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ADVERTISEMENT

 By Karin Fischer

In this week’s Latitudes: An appeals-court ruling could have a chilling effect on
foreign students and scholars. The biggest questions facing international education.
Unusual French courses. But first …

WORRY ABOUT OPT PERSISTS

Eight in 10 international students said they would be unsure about or unwilling to
come to the United States if optional practical training is unavailable, according to a
new Shorelight survey. Roughly the same share of students indicated similar
concern in a poll taken in 2023.

There’s more food for thought in the survey data on OPT, the federal program that
allows students to stay and work for up to three years after they complete their
degrees:
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OPT’s status creates uncertainty. Nearly one-third of students in the latest survey
said they were unsure if they would study in this country without OPT. Interestingly,
the number of students who said the program’s termination wouldn’t affect their
decision edged up, while those who said they would not come fell.

The shift could reflect a softening of enrollments in master’s programs, a group that
takes part in OPT at higher rates. But that’s just a guess.

Ending OPT would be a California and Texas problem. And a New Jersey one,
too. Much like student enrollments, OPT placements, which are based on employer
location, tend to be concentrated geographically. In fact, the states with the most
graduates taking part in OPT are nearly identical to those that host the most foreign
students. More than half of all states have fewer than 1 percent of all OPT
participants.

Still, even more recent graduates head to work in California and Texas than get their
degrees in those tech-focused states. And New Jersey, which ranks 14th in
international enrollments, is fourth in OPT participation.
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Rhetoric around OPT matters as much as — or maybe more than — action.
OPT continues to loom large for students (and colleges). Yet the most recent
substantive change to the program was — checks notes — when the Biden
administration added more majors to the list of those that qualify for longer work
periods. Trump appointees and members of Congress have said they want to reform
or eliminate OPT but so far have not done so.

Is part of the anxiety around OPT fueled by speculation about its future? You know,
like I’m doing here 🤨.
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KHALIL RULING OVERTURNED

A prominent student activist could again face arrest and deportation after a federal
appeals court overturned an earlier ruling freeing him from custody.

A district-court judge lacked the authority under immigration law to order the release
of Mahmoud Khalil, a Columbia University graduate, the new decision said. Khalil
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was one of several foreign students and scholars detained and threatened with
expulsion for their part in pro-Palestinian protests.

The appeals court’s reversal could again leave campus visa holders fearful that their
speech is not protected.

INTERNATIONAL ED’S BIG QUESTIONS

At the start of every year, my colleagues who write the Daily Briefing newsletter ask
Chronicle reporters for the biggest questions we’ll be asking. Here’s mine:

Can international education find a winning message? Arguments, such as the
impact of global study on the American economy, seem to have fallen short — with
politicians, the public, and even college colleagues. Will advocates hit on one that
clicks?

I want to hear your biggest questions for the new year. Send them to me at
karin.fischer@chronicle.com, and I could include some in a future newsletter.

You can read more questions from Chronicle journalists in the Daily Briefing, an
essential rundown of what’s happening in higher education that’s available to
subscribers. The best way to support what I do with this newsletter and the work of
The Chronicle is to subscribe. Do so by January 31 to get your first month of
unlimited Chronicle access for just $4.
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AROUND THE GLOBE

A federal judge told immigration officials to “rectify the mistake” it made by
deporting a college student traveling home for Thanksgiving in violation of a court
order. Any Lucia Lopez Belloza should be allowed to return on a student visa, the
judge said.
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A spending bill passed by the U.S. House would partially restore deep cuts to
international exchanges made by the Trump administration and codify congressional
oversight of program funding.

Declining numbers of foreign students contributed to colleges’ uneven
enrollment growth in the fall of 2025.

The Italian government is investigating American colleges and academic programs
operating in Italy, the top destination for study abroad.

Proposed legislation would give the Israeli government greater control of the
country’s universities and their budgets.

I know! I know! Several of you wrote in response to last week’s newsletter on
overseas funds to American colleges to note that England, listed as the largest
source, is not recognized internationally as an independent country. The U.S.
Department of Education did not respond to requests to clarify whether the label in
its public donor database should have been the United Kingdom.

FROM THE CHRONICLE STORE

The Trustees We Need Now
In today’s volatile climate, college and university trusteeship has
become a high-stakes, highly visible role. Order this report for
insights into the ways trustees are trying to steer their institutions
toward strategic success.

AND FINALLY ...

Some French students have an unusual answer to the perennial question, “what’s
your major?”

Students at Sciences Po, one of France’s top universities, can earn a diploma in
intelligence and global threats. Among the topics included in the course, which trains
potential new spies and provides continuing education for current agents, are Islamic
jihadism, political violence, and the economics of organized crime.

Besides the intelligence services, many of the graduates are hired by the private
sector, including aerospace and luxury-goods companies worried about
cybersecurity and sabotage.

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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