
International Graduate 
Student
Tax & Employment Essentials

Pre-arrival Zoom session with Q&As

• What to do before work starts
• How taxes show up in pay 
• How to avoid common issues
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INCOMING GRADUATE STUDENTS

Today’s Roadmap
Five practical areas that prevent first-year problems:

1 Before you can work
Cranwell check-in, SSN steps, I-9, FNIS, direct 
deposit.

2 Tax basics + year-end forms
Tax residency, withholding, FICA, treaty benefits, 
and year-end forms.

3 Work rules to avoid trouble
20-hour limit, all jobs combined, and working 
outside the U.S.

4 Financial wellness habits
Budget for withholding/timing; protect records; 
know where to ask.

Goal: help you take action early - before payroll, tax, or employment delays happen.
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INCOMING GRADUATE STUDENTS

Before Work: The Start-Date Timeline

1 Arrive in the U.S.
Passport, visa, I-20/DS-2019, and fixed U.S. mailing address.

2 Cranwell check-in
Required before starting employment and before SSN letter approval.

3 SSN process
Request SSN letter; apply after arrival and SEVIS activation.

4 I-9 + onboarding
You cannot begin work until employment eligibility is verified.

Do not wait until the first day of 
class. Build in processing time.
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INCOMING GRADUATE STUDENTS

Work Authorization Rules You Must Track

Three rules that matter every week:
20 hours/week max while classes are in session

All on-campus jobs count together

Tell each supervisor about every VT job

VT work week: Saturday 12:00 AM – Friday 11:59 PM. It may not match your pay period.

Going over the limit can affect visa status and future immigration matters.
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INCOMING GRADUATE STUDENTS

I-9 + SSN: Start Date Reality
The I-9 cannot be completed until 
you are in the U.S. with the 
required documents.

Section 1: completed by the employee on or 
before first day of work
Section 2: completed by your department 
within 3 business days after first day

Start date should match actual ability to work

If you do not have an SSN yet, begin the SSN 
process early after arrival.
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INCOMING GRADUATE STUDENTS

SSN + Arrival Timing: Build in Lead Time
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Do not wait until classes begin. Several steps must happen before payroll can fully process employment.

1 Arrive as early as allowed
Up to 30 days before program start if you have employment.

2 Complete Cranwell check-in
Needed before employment and SSN steps can proceed.

3 Wait for SEVIS activation
Allow at least 2 days after check-in approval before SSA appointment.

4 Request SSN letter + apply online
Start SSA online application no earlier than 10 days after U.S. entry.

5 Attend SSA appointment
No walk-ins; SSN cards typically arrive 2–4 weeks after approval.

Mailing address matters
Use an address you can access. Put your name on the mailbox so the SSN 
card is delivered.

Bring documents to SSA
Passport/visa, I-20 or DS-2019, I-94, SSN letter, offer/verification letter, online 
control number.



INCOMING GRADUATE STUDENTS

Tax Residency ≠ Immigration Status

The tax rules use a different lens than immigration rules.

Immigration status

F-1/J-1 describes what activities may 
be allowed under immigration rules.

Tax residency

IRS rules decide whether you are a 
nonresident or resident for tax purposes.

Why it matters: withholding, FICA, tax treaty eligibility, and which tax forms you file.
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INCOMING GRADUATE STUDENTS

How Taxes May Show Up in Your Pay

Your paycheck may reflect different tax rules:

Income tax

Federal/state withholding 
depends on wages, forms, 
treaty eligibility, and tax 
status.

FICA

Social Security + Medicare. 
Nonresident F-1/J-1 students 
are generally exempt, but 
rules change later.

Tax treaties

Not automatic. Eligibility 
depends on country, income 
type, time limits, and U.S. 
tax ID.

International Tax Team evaluates eligibility. Students must complete required treaty 
documents each year.
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INCOMING GRADUATE STUDENTS

FNIS: Complete It Early
FNIS helps Payroll determine:

Tax residency

Treaty eligibility

Correct withholding

Which forms may apply

Watch for fnisadmin@vt.edu. Submit documents only 
through the secure dropbox — do not email sensitive 
documents.
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INCOMING GRADUATE STUDENTS

Wages, Scholarships, and “Stipends” Are Not the Same

Assistantship wages

Paid for assigned duties 
such as teaching, 
grading, office hours, lab 
work, or research tasks.

Scholarship / 
fellowship

Support for study or 
research. Tax treatment 
depends on what the 
funds pay for.

Other payments

Prizes, awards, 
honoraria, and 
reimbursements follow 
different rules.

Tax treatment depends on what the payment is for not just what it is called.
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INCOMING GRADUATE STUDENTS

Tax Season: Forms, Filing, and Records
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Payroll withholding is not the same as filing your tax return. Save documents early.

W-2
For wages from employment
Used for federal and state tax filing
Keep your address current so forms 
reach you

1042-S
May apply to treaty-exempt wages or 
taxable scholarship/fellowship income
Often arrives later than W-2
Do not file too early if you expect one

Tax return
Rules differ for residents vs. 
nonresidents for tax purposes
VT can explain forms/withholding
VT cannot prepare personal tax returns

Keep these records

Pay statements • W-2 • 1042-S • Form 8233/treaty documents • address updates • SSN records • travel/work 
location notes

Why it matters - Your tax treatment can change over time, especially when tax residency changes after the applicable exemption period. 



INCOMING GRADUATE STUDENTS

Working Outside the U.S.: Location Matters

If it is part of your paid VT duties, your physical work location matters.

Not about your passport

This applies to international students, 
domestic students, U.S. citizens, and 
permanent residents.

Ask before travel

If you will perform paid duties abroad, 
the department should request review 
before travel.

Payment timing does not fix location: it matters where you were when you performed the work.
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INCOMING GRADUATE STUDENTS

Academic Work vs. Paid GA Work

Academic / PhD activities

Reading and writing

Dissertation thinking

Informal academic discussions

Networking about your research

Paid GA duties

Grading or teaching

Assigned RA tasks

Required office hours/meetings

Deliverables in your appointment

Rule of thumb: if it is part of the job you are paid to do, location matters.
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INCOMING GRADUATE STUDENTS

Before You Travel: Ask Two Questions

1 Will I perform any paid VT assigned duties while abroad?

If yes → stop and request review before travel. Inform your department first.

2 If it is personal travel, can paid work fully pause?

If yes → department should document “no work performed” and set expectations.
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INCOMING GRADUATE STUDENTS

Paid GA Work Abroad: Exceptions Are Rare
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Personal travel is different from performing paid VT duties while abroad.

Personal travel can be okay
No paid VT duties performed abroad
Department documents the no-work period
Deliverables/workload are adjusted as needed

Paid duties abroad require review
Requested in advance by the department
Rare and case-by-case
May require tax/legal review and department-funded costs

Minimum questions before any exception

1. Work authorization
Can the student lawfully work in the foreign 
country?

2. Tax residency
Will U.S. tax residency be maintained while 
abroad?

3. VT obligations
Could the activity create foreign payroll, legal, 
tax, or export-control risk?

Submit early — ideally before travel is finalized. Departments should allow time for review.



INCOMING GRADUATE STUDENTS

Financial Wellness: Your First 60 Days

Small habits that prevent stress later:

1 Budget around net pay
Your first check may be delayed or smaller than 
expected because of timing and withholding.

2 Set up direct deposit
Use stable banking information and update it 
promptly if anything changes.

3 Save tax records
Keep pay statements, treaty forms, W-2s, 1042-
S, and immigration documents.

4 Watch for scams
Government agencies do not demand payment 
by gift cards, crypto, or urgent threats.

Ask early. It is easier to prevent a payroll/tax issue than fix it later.

Controller's Office | International Tax & Payroll



INCOMING GRADUATE STUDENTS

Where to Ask

Start with the office that owns the question:

Cranwell International Center visa status • immigration check-in • travel/re-
entry • CPT/OPT questions

International Tax Team FNIS • withholding • treaties • I-9 reverify • tax 
forms

Department / Graduate Coordinator
offer letters • work schedule • assistantship 
duties • I-9 completion for new employees • 
start date

Graduate School / Student Medical 
Insurance

funding guide • stipend/tuition questions • 
insurance subsidy

Save links and emails now. It is easier to prevent problems than fix them later.
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INCOMING GRADUATE STUDENTS

Q&A + Three Takeaways
Remember these three things:

1 Complete onboarding early

Cranwell check-in, SSN steps, I-9, FNIS, and direct deposit all take time.

2 Taxes can change treatment

Immigration status is not the same as tax residency; withholding can change.

3 Location matters

Paid VT duties outside the U.S. require prior review; do not assume remote work is okay.

Questions?
Controller's Office | International Tax & Payroll
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