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The number of international students working in science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (STEM) roles in the United States
increased sharply in 2024, with authorizations rising by 54 percent
compared to the previous year. More than 165,000 students secure
STEM Optional Practical Training (OPT) positions, marking a record high
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and highlighting the growing importance of foreign-born graduates in the
American workforce.

This growth signals renewed strength in the international education
sector after several years of pandemic-related disruption. The surge in
approvals surpasses pre-2020 levels, reinforcing the central role that
international students play in maintaining the U.S. pipeline of skilled
workers in high-demand fields.

Large employers in the technology and finance industries continue to
dominate STEM OPT placements. Companies such as Amazon, Google,
and Microsoft absorb thousands of graduates each year, reflecting their
reliance on young talent amid tight restrictions on longer-term visas such
as the H-1B and permanent residency options. For these firms, the OPT
program serves as a bridge that allows them to recruit highly skilled
professionals at an early stage in their careers.

The rise in STEM OPT authorizations follows a broader recovery in
international student enrollment. In 2023, U.S. universities host more than
1.5 million international students, a jump of over 10 percent from the year
before. Authorizations for optional practical training also climb
significantly, with more than 160,000 approvals granted in 2023. Most of
those authorizations are in STEM fields, with students from India and
China representing the largest share.

International students contribute heavily to advanced education in the
United States. They account for more than half of master’s degree
completions in STEM disciplines and close to half of all doctorates
awarded in these areas. Their academic presence translates directly into



workforce participation, with many moving into OPT roles that sustain
research, technology development, and innovation in key sectors.

The surge coincides with strong demand in the broader labor market.
Federal projections show that STEM jobs are expected to grow at a faster
rate than non-STEM roles over the next decade. Employers increasingly
turn to international graduates to meet shortages in areas such as
software engineering, data science, and advanced manufacturing.

Beyond filling positions, international graduates play an outsized role in
innovation. They contribute to patents, publications, and start-ups, with
some studies suggesting their presence boosts the number of domestic
PhD graduates by creating stronger academic networks. Their
participation helps sustain the United States’ competitiveness in science
and technology at a time when other countries are also competing for
global talent.

Despite these benefits, challenges remain. Immigration backlogs and
limited pathways to permanent residency force many international
graduates to leave once their OPT period ends. Policymakers and
employers warn that this talent drain undermines the potential of the U.S.
economy to fully benefit from their expertise. Without reforms, the country
risks losing highly trained professionals to competitor nations that offer
more straightforward visa opportunities.

The 54 percent rise in STEM OPT authorizations underscores how
critical international students are to the U.S. economy and innovation
landscape. Their presence supports major industries, strengthens the
labor market, and advances research across a wide range of fields.



Ensuring these graduates can remain and build careers in the United
States will be essential if the country is to maintain its competitive edge.


