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Evidence of decline

After all the speculation about whether international enrollments would
decline, it turns out the slide has already begun.

The number of new foreign students coming to the United States
dropped 7 percent last fall, according to the Institute of International
Education’s annual “Open Doors” report. Declining interest in master’s
and professional programs precipitated the slowdown in the fall of
2024.

https://links2.newsletter.chronicle.com/s/c/C8vgr096DPc0gZhZ3iJAL-wqQ3I-EoR1kEyn-q-CovSkp_UXwRa-Q1X4jkecUHdhU6UsfTilPz_9V-kXQK7D1o1CIUI1whwNfUcjG3OTnUNDRS0Fm4gbn0ZvatqVQi7pId04Oj4ec_7nxsR5-SGdxjcZfpVWVm50nqrlOUQegefw_nxCwrcIexQlHYJtvQwzZf7gaMz4oE5SnPKC1iIh_GhnTJALjz3bupY8TV1RnVT43gXE3QYvzKo1z5KU5IAcZb-HouGQRvN1Zm7ChHGhoQibhfwYO2O5cF5CTkUtRlTyvzd-cK1o07UDY2H0Wj8SKoy1yvUmG2t1PJE6aWfuFfJgMB6eVDUR2eihIjrMSPv6MKqKhJXU2QZqkeuL5qlY90LZrWJRdz4dXAnIlyfOwHsFsRsf6H4PLI3j7sdKdZbzNhZH0mUsVIwdkiXZHLifegQYlR-ger1zmMQ2kA5rxBMUdforJr389679fuSI3YbdJLh-47bgoxA8BmET29rkGNWajguGzHToCJLV5F9NkQ3vrVeGQoHL2_k/p2gY2BH9WZrUu36pwWfSQtuWwwFVOZ_H/15
https://links2.newsletter.chronicle.com/s/c/C8vgr096DPc0gZhZ3iJAL-wqQ3I-EoR1kEyn-q-CovSkp_UXwRa-Q1X4jkecUHdhU6UsfTilPz_9V-kXQK7D1o1CIUI1whwNfUcjG3OTnUNDRS0Fm4gbn0ZvatqVQi7pId04Oj4ec_7nxsR5-SGdxjcZfpVWVm50nqrlOUQegefw_nxCwrcIexQlHYJtvQwzZf7gaMz4oE5SnPKC1iIh_GhnTJALjz3bupY8TV1RnVT43gXE3QYvzKo1z5KU5IAcZb-HouGQRvN1Zm7ChHGhoQibhfwYO2O5cF5CTkUtRlTyvzd-cK1o07UDY2H0Wj8SKoy1yvUmG2t1PJE6aWfuFfJgMB6eVDUR2eihIjrMSPv6MKqKhJXU2QZqkeuL5qlY90LZrWJRdz4dXAnIlyfOwHsFsRsf6H4PLI3j7sdKdZbzNhZH0mUsVIwdkiXZHLifegQYlR-ger1zmMQ2kA5rxBMUdforJr389679fuSI3YbdJLh-47bgoxA8BmET29rkGNWajguGzHToCJLV5F9NkQ3vrVeGQoHL2_k/p2gY2BH9WZrUu36pwWfSQtuWwwFVOZ_H/15
https://links2.newsletter.chronicle.com/s/c/R0rf_JMnFdiQ12NuKr6Haj20WCe_qfyM5mrjqKB6BRMwOm6Uq8RbsZNSI_JpUSzP66qxMRtE2UpABchzwBsV43fYYvuEjADzKH4usMIJ7kznLAhVDDOskFCVLZyEUS9tE8iFUwSOZmbtrKw0j9_s8D8RYjDC694pm0r9R2idf8BKw_RQqEXPYxCvSCE6PscyMiMhIt8SsyxTlZFrTu4cXOvhmsYjzu_YP5V_HJ3N-figwZlqIJPqxSIj6mb63zx8DuxxFRvKpfAQUgzHnKTrcAvVBdNrkINn0-5LmzPAhNOXMpPO2R-i2E0uW8KWXu0ditOnOIETAOFFifYSttvRx9rZSnzXzMClnhF_cU8SnRgL9GX4S75fHgWuCzUcBG4khgggfr6wc6YMdITSJlqC9THvQCrhNDS1xrzQVbPvoPjaB4FZM8SrwX_OhkJlC_ssWZxJqKCEf9HdhBkAzJMsNZVozA1iXXs366v5_1y3kGzmnWQHLEugsDJy9qVWGRbM4gL9u-6cJLG4kfRANgNNEHBG2qV_5eW2snyNsrKpne2H9w0AEHZK3jiqYUhkA2lanZdT8S7UOEQMTSg4NcntWWR2-x2AsznRY-aCbtI/sHixSzR9aEzXb14xwAtMuNewvTzX7DIo/15
https://links2.newsletter.chronicle.com/s/c/pbX0_Flod4zl0RF7MtmT061pNMNnqqG0QfQZ_1WtbaL7a7aD6wugwHEHLHxoKLl4Ic9dIQmmw-BHAb09p7-Lizq6yYgy9Iozb8lz-RAFUfJZl9ZTGaOIP2S9YZjPs4cVUCHIvxgZ8WJxj3MejvbbksFVsjnfxQOOwUmHFwvaoDdazv_O9veSSa1wgYe21yPdIAE6N2JLBSRA0dhnvFEJsP_CO1NcBnk5SU0Q7AaeB3NXGLFggorwTExebuZ4yTJZu5dP2cc1kEHzIYXxa4FIBx-kMpZJpWwVOWVilJI8VnyAUeeIzzWud9lFufgAjb65s7u1FX8E3S3GkYNmMFo4HLGvh6B8BCoJJEPS3bTRsKfrcmwNDGdmtLvoNH9Ge6kqlMI/I3KVXsMOdxibdBYOWTGHrLapH8y_Cdut/15
https://links2.newsletter.chronicle.com/s/c/pbX0_Flod4zl0RF7MtmT061pNMNnqqG0QfQZ_1WtbaL7a7aD6wugwHEHLHxoKLl4Ic9dIQmmw-BHAb09p7-Lizq6yYgy9Iozb8lz-RAFUfJZl9ZTGaOIP2S9YZjPs4cVUCHIvxgZ8WJxj3MejvbbksFVsjnfxQOOwUmHFwvaoDdazv_O9veSSa1wgYe21yPdIAE6N2JLBSRA0dhnvFEJsP_CO1NcBnk5SU0Q7AaeB3NXGLFggorwTExebuZ4yTJZu5dP2cc1kEHzIYXxa4FIBx-kMpZJpWwVOWVilJI8VnyAUeeIzzWud9lFufgAjb65s7u1FX8E3S3GkYNmMFo4HLGvh6B8BCoJJEPS3bTRsKfrcmwNDGdmtLvoNH9Ge6kqlMI/I3KVXsMOdxibdBYOWTGHrLapH8y_Cdut/15
https://links2.newsletter.chronicle.com/s/c/pbX0_Flod4zl0RF7MtmT061pNMNnqqG0QfQZ_1WtbaL7a7aD6wugwHEHLHxoKLl4Ic9dIQmmw-BHAb09p7-Lizq6yYgy9Iozb8lz-RAFUfJZl9ZTGaOIP2S9YZjPs4cVUCHIvxgZ8WJxj3MejvbbksFVsjnfxQOOwUmHFwvaoDdazv_O9veSSa1wgYe21yPdIAE6N2JLBSRA0dhnvFEJsP_CO1NcBnk5SU0Q7AaeB3NXGLFggorwTExebuZ4yTJZu5dP2cc1kEHzIYXxa4FIBx-kMpZJpWwVOWVilJI8VnyAUeeIzzWud9lFufgAjb65s7u1FX8E3S3GkYNmMFo4HLGvh6B8BCoJJEPS3bTRsKfrcmwNDGdmtLvoNH9Ge6kqlMI/I3KVXsMOdxibdBYOWTGHrLapH8y_Cdut/15


The slump is continuing. New international enrollments plummeted
another 17 percent this fall, a preliminary snapshot survey conducted
by IIE and other global-education groups found. (While the snapshot
report is less comprehensive than the “Open Doors” report, it has
been a previously reliable predictor of the official census.)

Two big and sobering conclusions to draw from the data:

The post-Covid enrollment boom now looks like a bubble. After
shooting up by 80 percent in 2021, the influx of new foreign students
petered out. In hindsight, the explosive growth was likely pent-up
demand from students who deferred acceptances and postponed
applications during the pandemic.
Yes, Trump administration policies, like visa revocations or a foreign-
student cap, are having adverse effects (see, 17-percent drop). But the
earlier-than-understood slump suggests colleges face other headwinds,
such as a slowing global economy, growing competition from
nontraditional education hubs, and lingering unease because of the
China Initiative. In short, the current political environment is



compounding existing international-enrollment challenges and is not
the sole cause.

Check out my Chronicle piece for more about the implications for
colleges and the economy.
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Upcoming Premium Webinar

In today's increasingly complex higher-ed landscape, department
chairs are faced with a balancing act of responsibilities as both
administrator and faculty member—often with little training or
preparation for the role. Our Strategic-Leadership Program helps
bridge that training gap through data-driven big-picture
conversations and collaborative small-group workshops. Learn
more and register today.

What’s OPT got to do with it? A lot.

Much of the current attention on the international-enrollment picture
has reminded me of the parable of the blind men and the elephant:
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Each one touches a single part of the pachyderm’s body — its trunk,
its tail, its side — and ends up describing a wholly different animal.

Likewise, there’s been a tendency to hold up isolated statistics as The
Explanation for enrollment trends. The “Open Doors” report, however,
shows that seemingly contradictory data can coexist — and why.

Case in point, even as new enrollments dipped, the total number of
international students in the United States increased almost 5 percent
in the fall of 2024.

One explanation is that even as enrollment in master’s programs fell,
it increased at other academic levels, including the first real growth
among undergraduates since the pandemic. Plus, the post-Covid
bubble is still making its way through the system, so many in those
larger cohorts have yet to complete their degrees.

The report underscores another critical element — growth in optional
practical training, the work program for recent graduates. Because
OPT participants are on student visas, they count toward enrollment
totals, meaning that fully a quarter of international students aren’t in
the classroom.
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That distinction matters to colleges, of course, since they aren’t
getting tuition from those students. And OPT, which the Trump
administration has pledged to reform, has grown so much it can
obscure year-to-year enrollment variation. Not only were participants
in the program the fastest-growing group, by far, of visa holders in
2024, their numbers have doubled in the past decade.

Chris R. Glass, a professor of educational leadership and higher
education at Boston College, has smart framing: “OPT shifted from an
optional supplement to structural pillar” of international enrollment.

Meanwhile, study abroad by American students is continuing its slow
recovery from the pandemic. The number of students going overseas
ticked up by 6 percent, to about 298,000 students in the 2023
academic year.

Before Covid, more than 347,000 students went abroad. (The count
lags by an extra year because students have to return to their home
campus before they can be included in totals.)
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Two-thirds of students all go to one place, Europe. No more than 10
percent of students studied in any other single region in the world.

The “Open Doors” report is a veritable feast for those hungry for data
on global mobility — and I’m just digging in. I’ll highlight other notable
trends in future newsletters. Readers can contribute: Are there
particular developments that interested/surprised/baffled you? Tell me
what caught your eye at karin.fischer@chronicle.com.
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Building Trust
Building trust between college leaders and
faculty members can be difficult even in
ordinary times, but higher ed continues to face
an extraordinary set of challenges. Order this
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report for insights on forging stronger, more
productive relationships.

State Department to take charge of
international-education programs

The U.S. Department of State will take over administration of the
Fulbright-Hays program and other international-education and foreign-
language programming being spun off from the Department of
Education in a sweeping restructuring.

The Trump administration on Tuesday announced agreements that
will transfer a number of the Education Department’s core functions to
other parts of the government in what many see as a backdoor way of
dismantling the agency.

The State Department will assume oversight of a dozen programs,
including Fulbright-Hays, which supports overseas research and
exchanges, as well as ones focused on area studies, critical
languages, and global-business education. In a written statement, the
State Department said that absorbing these programs into its “existing
international-education framework” would “streamline program
management, enhance efficiencies, and ensure alignment with U.S.
national security and foreign-policy priorities.”

 

Around the globe
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Nearly 60 former ambassadors and senior State Department
officials have signed a letter urging Secretary of State Marco Rubio
not to target international students and scholars in the United States.

Academic groups want the Trump administration to publicly declare
that it is unlawful to revoke the visas of noncitizens and to arrest and
deport them based on constitutionally protected speech. A federal
judge earlier ruled that detentions of pro-Palestinian campus
protesters violate the First Amendment rights of foreign students and
scholars, and the case is now moving to the remedy phase.

The State Department has revoked more than 8,000 student visas
since the beginning of the Trump administration, according to updated
figures.

A Korean-born scientist and green-card holder detained after
reentering the country from an overseas trip has been released after
three months.

The U.S. Department of Homeland Security unveiled a new “fraud
hub” as a resource for college officials on student-visa fraud. The
department also sent a message to colleges reminding them that
authorities can conduct campus visits outside normal reviews.

Harvard University will screen international participants in programs
affiliated with the institution, including executive-education and online
programs, workshops, and conferences.

Colleges campuses across the Philippines have received bomb
threats, which may have been timed to discourage student protests.

 

And finally …
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Readers have continued to share their experiences of being away
from home during major events, including Jennifer Lofing Boyle, who
was on a six-month assignment in Albania in the fall of 2001. When
Boyle, whose office was just blocks from the World Trade Center,
learned about the terrorist attacks, she spent hours frantically trying to
get in touch with people back in New York.

“My community of Albanian friends and colleagues surrounded me
with love and care and supported me through all the emotional ups
and downs,” writes Boyle, vice president for programs at Tilting
Futures, a nonprofit group that encourages students to take on global
problems. “It was such a surreal experience to watch what was
happening in NYC, a place I considered home, from afar. But they
were truly there for me, and that is a beautiful memory from an
otherwise very dark time.”

Patrick C. Leech was in Budapest on a Fulbright grant during the
October 7 attacks by Hamas on Israel. Leech, an assistant professor
of history and political science at Anderson University, in South
Carolina, already had plans to visit Dohányi Street Synagogue, which
had been part of the city’s Jewish ghetto during World War II and is
the burial site for many of those killed during the Nazi occupation.

His visit, two days after the attacks in Israel, was “surreal,” Leech
said. The synagogue and its history “looked very different in the light
of the events of October 7 and also framed those contemporary
events in a different light than had I been at home.”

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, LinkedIn, or Bluesky. If you like this newsletter, please share it with
colleagues and friends. They can sign up here.
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