
International Travels: 
Policies, Guidelines and Best Practices

March 26, 2026

Guidance from
Graduate School, Cranwell International Center,

Tax Compliance Office, Global Safety and Risk Management, 
Departmental HR



Agenda
➢ GPSS Introducing Context – Pooja Bhagwat, Mohammed El Kihal

➢ Cranwell International Center – Lauren Oliver*

➢ Tax Compliance – Elena Cirmizi

➢ Grad School Finance – Gwen Davis

➢ Global Safety and Risk Management – Elizabeth Morrison

➢ Departmental Perspective – Leslie Cherry-Marshall, Dept of Chemistry

➢ A Grad Student's Experience

➢ Q&A session
• All pre-submitted questions have been shared with the panelists.

o Please note that case-specific questions may not be addressed during today's session.

• If your question is not answered today, please contact the panelist or their office using 

their preferred method.



GPSS 
introducing 
Context
gpss@vt.edu

• Late announcement of travel policy enforcement:
o Announcements came in late October/early November, after many 

students had already booked international travel months in advance.

• Variation in departmental policies:
o Some departments proactively supported students and used available 

flexibility within policy, 
o Some departments provided no communication
o Some departments may have taken a more rigid approach due to 

uncertainty or limited familiarity with the policies

• Other challenges:
o Dept internal Rules changed frequently, creating uncertainty and mixed 

interpretations
o Communications sent only to International Students
o Supervisors were not kept in the loop

• Impact on students:
o Financial loss and increased mental stress during the end of semester 

time

What Grad Students are looking for:
1. Clarity on policies, guidelines, and precautions for travel during 

the summer and spring.
2. Guidance for grad students when/if they are asked to provide 

input on new departmental policies



https://international.vt.edu/travel.html
https://international.vt.edu/academics/immigration-advising



Travel Guidance

https://international.vt.edu/immigration_updates.html

We still do not recommend elective travel for international students. The regulatory environment continues to 
shift, and with those shifts comes with the possibility that re-entry could become a challenge.

That said, each student should assess their own personal travel risk before making a decision, as the level of risk 
varies based on individual factors — immigration history, area of study, citizenship, travel purpose, time of year, 
travel destination, and others. 

F-1/J-1 students can review regulatory changes to make informed travel decisions 
here: https://international.vt.edu/immigration_updates.html.

If you are from a country with a travel ban/restriction, it would be high risk to travel if even you have a current visa.

https://international.vt.edu/immigration_updates.html


Necessary Travel Documents
All students

• Valid passport + valid F-1 or J-1 visa

• Unexpired I-20 (F-1) or DS-2019 (J-1) with travel signature less than 1 year old

On OPT/STEM OPT

• Travel signature must be less than 6 months old

• Also bring: EAD card + proof of employment (or job search)

Recommended for everyone

• Unofficial transcripts, proof of funding, I-901 fee receipt

Request your travel signature via the IntlHokies Portal before you leave. 

Travel signatures cannot be expedited.

 Missing documents at the border can result in denied entry, but typically, students are 

provided a I-515A.



Visa Renewal: Key Considerations

Visas cannot be renewed 
inside the U.S.

You cannot return until the 
new visa is issued — 
delays are possible.

If the visa is denied, you 
will not be able to return to 

the U.S. as a student.

Do NOT apply for visa 
renewal with a pending 

OPT/STEM OPT application.

A visa is valid through date 
notated, but a passport 
MUST has at least sixth 

months prior to the 
expiration date when re-

entering U.S.



Final Remarks

As you prepare for summer travel, review international.vt.edu for travel 
information. 

Travel questions: Beginning March 30, submit via the "Ask Me a 
Question: Travel" e-form in the IntlHokies Portal. Email will no longer be 
accepted for travel questions. Response time is five business days.

Travel signatures: Attend our walk-in Brunch and Go event on May 7, 
10:00 AM–12:00 PM at 1025 Harper Hall, or request electronically 
through the IntlHokies Portal at any time.



Working Outside the U.S.: 

Why This Matters

Elena Cirmizi 

Director of Tax Compliance

Controller’s Office



The Bid Idea: 
What 
Students 
Need to 
Remember

• Where you physically perform work matters

• This rule applies to everyone paid by Virginia 
Tech

•   U.S. citizens

•   Permanent residents

•   International students

• International students are impacted more 
severely, but the rule itself is not limited to them

• International students can face extra 
immigration/visa risk

• Most issues we see are unintentional and 
preventable



What is Work? 
PhD/Academic 
Work vs. Paid 
GA Work

Your PhD / academic activities (generally 
OK abroad from the tax perspective):
• Reading, writing, dissertation thinking
• Data analysis for your dissertation
• Informal research discussions / networking
• Informal academic talks about your dissertation work

Your GA appointment (paid employment):

• Assigned duties you are paid for
• Cannot be performed outside the U.S. unless an 

approved exception is on file in advance
• Rule of thumb:

If it’s part of your paid duties, location matters.



Why Location Matters 
(Even If the Work Is Online)
• For tax/payroll: where services are performed 

controls

• Working abroad can create:
• Foreign tax and payroll obligations
• Foreign labor/social security issues
• Compliance and reporting risk for VT

• “Remote” ≠ “location-free”

• Payment timing doesn’t fix it:
It’s about where you were when you did the work



Common 
Traps We 
See Every 
Semester

“I’m visiting family abroad – I’ll keep doing my RA 
work”

“I’ll just answer emails / grade / Zoom”

“My advisor approved it, so it must be fine”

“This only applies to international students”

Reality: once work is performed abroad, fixing 
payroll/tax is hard and sometimes not fixable.



What To Do Before You Travel
Ask these two questions:

1.  Will I perform any paid VT duties while abroad?
If yes → stop and request review BEFORE travel by emailing 
tax@vt.edu and by informing your department

2.  If it’s personal travel: can I fully pause paid work while away?
If yes → department should document “no work performed” and 
set expectations

If you think you need an exception:
• Must be requested in advance (with the department’s approval)
• Exceptions are rare and case-by-case
• Minimum conditions: authorization to work in that country, 

maintaining U.S. tax residency while abroad, and ensuring the 
activity doesn’t create local payroll, legal, or tax obligations for VT.

• Problematic Activities: acting on behalf of the university in ways that 
could create a local presence, and work in sanctioned countries or 
involving export-controlled technologies.

mailto:tax@vt.edu


gradfinance@vt.edu



Global Safety

• Middle East Conflict

• University-supported Travel to High-Risk Destination NOT permitted

• Travel / Transit NOT authorized to most Gulf States, Jordan, Israel, Pakistan

• University-supported Travel – REGISTER!
• Emburse Pre-approval at least two weeks prior to departure OR Study Abroad Profile

• CISI insurance

• Best International Travel Practices 
• Stay Informed

• Avoid Protests & Demonstrations

• Follow Local Guidance

• Keep a Low Profile

• Know Your Emergency Contacts
VTGlobalSafety@vt.edu 

mailto:VTGlobalSafety@vt.edu


Space for Departmental Grad HR
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The Process followed by a Grad student who had to travel during 
Spring 2026
Kapi Ketan Mehta (kmehta4@vt.edu)



Q&A
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