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In fight with Harvard, Trump administration
probes its foreign funding
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In a replay from the president’s first term, the Trump administration has
opened an investigation into Harvard University’s reporting of gifts and
contracts from foreign sources.

The U.S. Department of Education sent a letter last week to Harvard’s
president, Alan M. Garber, asking for extensive information, including
all names and records of communication with overseas donors.

But the request includes records that are unrelated to and go far
beyond the scope of foreign-funds reporting, among them details
about all international students who have been expelled or had their
Harvard credentials canceled since 2016. It also asks for information
on all visiting or temporary researchers, scholars, students, and
faculty members from other countries hosted by Harvard over the past
15 years, including their last known address.

It’s unclear if the inquiry is one more salvo in the administration’s
clash with the nation’s wealthiest university or if it signals a renewal of
broader government scrutiny of colleges’ international ties and
overseas funding. During Trump’s first presidency, officials conducted
foreign-funds investigations of 20 elite colleges, including Yale and
Stanford Universities and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
The Education Department had notified Harvard in late 2024 that it
had concluded its inquiry.

The administration said that the first round of investigations was
precipitated by colleges accepting too much money from overseas
without implementing proper controls to prevent foreign influence or
theft of intellectual property. Since then there has been a substantial
increase in colleges’ compliance with federal reporting requirements,
said Sarah Spreitzer, vice president for government relations at the
American Council on Education.
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Of course, the investigation could be one more tactic in the
administration’s pressure campaign against Harvard, which has
included threats to revoke the university’s tax-exempt status and to
block it from enrolling international students. Harvard sued the Trump
administration on Monday, alleging that a decision to freeze billions of
dollars in research grants over antisemitism concerns violated the
First Amendment and a range of federal laws and regulations.

For more on the Education Department’s demands of Harvard and the
status of federal and state efforts to increase overseas-funds
disclosure requirements, check out my article, “The Trump
Administration Is Scrutinizing Colleges’ Foreign Gifts. It’s Not the First
Time.”
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Upcoming Workshop

While leadership has always required resilience and vision, the
challenges of this moment demand something more: the ability to
navigate uncertainty together. Our Women Leading Change
Program provides leaders the skills, frameworks, and peer support
that can help them support their campuses in these unpredictable
times. Learn more and register.
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Government’s argument in international-
student cases puzzles experts

The U.S. government contends in court filings that terminating students’
records in a federal international-student database does not necessarily mean
that their legal status to be in the country has been revoked, an argument that
has confounded colleges and immigration lawyers.

Hundreds of international students — 4,700 by one count — have
been told that their records have been terminated in the Student
Exchange and Visitor Information System, or SEVIS, in recent weeks.
But in response to a Michigan court case brought by four of those
students, the government argued that SEVIS is “simply a database
and does not control or even necessarily reflect whether a student has
lawful nonimmigrant status.”

The students had asked for an emergency order to maintain their
status and continue their studies.

While experts agreed that a SEVIS record and legal status were
separate, they said it is a distinction without a difference. Without a
SEVIS record, students cannot do things that legal status affords,
including transferring to another institution, going to their home
country to visit their families, and working in the United States after
graduation.

Under the law, colleges are mandated to regularly update students’
information in the database to maintain their status, and they cannot
do so if there is no record. One international-student administrator
ticked off a list of reporting requirements she could no longer meet,
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such as keeping students’ addresses current, noting changes of
academic major, or even notifying the government of violations, like
expulsion or unauthorized work, that could cause students to lose
their status.

“What’s the point of terminating a student’s record if you’re not
terminating their status?” said the administrator, who asked that she
not be identified when discussing the hot-button issue.

President Trump has called for deporting student protesters as part of
a broader push to combat campus antisemitism. But affidavits filed in
the Michigan case and other legal challenges across the country said
that the students’ records were terminated after their “information was
run against criminal databases.” Some students said they had minor
interactions with law enforcement, such as traffic violations or charges
that were dropped.

NAFSA: Association for International Educators has continued to
collect information on visa revocations and records terminations and
says it has not identified patterns. Students of multiple nationalities
and studying at all types of institutions have been affected. The impact
has been felt largely equally by undergraduate and graduate students
as well as recent graduates working in the United States as part of
optional practical training.

In a recent poll, only a quarter of Americans said they support
deporting international students on valid student visas for expressing
pro-Palestinian views. More than half are opposed, according to the
poll conducted by the Foundation for Individual Rights and
Expression.

This week’s episode of The Chronicle‘s podcast College Matters
focuses on the administration’s student-visa war.
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From the Chronicle Store

Hands-On Career Preparation
Experiential-learning programs are grounded in
the belief that true understanding comes from
direct engagement with the world. Order this
report to learn how to create learning
experiences that align academic goals with
work-force demands.

More from the Trump-sphere

Here’s other news affecting international education:

The president’s chief science adviser said he supports tightening
restrictions on foreign scientists.

“To safeguard our intellectual capital, we must restrict foreign access
to sensitive data and strengthen oversight of international
collaborators,” Michael Kratsios, the new director of the White House
Office of Science and Technology Policy, said in a speech outlining
research and other science-policy priorities.

He said he favored “an unapologetic America-first attitude” when it
comes to China.

Reserving a third of Fulbright scholarships for applicants who
are married or have children is among the ideas being kicked
around in pronatalist brainstorming at the White House.

The administration is considering ways to increase marriage and birth
rates, a position advocated by some of the president’s supporters. In
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addition to marriage quotas for government fellowships like Fulbright,
proposals include a baby bonus, better education for women about
their menstrual cycles, and a national medal for mothers of six or
more children, The New York Times reports.

It’s unclear if the proposed quotas would apply across the flagship
U.S. exchange program, which includes both fellowships for recent
college graduates and established academics and professionals. The
Times article seems to suggest the advocates are focused on
participants who have recently graduated, “many of whom are single
and travel abroad alone.”

I took over the Daily Briefing, The Chronicle’s newsletter for
subscribers, on Monday to write about whether political
dissatisfaction would push more young Americans to go to
college overseas. That would be a major switch since the United
States attracts many magnitudes more international students than it
sends Americans abroad, whether short term or for a full degree.

One institution that has seen a surge of interest is the University of
British Columbia, where American graduate applications are up by 27
percent. The Canadian institution last week reopened admissions to
many of its graduate programs and promised quick decisions for
American applicants.

 

Georgetown U. renews Qatar campus

Georgetown University has renewed an agreement with the Qatar
Foundation to operate a campus in the Persian Gulf emirate, extending its
two-decade-old partnership for another 10 years.

https://links2.newsletter.chronicle.com/s/c/6BXrgqxQujnqRbIdl2yE86LhQm7SZbvu3IJ0KliHDpC7sbO43mrYoDn738pEEeZXhggVNI2aXZwuAoRMEy7MbjAH7UOKS8JjGMVHYpYWWHEDLcnr4Oh9nnL2PeBApsvIimBs7VCZCnjGzJ35JPU6a0xc19p6faMPtKpjWR1uEgAIuVtf2h22E6WMaHFUE-OaNsPwyG3qSfNlb7mAzaujGV2E2dDTRgrb6jk6PSUOwJj_PQKCy_5hpKRcwICR20orpE0-PFx_MaUf1unFWyolmspoaanJiTW4TgqWgRsO9lKy8HbKegnSV-KlIn9fj59Yrwmkg3llGlPazQDEw_8RnRIhWMgY72tibjrBeVAuzesAZpHxQeZst6wh27hj-kwrJHwEPkDbdHER9M93llfingkC7EfQtGNSXhOkeggAJBD84t8-Io6XH281fnaWwZ6VD8K_V0ARaA/n-LM6oOXI34K-2E-zoXJhMkZhBY9S-JP/8
https://links2.newsletter.chronicle.com/s/c/92ECYisi5WoQ7qOT6o_HZ2u5bLlXP1YCOAillWueCIBZl0cOBd9-2Ybsmy0YxY8Sx137-ZSeTm6TCaD07sha3ndMvEXc9O-pfQeeOIUtkeqnrCZucCalj6SvPQFKFNq5Vn63Fll7gtmktnJKim9oQKxldSUdTgYIQk8qBAmReGYT0IWuDTVh56DHSl7zALWF6waT1E-bFUdwVMbClOyfyI7d9EdKhVar3qVXMgZJoKdkSxM1asVPLA4oDvEPz-V5sDYOpQYEM8kc6WdxOTdiDwpVP_FTcpwgollTxtlZYet3_8GVP3QinoAIM61I63kfvPEkjRwIIY_Rd9y2t3i-v0eZAAAXhdBm0EedfE3PlpTIIs_tGgo76W23xVg6ZAvskoRnH4IxLvs4nbYLdynQqb6dKhhKXYI8b3xfRtXSrYJ8z45Rzt1ADg/KHIGngUA1yA5tvqilmIGyYtBD7IvE6rX/8
https://links2.newsletter.chronicle.com/s/c/0RcK4ARvaJucnUoQstFgRq0VOKFvsHyStEAiQgqWmyk_OWTYdgu8WApsAvnryoPPM85RHvTwVOnekkdhgTNYhsSYkz7D8sg8QJPfutjSmY1HRaNM5dmW4KKqi4mgWzONSKVPR0hXqKfrhsxpuenI2EZYyx2WUJ6i7bvsv33cN9_vkqFKNjxGM9YAABejJr4uwwOGTPFSazjYg3plotMY3pQP6V2-FSxjhqP_u89LRnkV_f8BH6OR67D_g9J9eFBhRkNJsNdM7lk_Spb8w180zp7frJop0-9TOns-UgB8n2skKdOTwp_lu9rYh_Vf1n_TBnNGTAFOt-7s8RN0NtwvvWyFurSIeAbjovgfoYiSIwr-gDcaLUyt_dZG8Eqg381ZegfiIt0oOiJfsQmduE1grtafblbp_Q8a51qGGNgMYuNpxSYP40H1-QHVDwRmILzRq1QedORIfH92-e5kzlJq5E5uhnLuV_LNyPcFLqUAzlmnM_F3JdR86WNP4hcSKre3/P6C2nWNuSyT4BW2-87NwoSWsoQazgshL/8


The decision to stay the course contrasts with another prominent
American institution, Texas A&M University, which announced last
February that it would shut down its Qatari outpost. Both are part of
Qatar’s Education City, which hosts branches of several top world
universities.

Texas A&M-Qatar had come under both internal and external pressure
over a contentious reorganization and charges that the Qatari
government was underwriting weapons research on campus, an
allegation the university has denied.

Georgetown’s campus, which offers degrees in foreign service, has
not been a similar lightning rod. At a 20th-anniversary celebration,
Qatari officials said the emirate’s partnership with Georgetown would
continue to “build bridges between nations and lead our world into a
better future.”

 

ADVERTISEMENT

Around the globe

Four in five British universities failed to meet their targets for
international-student enrollment last year.

Algeria’s education ministry has told all public universities to begin
teaching first-year medical and science courses in English amid a
diplomatic rift with France.

Egypt will join a major European Union research program despite
concerns about academic freedom.
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Iraq is dealing with a surge in degrees from private institutions in
other countries that don’t meet requirements for official recognition,
putting thousands of graduates in limbo.

A Pakistani government investigation has identified nearly 150
educational institutions operating illegally.

India is promising to speed up recognition of overseas degrees.

Students in Myanmar will have to retake college-entrance exams
after copies of their tests were destroyed in a fire precipitated by a
major earthquake.

Thanks for reading. I always welcome your feedback and ideas for
future reporting, so drop me a line at karin.fischer@chronicle.com or
message me confidentially at Signal. You can also connect with me on
X, or LinkedIn, or Bluesky. If you like this newsletter, please share it
with colleagues and friends. They can sign up here.
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