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In this week’s Latitudes: Spanish visa delays. Another judge issues an injunction
against a Trump-administration hold on work authorizations. A champion chess team
is a casualty of international-enrollment declines. But first …

AN END TO SPECIAL RELIEF

The Trump administration has quietly allowed special academic and employment
benefits to expire for students whose home countries are dealing with humanitarian,
economic, or political crises.
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Since January 2025, the U.S. Department of Homeland Security has not renewed
Special Student Relief, or SSR, for 14 countries. The designation is set to lapse for
citizens of the lone remaining country later this month.

That country? Lebanon, which is now a battleground for intense fighting between
Israel and Hezbollah.

SSR temporarily suspends visa rules for students experiencing financial and
emotional hardship because of events at home. Students are allowed to work off
campus and for extra hours. The policy also exempts them from the requirement that
they take a full courseload each semester.
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Students may need the extra income to pay their tuition or send support to their
families, said Laura Wagner, director of refugee-student initiatives for the Presidents’
Alliance on Higher Education and Immigration. The nonrenewals are “an extreme
shift when there are multiple crises going on around the world,” she said.

Countries that have lost the designation include Afghanistan, Somalia, and Ukraine.

The federal government does not report the number of students who receive the
benefit, but as of April, there were about 23,200 student-visa holders from the
affected countries, according to a Homeland Security database. (The total includes
Lebanese students.)

Unless circumstances on the ground have changed, extensions are routine, done
through notices published with little fanfare in the Federal Register.

A spokesperson for the Department of Homeland Security said extensions are based
on ongoing assessments of conditions in each country. “The SSR program is
designed to be temporary and provide short-term flexibility during periods of crisis
— not to serve as a permanent change to the student-visa requirements,” the
spokesperson wrote in an emailed statement that included the bolding.

The department did not respond to Chronicle questions about whether Lebanon’s
status would be extended.

Typically, countries that qualify for SSR also are covered by Temporary Protected
Status, a federal program that allows foreign citizens to stay in the United States
because it is considered too dangerous to return home.

The Trump administration has also ended or attempted to end the protected-status
program. Last week, the U.S. Supreme Court heard oral arguments in a case
brought by Haitian and Syrian refugees who sued to stop the termination of the
program. There have not been similar legal challenges to discontinuing SSR.

The Presidents’ Alliance is urging the administration — and urging Congress to urge
the administration — to restore the designation. Wagner said colleges can also help
by providing emergency funds and other support to students.
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GROUPS RAISE CONCERNS ABOUT SPANISH VISA
DELAYS

International-education groups have sent a letter to the Spanish ambassador in
Washington, raising concerns about visa-processing delays for study-abroad
students.

The letter said that a private visa-outsourcing company working with the Spanish
government was taking two or more months to issue visas, was unresponsive to
colleges’ and applicants’ questions, and repeatedly requested already-submitted
documents. The organizations asked that the provider improve communication,
publish consistent timelines for processing, and establish a formal mechanism for
appeals of visa denials.

Spain is second only to Italy as a destination for American students.
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CHAMPION CHESS TEAM IS AXED BECAUSE OF VISA
AND ENROLLMENT PROBLEMS

Webster University is eliminating its award-winning chess team because of visa
restrictions and financial losses from sharp enrollment declines.

The St. Louis-based institution said it could not find donors to endow the chess
program, which costs $1 million a year. And the university can’t afford to use
operating funds to support the team because it is losing millions of dollars from a
precipitous drop in foreign students, a spokesman said.

Most of the team’s players are from abroad, and some have had trouble obtaining
visas. U.S. student-visa issuances have tumbled in the past year, while denials have
climbed.
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But Webster has taken a particularly big hit because of a previous strategic decision
to double down on overseas recruitment to plug budget holes. Before the recent
decline, international students made up nearly half of the main-campus student
body.

UPCOMING PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT WORKSHOP  | MAY 2026

The Chronicle's Higher-Ed Leadership
Institute
Higher ed faces constant disruptions in today's turbulent
landscape. The Chronicle is hosting a virtual workshop series
to help participants develop their own skills and practice
complex leadership scenarios to be better prepared for their
evolving challenges. Learn more and register today.

AROUND THE GLOBE

A federal judge in Massachusetts issued a preliminary injunction to block a
Trump-administration freeze on processing work authorizations for citizens of
countries included in a travel ban who reside in the United States. A second judge, in
California, made a similar ruling last month.

The U.S. Department of Justice is suing New Jersey over state laws that offer
lower in-state college-tuition rates and financial assistance to undocumented
students.

A job posting has gotten the University of Missouri in hot water with local
lawmakers because the university said it was willing to sponsor non-Americans on
skilled-worker visas.

Appropriators in the U.S. House of Representatives would triple the amount of
funding for educational and cultural exchanges allocated by the White House,
according to an initial proposal.

Johns Hopkins and McGill Universities are leading a new commission about the
relationship between the United States and Canada.

Authorities in Zimbabwe have detained and harassed student leaders who oppose
a constitutional amendment to extend presidential terms in office, says Human
Rights Watch.
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Afghanistan’s government is accusing Pakistan of targeting a university in a
deadly missile strike.

The U.S.-China Education Trust has created an online resource center for
academic travel to China. The organization warned in an earlier report that the
United States risks losing expertise on China if the number of Americans studying
and doing research there continues to be extremely low.

FROM THE CHRONICLE STORE

The High-Stakes Hunt for Research Funds
The second Trump administration’s slashing of support for
academic research has left universities in disarray. Order this
report to explore how institutions are recalibrating their research
agendas in an uncertain funding climate.

AND FINALLY …

An astronaut on the International Space Station had to orbit Earth several times
before he got the right shot — of his alma mater.

Captain Jack Hathaway snapped a photo of Cranfield University, in Britain, from
space once the station’s orbital trajectory and British weather cooperated. Hathaway,
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a commander in the U.S. Navy who earned a master’s degree in flight dynamics at
Cranfield, shared a copy with campus leaders.

Hathaway made a surprising confession to the university’s alumni news before
blasting off: “I’m a little scared of heights.”

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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