
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Season 3, Episode 2 
 
 
Alex Aleinikoff: Welcome to Unsettled Immigration in Turbulent Times. I'm Alex Aleinikoff. I'm a 
University Professor at the New School for Social Research and a senior fellow at the Zolberg 
Institute on Migration and Mobility. 
 
Hiroshi Motomura: And I'm Hiroshi Motomura, a professor at the School of Law at UCLA, 
where I'm also Faculty Co-director of the Miñana Center for Immigration Law and Policy. Our 
third member of our team is Amanda Frost from the University of Virginia, where she's David 
Lurton Massey, Jr. Professor and also Director of the Immigration, Migration and Human Rights 
Program. Amanda's not with us today, but will be joining us for the next episode. 
 
Alex Aleinikoff: Today we're looking at recent actions and policies taken by the Trump 
administration that are having significant impacts on international students and US higher 
education in general, an appropriate topic as we start the new academic year. 
 
Hiroshi Motomura: Right. There are currently about 1.2 million international students at US 
colleges and universities, and that's about six percent of the total number of students in higher 
ed in the United States. And for many of these colleges and universities, the students provide 
needed financial resources. They pay tuition, of course, and they also contribute to the 
intellectual and cultural communities at these schools. 
 
Alex Aleinikoff: And yet the administration has made them a target, changing regulations that 
affect their time in the US, scrutinizing their social media, canceling visas, and most notoriously 



 

arresting students who have participated in political activities that have criticized American 
foreign policy. To help us understand the scope and impact of these actions, we are joined 
today.by Miriam Feldblum, president and CEO of the Presidents’ Alliance on Higher Education 
and Immigration. This is an organization constituted by nearly 600 presidents and chancellors in 
higher education, and now quoting from the website: they are “dedicated to increasing public 
understanding of how immigration policies and practices impact our students, campuses, and 
communities. We support policies that create a welcoming environment for immigrant, 
undocumented, and international students on our campuses.” 
 
Hi, Miriam.  
 
Miriam Feldblum: Hi, how are you? 
 
Hiroshi Motomura: Welcome, Miriam. And let me start with just very general background 
questions, just to set the stage here. Can you tell us who the international students are in the 
United States? What, for example, are the major countries they're coming from? And what are 
they studying? 
 
Miriam Feldblum: Absolutely. So, one, thank you so much for dedicating an episode to talk 
about this because the intersection of higher education and immigration is vitally important, not 
just for campuses and local communities, but for states across the country and our nation and 
its future. So who are they? There are actually a little closer to 1.1 million international students 
now. It's been decreasing over the past couple of years. 
 
The countries that are sending the most international students are India, China, South Korea. 
And because they are also the countries that are sending the most students, they're also the 
countries that we've also seen some significant declines, especially from India, but also from 
China. That said, students are coming from across the world.  Higher education in the US , has 
been for decades the destination of choice for talented students from countries around the 
world. And that is part of what is at stake here today. And they're also going to states across the 
United States, right? It's not just one state, certainly California, New York, Illinois, other states 
have more, Texas has more international students than some states, but really every state that 
you're looking at has international students. 
 
Hiroshi Motomura: And are there patterns in what they're studying, subject matter, majors, 
fields? 
 
Miriam Feldblum: Yeah, and I would say that international students, for the most part, are more 
likely to major in STEM fields than other fields. Part of that is both driven by what they're coming 
here to study, but also because of our policies that enable students who are studying in STEM 
fields to stay longer post-graduation to really advance their careers and launch their careers in 
the US. 
 



 

Alex Aleinikoff: Can you remind us what STEM stands for, Miriam? 
 
Miriam Feldblum: Sure. STEM is science, technology, engineering, and math. 
 
And so these are fields, you know, across really in most colleges and universities, but I'll say it's 
not only those fields.  In fact, international students are sometimes more likely to double major 
than domestic students because they really do have a variety of interests, but they want to be 
able to make sure that their field of study is going to match where they may want to get a job 
post-graduation. That's very important for international students because where they can do 
internships, where they may be able to get their first job, has to be directly connected to their 
field of study. Let me also say that certainly there are a significant portion of international 
students at the graduate level, whether it's masters or a PhD, but they're also at the 
undergraduate level and in community colleges. 
 
Hiroshi Motomura: Yeah, one thing you mentioned just a few minutes ago is  the trend line 
downward, the drop in interest, the number dropping.  Is it particularly attributable to policies, 
and are they policies that you're seeing that apply to students or is it diminution in the chances 
of staying in the United States after graduation? 
 
Miriam Feldblum: Wonderful question, because we're seeing the declines in all the metrics that 
we want to look at. So there are declines in visa issuances. Who's actually coming to the US? 
So new student enrollment. There was close to a 34 % decline from 2024 to 2025. There was a 
decline in applications. The Common App, for example, just recently noted that there was a 
10% decline in international student applications. 
 
There's also a significant decline in interest. So there's a decline according to numerous studies 
that have been done, both by organizations in the US and elsewhere that students are looking 
at the visa barriers for coming to the US, how difficult it is to come to get a visa. This is certainly 
true when you look at students from India, but also elsewhere. They're looking at travel bans. 
Remember, that we're now in a policy climate in which there are travel bans against 40 
countries and international students and scholars are not exempt from it, unlike under Trump 1.  
 
And finally, international students are very concerned not just can I get to the US and study at a 
college or university and be able to predict I'll be able to finish my studies, but also what are my 
chances of actually pursuing internships and careers post-graduation, and there the threats 
against Optional Practical Training, against employment-based immigration pathways, against 
most recently Curricular Practical Training that enables internships while students are studying 
on campus, all that has led to a significant decrease in interest and other countries are taking 
advantage of it. 
 
Hiroshi Motomura: Do we know where these students are going  if they're not staying at 
home? 
   



 

 
Miriam Feldblum: There used to be a focus on  the major four countries, if you think about the 
US and the UK and Canada and Australia, and now people talk about the top 10 or 12 
countries. So this is no longer about only certain countries being considered viable destinations, 
good destinations for study, but more and more countries are actually trying to present 
themselves as places where students can study and maybe also have post-graduation 
opportunities. 
 
Alex Aleinikoff: Miriam, you mentioned some of the visa issues that international students are 
facing. Can you talk about changes that have happened in this  Trump administration about the 
surveillance and monitoring and looking at social media and delays in adjudications, things like 
that, that have made it more difficult for those people who want to come to actually get here? 
 
Miriam Feldblum: Yeah, Alex, that's so important because it's not just one policy action in 
isolation. It's really taking the accelerating cascade of policy actions and decisions. So yes, 
there's an extreme vetting of social media.  There's also the fact of can you get an interview 
slot–so that has been a great difficulty in India but also elsewhere.  
 
Hiroshi Motomura: And you mean individual interview slots at a consulate or embassy outside 
the country.  
 
Miriam Feldblum: And yeah exactly thank you Hiroshi, yes. Part of what we're seeing, and I will 
say we can talk about duration of status but already during this latter part of the summer, there 
were consular officers who were questioning the time limits for students coming and wanting to 
say, we have to put a time limit on when you can come.  
 
Hiroshi Motomura: Miriam, you mentioned duration of status. Could you explain what that is? 
There's the case involving that and I think that'd be a very telling story in this saga. 
 
Miriam Feldblum: Sure, and let me contextualize it because we're talking about what are the 
barriers that international students are seeing or facing, experiencing, and what's happening. 
And again, it's not one policy action in isolation, but consider the student's journey from being 
interested in coming to the US through the ability to be accepted by a campus, to be able to 
come, to stay, know that they're going be able to finish their studies and what are their prospects 
beyond. And in every stage of that journey, the current administration is putting in or attempting 
to put in blocks, barriers, hurdles, threats. So to make students and campuses live in an 
environment of uncertainty, anxiety, and unpredictability. So that's the context.  
 
So what is duration of status? When you apply to go to a college or to graduate school, you're 
going to be at the school for the length of time it's going to take you to get your degree.  Now, on 
average for undergraduates, it actually takes them a little bit more than four years. Certainly not 
everyone, US education, we talk about six-year graduation rates often. And for international 
students, certainly a portion of them do not graduate in four years. Think about graduate school. 



 

We think how long is it going to take to get a PhD? That's most often more than four years. And 
so up to now and continuing now, your duration of time in the US was aligned with how long it 
was going to take you to get your degree. And that's why duration of your program of study.  
 
And what the administration tried to do is say, we're not going to give anyone the ability to know 
that they can stay in the US beyond four years. And for some programs, you're maybe in a 
two-year program or one-year program, we're going to limit it to what that program is. But for 
anyone, even if you're in a graduate program, where they know it's going to take five years to 
get your degree, to get your PhD, or six years, after four years or earlier, you're going to have to 
petition again to stay, for an extension of stay, to be able to complete your studies. That was 
really problematic for students and for campuses because also consider, who's making that 
choice?  
 
So the judge in the case that we can talk about, the Presidents’ Alliance and NAFSA and others 
challenged this final rule, said in the hearing  listening to the government lawyer: So what you're 
saying to me is that this could be up to the whim of an immigration officer because it's not an 
academic committee deciding, yep, the student is on progress to complete their degree. It would 
be an immigration officer apart from a campus and institution program making that choice. So 
it's a significant intrusion into the academic program of schools across the country and students 
would have no assurance that after spending maybe four years at an undergraduate institution, 
but they still needed more time to study to complete their degree that they would be able to.  
 
Hiroshi Motomura: I just wanted to ask you to clarify NAFSA, and then it'd be great if you could 
explain Optional Practical Training.  
 
Miriam Feldblum: Absolutely. So NAFSA is the international educators association. They are the 
association representing I think at least 8,000 members, and many of their members are the 
staff that are working in the International Student Services Office ensuring that all the 
international students on the campus and the campus are complying with all the rules and 
regulations. And just know for international students, they are one of the most regulated 
populations of noncitizens in the US. They are vetted, they are regulated, they are tracked 
throughout their time period.  
 
Let me also say about optional practical training. So for international students, when they want 
to do an internship, when they want to get a job off campus, they need to show that the job or 
internship they're getting is directly related to their major, to their field of study. 
 
And one of the things, and this dates back to the 1950s, the government said we know that 
experiential learning and learning beyond the classroom is integral to higher education, to the 
educational experience.  
 
And so they incorporated that into the international student experience in the US. But they said it 
has to be connected to the field, and there's time that you have to get authorization to do that, 



 

work authorization for Optional Practical Training.  If people want to think of what's the equivalent, 
it's internships or that first job after graduation that launch into a career, into professional 
experience. And then STEM OPT is focused on fields that are science, technology, math, 
engineering. And there's one year of post-graduate Optional Practical Training, and an additional 
two years is possible if you're majoring in some of those fields that qualify for STEM OPT. 
 
Hiroshi Motomura: So in the general area of internships or transition to work, practical training, 
I guess we have Optional Practical Training after graduation. And I guess the other term is 
Curricular Practical Training.  These are both programs that the administration in various ways 
has challenged or certainly expressed its skepticism about. What's going on with these?  
 
Miriam Feldblum: So these are really important questions because again I'll go back if you 
think about the holistic student journey at every stage is getting challenged. And the other way 
to think about it, the flip side, if let's say you're not on a campus, you're saying, why does it 
matter to me in the US? Because this is part of the nation's global talent pipeline that spurs 
innovation, fuels our economy, helps our workforce, whether in STEM fields, healthcare, 
business, elsewhere. So all this is part of what students, our international students, are 
contributing to our workforce.  
 
All of this is about enabling the U.S. to have a good return on investment from the international 
students coming to our country for their education. And it's really a win, win, win. Win for the 
student, win for the educational institution where they may be enrolled, and then win for the 
employer and for the economy and the U.S. I'll also say that for many international students, 
students who happen to stay post-graduation and perhaps stay permanently in the US. It's also 
actually a win often for their country of origin because the research has shown that for the 
students who stay in the US, they also build up networks and investment in their country of 
origin. I think in the past we've thought about international students coming here and staying 
here as a brain drain from countries of origin has actually shown is that it’s investment 
circulation and brain circulation. So I think that's also really important. But this is not simply for 
the student or for the graduate, it is really for the community and for the state and for our 
economy. 
 
The administration appears to be trying to shut down the international student talent pipeline in 
the US. It's not about having smart decisions. This is about having drastic decisions and drastic 
measures to really deter, discourage, discontinue in many ways our ability to recruit and retain 
and support international students here. 
 
Alex Aleinikoff: Miriam, you've been talking about students who come here on student visas. I 
want to talk about the situation of undocumented students . First of all, to what extent do the 
federal authorities ask colleges to keep track of the immigration status of their students? 
 
Miriam Feldblum: Well, I think they may be trying to do so more now, but let me say that 
international students on a visa are tracked by the US government. Undocumented students, for 



 

the most part, are students who have grown up in the US. They have gone to school here. Many 
of them have come at a young age. And so they are like their peers, their neighbors, their 
friends, and looking to pursue higher education. Those students do not have to reveal their 
immigration status to the federal government. And certainly there are laws such as FERPA, the 
Family Education and Privacy Act, that prevent schools from sharing immigration status to the 
federal government or to others, except in very exceptional circumstances. 
 
The federal government is trying at every stage, and this is again, like with international 
students, they're trying at every stage to discourage, to shut out, to deter undocumented 
immigrant students who've grown up here, who are eager to support and contribute and pursue 
their academic aspirations from being able to access higher education, continue in higher 
education, be retained and then pursue postgraduate opportunities. 
 
Alex Aleinikoff: Some colleges, universities have declared themselves “sanctuary universities.” 
Do colleges have the ability to keep ICE off their campuses and protect their students? 
 
Miriam Feldblum: So it's a great point, and I often say that colleges do not operate as some 
churches may have in the past or may still. No one is barring the access to the doors of the 
campus from coming in. And oftentimes campuses are in public. There's a lot of public spaces 
in which law enforcement can come in. But I think that when campuses declare themselves to 
be sanctuary or declare that they are going to work to prepare their campus to deal with ICE 
enforcement, what they're saying is we'll take every step possible while complying with the law, 
complying with our responsibilities, to ensure that federal authorities do so as well. When we 
talk about sanctuary, sometimes it can be in reality more symbolic.  It's not campuses engaging 
in civil disobedience, 
 
Alex Aleinikoff: If ICE came to a college and said, “Give me a list of all your students, we're 
gonna run that through our databases and see who might be here illegally,”  would this the 
university be required to turn that over or could they resist that? 
 
Miriam Feldblum: So what I would suggest if it was any one of the member institutions of the 
Presidents’ Alliance, institutions are not required to do that. In fact, they would be flouting other 
laws if they did do that. 
 
And I think that institutions are being threatened in a variety of ways. So what you're suggesting 
is something that  the administration may be seeking to do, but institutions are really looking to 
gain the tools that they need to ensure that they can protect their campuses and students from 
doing that. I do think the federal government has already said that they will investigate, and they 
have, let's say, the University of Reno, investigate institutions that are supporting undocumented 
students. The president there, Brian Sandoval, said, we're doing things according to the law. We 
can support our undocumented students as we support all other students. The Department of 
Education, Department of Justice, tried to investigate campuses that had scholarship programs 
for undocumented students, declaring that it's a violation of Title VI. Positing it's a violation of 



 

Title VI doesn't make it a violation of Title VI, and it's not. 
 
Alex Aleinikoff: Title VI prohibits discrimination based on national origin. 
 
Miriam Feldblum: On national origin, not immigration status and race, ethnicity, and other 
factors, but there's a conflation, there's an attempt by the federal government to force 
preemptive compliance from institutions, and sharing sometimes provisions, for example, on a 
funding proposal from the General Services Administration, they put in the provision around 
harboring undocumented individuals. And so we got calls from our institutions saying, my 
goodness, does this mean we can't support our undocumented students? We can't enroll them? 
And it's like, no, it has nothing to do with enrolling, housing, feeding, supporting undocumented 
students. That's not what this harboring provision is about, but if you just look at the language 
and what the administration can do, it was fear-mongering and it's really unfortunate.  
 
Alex Aleinikoff: Miriam, about 20 states or so permit undocumented students to pay in-state 
tuition rates to state universities, which is substantially less than they would pay as out-of-state 
students. What is the administration saying about this? 
 
Miriam Feldblum: As of January 2025, there were 25 states and DC that extended in-state 
tuition to undocumented students who met the qualifications, as well as 19 states who also 
extended in-state financial aid. 
 
Since then, in less than two years, the Department of Justice has filed 25 lawsuits against 24 
states and DC to terminate in-state tuition and in the cases where they have state financial aid, 
the state financial aid. This is a tremendous tragedy and should be a wake-up call for all of us in 
higher education. 
 
Hiroshi Motomura: These cases are in court right now, is that right? 
 
Miriam Feldblum: These cases are in court. So it's not that undocumented students have lost 
access to in-state tuition across all these states. But there is no doubt it has created significant 
stress, anxiety, and uncertainty for undocumented students across these states. There’ve been 
some states that have quickly, some would argue in a collusive manner, terminated their in-state 
tuition, such as Texas and Nebraska.  
 
Other states are vigorously defending their in-state tuition.. In Minnesota, the judge dismissed 
the lawsuit, declaring that the Minnesota law aligned with federal law, was not in violation and in 
contradiction with federal law. In Illinois, on the other hand, also a state that is very supportive of 
undocumented students, in that case, the state attorney general decided not to appeal the case 
where their existing in-state tuition law was not held up by the court. So it's been a real variation. 
 
Hiroshi Motomura: Miriam, We've covered a lot of ground. We've got international students, we 
have undocumented students, we have various lawsuits going on.  And you introduced  at the 



 

beginning the intersection between education and the economy. And then we've also talked 
about how this plays out globally, different countries. And so let me ask you:  
 
What does this look like in broader perspective for you?  Maybe it's an inflection point. It's 
certainly a place of decision making and policy making nationally on higher education. What's 
your broad perspective on this?  
 
Miriam Feldblum: I think we are at a point where we in the higher education sector have to 
come together and recognize we can no longer be bystanders. You know, when Trump first 
came into office the second time, we spent some time talking about prepare, don't panic. By last 
fall, I was saying it's time to pull the fire alarm. And by pulling the fire alarm, it doesn't mean it's 
time to panic, but it's time to mobilize and organize and decide how we're going to engage. And 
now I think it is really important for campuses, public and private, community colleges, 
faith-based, liberal arts, large research, flagships, all, to think about how they can protect their 
campuses and communities because what higher education is for this country is the talent 
pipeline: domestic students, immigrant students, refugee students, international students. And 
we are at an inflection point that if we do not act, then not only will higher education in this 
country suffer in the future, but the rippling effects means that we all lose. So Hiroshi, one of the 
things that I'll say is that at this point, the only way to stop, slow, mitigate these harms that the 
current administration is inflicting on campuses and students is to be in court. There's not an 
either/or, but it's really a yes/and. And court needs to be part of the menu. Whether it's 
Curricular Practical Training, Optional Practical Training, in-state tuition, unlawful investigations. 
All of those need court challenges. 
 
It also needs campuses engaging with state and national policymakers. We need to tell our 
story. You know, higher education is very engaged in talking about the value of higher 
education. I think that's really important. But we also have to talk about the value of our students 
to communities and to the economy. 
 
And then we also have to think of, and this doesn't have to be, again, standing at the steps of 
your campus and making big speeches, but each campus needs to think about how they can 
support their students, their employees, and their local communities. What role can they play? It 
could be behind the scenes, it could be quiet, but it's no longer that we can be silent. 
 
Alex Aleinikoff: Miriam, thanks so much for being with us today. Interesting discussion. You are 
doing such important work and thanks for being with us. 
 
Hiroshi Motomura: Thank you, Miriam. 
 
Miriam Feldblum: Thank you so much. Thank you. 
 
 


