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October 26, 2020 
 
 
Ms. Sharon Hageman 
Acting Regulatory Unit Chief, Office of Policy and Planning 
U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
U.S. Department of Homeland Security 
500 12th Street SW 
Washington, D.C. 20536 

Re:  DHS Docket No. ICEB-2019-0006-0001, Comments in Response to Establishing a Fixed 
Time Period of Admission and an Extension of Stay Procedure for Nonimmigrant Academic 
Students, Exchange Visitors, and Representatives of Foreign Information Media 

Dear Ms. Hageman, 
 
On behalf of Vanderbilt University, I submit this comment letter in response to the U.S. Department of  
Homeland Security’s (Department) proposed rule, Establishing a Fixed Time Period of Admission and an 
Extension of Stay Procedure for Nonimmigrant Academic Students, Exchange Visitors, and 
Representatives of Foreign Information Media (DHS Docket No. ICEB-2019-0006-0001), published 
September 25, 2020. 
 
The proposed “fixed period of stay” rule is incompatible with the core values of Vanderbilt University, 

higher education and the nation. Vanderbilt University believes that a free exchange of ideas and a 

diversity of opinions, skills and backgrounds are necessary for innovation and discovery, and 

international students are a critical component of the continued excellence of American higher 

education. The proposal further adds to signals that the U.S. is not welcoming international students and 

scholars, and it would have dire consequences on our ability to recruit the best and brightest students, 

many of whom contribute intellectually and economically to American society. We believe, if finalized as 

proposed, this regulation would result in a dramatic decline of international students and scholars on 

our campus. This loss would significantly curtail our ability to develop innovative solutions to the world’s 

most pressing challenges, including the current public health crisis. We urge that the proposed rule be 

withdrawn in its entirety and that admission for the duration of status remain in effect. We echo the 

detailed comments submitted by the Association of American Universities and the American Council on 

Education and provide below some details about the specific, negative impacts this proposal would have 

on international students and scholars, as well as the broader academic community, at Vanderbilt 

University.  



The four- and two-year timeframes in this proposed rule are impractical and incompatible with how 

higher education, academic scholarship and empirical research work. International students and 

scholars join our community with a plan for their education and scholarly development. However, a 

number of our international students and scholars require more than four years. For some, this could be 

due to unforeseen circumstances that alter their plans in a way that extends the degree timeline, such 

as changes in educational major or research advisor, unexpected research outcomes or delays, or 

interruptions in study due to medical illness or personal circumstances.  

This proposed rule also would have an outsized impact on our doctoral students and post-doctoral 

scholars. The average time to complete doctoral studies at Vanderbilt University is six years; for some 

academic disciplines, a four-year period of stay barely covers the time it takes for these students to 

complete their required coursework. The time beyond coursework is dedicated to research. 

International scholars and post-doctoral trainees typically engage for up to five years; the proposed rule 

would introduce the potential for sudden disruption to teaching as well as research projects and activity. 

The research conducted by international students and scholars has benefits beyond the individual 

student or scholar. International students and scholars are involved in research around such topics as 

understanding and preventing the transmission of viruses like COVID-19, building robotics systems to 

restore function in wounded military personnel, and developing novel approaches to treat cancer.  

Further, the list of countries that would be subject to the two-year timeframe is arbitrary and unfairly 

targets students from certain parts of the globe, including Africa and the Middle East. During a typical 

academic year, we have approximately 230 students who would only have a two-year period of 

authorized stay under the proposed rule.  

Students and scholars on the list of countries subject to the two-year timeframe, as well as most 

graduate students, students seeking dual degrees, students enrolled in a “4+1” bachelor’s and master’s 

degree program, and post-doctoral scholars would start their academic pursuits knowing that they 

would have to apply for an extension of stay at least once during their studies. Yet it is unclear in the 

proposed rule what level of discretion the Department will use in granting extension requests. These 

students and scholars would face not only an increased financial and administrative burden, they also 

must endure the uncertainty that the extension will be denied. A denial would force these students and 

scholars to leave the U.S. and interrupt, or perhaps prematurely end, their studies. Prospective 

international students and scholars might not want to take that risk and thus decide not to attend 

Vanderbilt or any other U.S. institution at all. The U.S. would then lose critical talent, potentially to 

competitor nations.  

Optional Practical Training (OPT) and Curricular Practical Training (CPT) are critical parts of the U.S. 

formula for recruiting and educating the best and brightest from around the world and integrating them 

into the fabric of the U.S. workforce. OPT participants have contributed to breakthroughs in science, 

medicine and technology. OPT has boosted national security, and it has provided huge economic impact 

in the form of new companies, job creation and more. CPT also is integral to the completion of programs 

that have clinical, practicum, internship and externship requirements. Over 70 programs at Vanderbilt 

University require or allow a practical component through CPT. Under the proposed rule, student 



progress in these programs would be subject to unnecessary interruptions, delays and uncertainties 

introduced by the extension of stay requirement. Additionally, international students increasingly view 

these types of educational work-based experiences as critical to their degree programs, and access to 

them has become an important factor in their decisions about where to pursue study outside of their 

home countries.  

Each year, an average of 23 percent of our international students apply for post-completion OPT to 

continue their applied educational development and scholarly contributions to their field. The proposed 

rule would require these students to apply for both an extension of stay and work authorization. A 

primary function of the OPT application is an extension of the F-1 status beyond the completion of the 

academic program for the express purpose of engaging in practical training. Requiring students and 

scholars to also apply for an extension of status is duplicative and unnecessary. DHS already has direct 

access and the authority to request the information needed to determine maintenance of status 

through the multimillion-dollar SEVIS Project, which provides the Department with detailed data on F 

and J nonimmigrants. An extension of status application would waste the students’ financial resources, 

as well as USCIS efforts, at a time when they are already taxed by the current workload, as is evidenced 

by the current lengthy processing times. The unnecessary costs and inevitable time delays will increase 

the chances that students will lose any post-graduation opportunities they have been offered. The 

cumulative effect could lead to students and scholars deciding not to pursue their studies in the U.S. or 

not to build their careers—or companies that employ Americans—here.  

International students and scholars enrich the experiences of all members of the Vanderbilt community, 

and they contribute ideas, knowledge and skills not only to the university but to our nation. I know this 

personally. I am a first-generation college graduate who was born in West Germany amid the Cold War. 

When I arrived at the University of Southern California as a graduate student, not long before the Berlin 

Wall fell, I had little beyond a suitcase and a few hundred dollars to my name. But I experienced a 

wondrous new land of opportunity and freedom, launching me on a fruitful academic career and giving 

me a new home in the U.S., where I have lived for the past four decades. 

We must ensure that bright and highly skilled students and scholars have the opportunities that I had, 

and are welcome and able to study in the U.S. This proposed rule is antithetical to that goal. We strongly 

urge you to rescind this proposed rule and retain the existing duration of status for international student 

visas. 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Daniel Diermeier 

Chancellor 

 
 


