
Delayed Legal Status Incorporation 
among Student Visa Holders

Findings

About half of student visa holders stay in the U.S. for 
10 or more years, but gaining permanent residence 
is less common. After 10 years, four percent are on 
student visas, 28 percent have temporary visas, and 
18 percent are permanent residents. Students’ 
sending countries show variation in duration, with 
Canadian students staying for the shortest period, 
followed by students from India and China. 

While students from China and India make up a 
large share of F1s, only 10.9% of Chinese students 
and 7.2% of Indian students gained Lawful 
Permanent Residence after 10 years. Both countries 
are in high demand in the U.S. labor market, yet they 
have longer lawful permanent resident (or “green 
card”) wait times. 

This “delayed legal status incorporation” 
experienced by Indian students, non-STEM degree 
holders, and unmarried students may be attributed 
to several factors, such as STEM job availability in the 
U.S., the likelihood of students marrying U.S. citizens, 
or sending-country encouragement for students to 
return to their countries of origin.

Student Visa Holders

Student visa holders (F1) are legally protected “temporary 
nonimmigrants” who are in school in the United States and are 
allowed up to three years of work after graduation. Their 
temporary status mandates that students return to their home 
countries, unless they otherwise qualify for permanent 
residence or citizenship. Without a direct pathway to citizenship, 
international students can only pursue permanent residence 
through family reunification or by acquiring a long-term 
employment visa. 
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Student and Sample Demographics

In 2023, 1.5 million students received F1 student visas. The vast 
majority pursue bachelor’s and master’s degrees, and others 
earn doctoral and professional degrees. China and India 
together make up over half of the student visa population, with 
India’s proportion recently surpassing China in 2023. 

The population of this study was foreign-born college graduates 
between 20 and 64 years old. Individuals had nonpermanent 
student visa status, were 18 years or older, earned at least one 
U.S. degree, and had arrived in the U.S. after 2000. Respondents 
were enrolled as a student at the time of their first interview. 

Study Design

Using longitudinal data from the National Survey of College Graduates and 
multistate life tables, this study analyzes international students’ visa statuses 
and the timing of visa status transitions for individuals who remain in the 
United States. 

Individuals were assigned one of three statuses every year that they were 
included in the study: student visa, other temporary visa, and lawful 
permanent resident or naturalized citizen. The study also identified those 
who left the United States. 

The multistate lifetables were used to find the share of international students 
who: (1) ever attained Lawful Permanent Residence, (2) ever held a temporary 
visa, and (3) were still living in the United States after 10 years of U.S. 
residence. 

Fast Facts

• Half of student visa 
holders stay in the United 
States for 10 or more years. 

• Indian students, non-STEM 
degree holders, and 
unmarried students are 
less likely to gain lawful 
permanent residence after 
ten years. This is a pattern 
of “delayed legal status 
incorporation. 
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