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Heidi Bijolle, Manager, Customer Service  and Information Unit, Congressional Unit, Training Unit, and VSC Outreach, U.S. CIS, Vermont Service Center

David Elwell, Director, International Students and Scholars Office at Brandeis University, Chair NAFSA’s Regulatory Ombudsperson Committee
Session Summary:

I) Heidi Bijolle offered an informational update from the Vermont Service Center in St. Albans, Vermont.
· VSC is housed in five separate buildings.

· VSC has a new Director, Dan Renaud, who will be starting his position in St. Albans any day.

· The new Deputy Director is Mark Hazuda

· The Center’s workload is divided into 6 “allied groups”.  Most of the cases Region XI advisors are concerned with are I-765 cases (OPT) and I-539 cases (extensions (aka reinstatements)) and changes of status.

· Based on these allied groups, and additional hiring and staff training they have been engaged with for the past year and a half, we should see an improvement in processing times.  In the past, they have had to move officers off of adjudicating the above cases and onto H-1B cap cases in the spring, but they hope that now they will not have to do this and processing times will remain under 90 days. 

· Note that much of the hiring they did was as a result of promoting people from within, and so we may be seeing some training issues.  Please report any of these via Issuenet: Get Liaison Help, on the NAFSA website (www.nafsa.org).

II) National Customer Service Center (NCSC) 1-800 phone line update

· The standard method of requesting assistance on any currently pending case with USCIS is to use the  NCSC phone line: 1-800-375-????
· A request for assistance, or for a “referral” to the Service Center results in an alert being generated in the Service Referral Management Tool (SRMT).  These requests are pulled by VSC in date order, according to Form type.  The use of this system streamlines the inquiry process, and VSC is now within the 30 mandated response time for regular inquiries, and within the mandated five day response time for expedite requests.

III) The Customer Service Unit monitors and manages the VSC.Schools@dhs.gov email help address.  These officers work in conjunction with the adjudicating officers to resolve any questions on pending cases.  They also monitor problem or issue trends, and will alert Service Center Ops to any needed changes to the NCSC phone line “scripts” (the information given out by the contractors who respond to calls on the 1-800 line.

IV) Processing updates:

· I-765 cases are being worked at VSC in under 60 days.  If you have a case that has been pending more than 60 days, you may either have the student call the NCSC hotline, or make an InfoPass appointment with the local district office, or you may email the VSC.Schools@dhs.gov email address, to request that the case be pulled and adjudicated based on it being outside normal processing times.

· Adjudicating officers have view only access to SEVIS.  Officers check SEVIS to make sure the student record is in good standing prior to adjudicating a case.

V) OPT policy update:

· Effective immediately, officers will not approve an OPT application for pre-completion OPT (code (c)(3)(A) on the I-765 form), if the requested end date falls after the academic program end date as listed on the I-20 form.  Likewise, officers will not approve an OPT application for post-completion OPT (code (c)(3)(B) on the I-765 form) if the requested start date falls before the I-20 end date as listed on the I-20 form.

VI) NAFSA Regombud Update from David Elwell
· There have been some structural changes in the Policy and Practice Committee within NAFSA, and these changes will result in a better ability to focus on needed areas and facilitate problem resolution.  
· The protocol for requesting assistance on student-related cases currently pending with the Service Center:

· Call (or have the student call) the NCSC phone line.

· Request a referral to Vermont Service Center for a specific reason, such as case outside normal processing times, Service Center error, or expedite request based on one of the approved categories.  Ask for the NCSC advisor’s name, ID number, and the referral number.  Note the day and time of call.  If you and/or the student are not contacted within five business days, report the case in NAFSA’s IssueNet: Get Liaison Help.

· The protocol for requesting assistance on a scholar or employment-based case:

· Call the NCSC phone line.

· Request a referral to the appropriate Service Center for a specific reason, such as case outside normal processing times, Service Center error, or expedite request based on one of the approved categories.  Ask for the NCSC advisor’s name, ID number, and the referral number.  Note the day and time of call.  If you are not contacted within 30 business days, report the case in NAFSA’s IssueNet: Get Liaison Help.

· It is important to ask the officer to repeat back to you the information given, to ensure that they have understood and entered it correctly.

· In either case, if you feel the NCSC advised you incorrectly, or refused your request incorrectly, enter the case in NAFSA’s IssueNet: Get Liaison Help
VSC Q & A

An advisor has received RFE’s requesting two years’ of funding on an F-1 change of status application, not one year.  Is this normal?  

RESPONSE: No, although if the student has the two years’ of funding available, it would be good to send in that evidence.  The advisor was asked to send the case on IssueNet, and Heidi will check on it.

What is the best way to resolve errors on the I-797 receipt notices?

RESPONSE: Report the error to the NCSC phone line, and request a referral to the Service Center for the reason “Service Center error”.

What is the best way to resolve errors on the I-797 receipt notices?

RESPONSE: Report the change of address through the NCSC phone line.  If the student or scholar changes the address using the USCIS online reporting tool, the Service Center’s will not receive the updated address.

Should a change of status application for TN *to* F-1 be filed with VSC or CSC?  If it goes to an incorrect Center, will the Center forward it to the correct one?

RESPONSE: TN’s are processed at VSC, however changes of status to F-1 should be filed with the Service Center that handles the jurisdiction of the student’s location.  If a case is filed with the wrong service center, the mail room will probably catch it and reject it.  If it is not caught, and is data entered, that service center will go ahead and work the case.
Why were the delays in processing EAD's through the summer and fall so long?  

RESPONSE: Hiring and training of new officers, and the need last spring and summer to pull officers off 765 and 539 cases to process H-1B cap cases.
How is the Online Case Status updated when a case is approved at a Service Center?  Sometimes the auto email notifications don't seem to work?

RESPONSE: This is a function of Service Center Operations, in DC.  David Elwell will follow up on this issue.

Should a student applying for reinstatement be enrolled in full -time classes prior to getting the case approved? 

RESPONSE: Heidi will follow up on this for official guidance.  Pending this guidance, best advice from the Regombuds is to allow students with pending reinstatements to attend classes full-time, but do not allow any F-1 work benefits.

Are F-1 extensions (aka reinstatements) really taking one year, as indicated on the processing times?  Can you tell us why?

RESPONSE: No – they are taking about 2 to 3 months.  Service Center Ops is responsible for updating the processing times, but Vermont will try to get that corrected.

We are seeking clarification whether the VSC will accept 17-month OPT extension applications more than 90 days before the end date of the initial 12-month OPT period.

RESPONSE: The mail room will not reject the case if it is filed prior to 90 days before the current OPT period end date, however, the officer adjudicating the case may deny it. Best advice is to have the student apply no earlier than 90 days prior to the current OPT period end date, though the regulation does not specify this.
What is the best advice on withdrawing a pending or approved OPT application or application?

RESPONSE: Withdraw by submitting a letter in writing to VSC, requesting the withdrawal.  You will also need to cancel the request in SEVIS.  Be able to prove by using express or registered mail, the date that you send in the request.  If the case has not been approved, OR the validity dates of the card have not yet been reached, you *may* be able to get the card rescinded.
Can VSC currently process TN cases for a three year period?

RESPONSE: Yes.
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