and FAQs about it 
(important to understand this process; also linked via ICE website). 

• Visa Appointment Scheduling (ustraveldocs): Country-specific U.S. visa info and 
appointment bookings (check the site for your country to know local procedures, document 
delivery info, and any additional instructions). 

• State Dept. Visa Wait Times: Online tool to check typical wait times for interview 
appointments and visa processing at each U.S. consular post (useful to plan your timeline). 

• Know Your Rights (Student Visa): Upon visa issuance, you might receive a pamphlet about 
legal rights and resources for non-immigrant visa holders in the U.S. (particularly related to 
employment and safety). It’s good to read this (also available on Dept of State site) so you’re 
informed of your rights. 

 


