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In this week’s Latitudes: Northwestern is the latest university to
agree to review foreign admissions. Officials deport an undocumented
student heading home for Thanksgiving. Updates to colleges’ foreign-
funds reporting. But first …

Will foreign students pay for a U.S. degree?

Anxiety is high about the deleterious effects of American-government
policy on international enrollments. But there’s another factor that may
be figuring into foreign students’ decisions: cost.
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Recent estimates shared with me by INTO, a company that helps
colleges recruit globally, suggest that it will take an average of 18
years for a master’s student from India who returns home after
graduation to pay off a degree from an American private college.
That’s twice as long as for any of the United States’ major competitor
countries.

The cost of the same degree at a public college could take 15.2 years
to recoup. Indian master’s students have been the engine of post-
pandemic international-enrollment growth, and the graphic below
shows their estimated repayment timelines:

For many prospective students and families, the longstanding calculus
has been that the quality and prestige of an American degree are
worth the expense. Undergraduates from China, drivers of the
previous enrollment boom, take even longer to recover the cost of
their education once returning home — 15.6 years for public-college
graduates and 20.5 years for those with private-college degrees.
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(The return-on-investment calculation is based on variables including
tuition rates from sources like IPEDS, home-country starting salaries,
average scholarship amounts, and tax burdens, said Claire Clifford,
INTO’s vice president for pricing insights and research and an author
of the analysis.)

However, students from India, which has a smaller and less
established middle class than China, tend to be price-sensitive, with
many taking out loans to study abroad. In the last few years, tuition
hikes and depreciation of the Indian rupee have made an American
degree more expensive, said Rahul Choudaha, an analyst of
international higher education.

Yet data collected by the Reserve Bank of India shows that students
and families spent 58 percent less on international study in May
through of August of this year than during the same period in 2021,
even as Indian-government figures continue to track an increase in
the number of students going overseas.
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A possible explanation: Countries where college is more affordable —
both traditional destinations and growing regional-education hubs like
Malaysia — are pulling ahead.

Choudaha notes the spending drop among Indian students predates
recent policy changes by the Trump administration that could make
the United States less popular and accessible. A large share of the
decline, 38 percent, came between 2021 and 2022, Choudaha said.
“After the post-pandemic bump, the pent-up demand started to fizzle
very quickly.”

Tim O’Brien, senior vice president for development at INTO, said
there is a way to bring the costs of a degree down — allow recent
graduates to remain in the country where they studied to work.
Earning higher American salaries for just two years narrows the
payback window to 7 years for Indian master’s students at private
U.S. colleges and 4 years for those at public universities, INTO
calculates.

In fact, many students bank on participating in optional practical
training — a federal program that allows international students to work
here for up to three years after graduation — when deciding whether
they can afford the United States. But the Trump administration has
said it wants to reform OPT or do away with the program altogether.

In the end, politics could be the X factor in the cost equation after all.
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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.

Babson student deported on Thanksgiving visit

A Babson College student making a surprise Thanksgiving trip to see
her family in Texas was instead deported by federal immigration
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officials.

Any Lucia Lopez Belloza, a first-year student, was arrested before
boarding her flight in Boston. She was deported to Honduras despite
a stay issued by a federal judge. Lopez Belloza’s family left Honduras
seeking asylum when she was seven.

Meanwhile, the Trump administration detained a faculty member at
Ferris State University, in Michigan, accusing him of being
undocumented. Federal officials said Sumith Gunasekera, an
assistant professor of marketing who is originally from Sri Lanka, had
run-ins with law enforcement, including criminal charges in Canada,
that “made him ineligible for legal status in the United States.”

Gunasekera was taken into custody on November 12, but his
detention only became public last week. Also last month, a professor
at the University of Oklahoma was held for three days, then released,
while traveling to an academic conference within the United States.
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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
report for insights on forging stronger, more
productive relationships.
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Colleges get new website for foreign-funds
reporting

The U.S. Department of Education has set up a new online portal for
colleges to report gifts and contracts from foreign sources — an effort,
the department said, to improve transparency. The new site will go live
on January 2.

The Trump administration has increased scrutiny of overseas funding,
including opening investigations into Harvard University and the
Universities of California, Michigan, and Pennsylvania, warning of
risks of foreign influence on campus. Colleges have said they already
comply with federal law, which requires the reporting of foreign
donations or other funds of $250,000 or more.
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Improving Diabetes Treatment
with a Point-of-Care Device

Northwestern agrees to review foreign
admissions

Five

That’s the number of colleges that have settled with the Trump
administration to restore federal research funding, after an agreement
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with Northwestern University was announced over the Thanksgiving
weekend.

As with other institutions, Northwestern’s deal includes a pledge to
conduct a “comprehensive review” of its international-admissions
process, including its financial dependence on foreign-tuition revenue.
The university also agreed to provide the federal government with
information, upon request, about all disciplinary actions involving
student-visa holders.

To find out what else is in colleges’ deals with the Trump
administration, check out The Chronicle‘s tracker.

 

Around the globe

Kristi Noem, the secretary of homeland security, is recommending
an expanded travel ban after the shooting of two National Guard
members by an Afghan asylum seeker. Noem called for a ban “on
every damn country that’s been flooding our nation with killers,
leeches, and entitlement junkies.” A presidential proclamation
announced in the spring blocks all travelers, including students, from
a dozen countries and places restrictions on another seven.

South Korea is seeing an increase in foreign enrollments in
academic programs taught in English.

One of Russia’s most prominent institutions, the Higher School of
Economics, has been brought under Kremlin control.

India’s Supreme Court has ordered an investigation of private
colleges across the country over questions of transparency and
oversight.
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More than a quarter million “eternal students” are being kicked off
the rolls of Greek universities. Some retained student status without
attending classes in order to qualify for certain benefits.

Correction: A map of international branch campuses in last week’s
Latitudes misidentified Qatar and the United Arab Emirates.

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 on 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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