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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
At the Cisneros Research and Policy Colloquium on Immigration hosted on February 20, 
2026, experts from the Center for American Progress, the Migration Policy Institute, the 
Aspen Institute, New America, and the Presidents' Alliance on Higher Education and 
Immigration joined the Cisneros Institute to discuss recent policy shifts in K-12 and higher 
education and their intersections with larger issues such as immigration, research funding, 
and well-being.  
 
The “Higher Education” panel featured experts from New America, the Presidents' Alliance 
on Higher Education and Immigration, and the Aspen Institute. This brief synthesizes the 
discussion from the Colloquium led by the Cisneros Institute and provides policy 
opportunities for policymakers, policy practitioners, researchers, and advocates. It also 
includes additional resources from New America, the Presidents' Alliance on Higher 
Education and Immigration, and the Aspen Institute for further engagement. 
 
KEY THEMES DISCUSSED 
 

• Affordability: Students and families are losing trust in higher education institutions 
due to rising costs and insufficient transparency about degree outcomes. 

• Consumer Protection: Federal rollbacks of consumer safeguards and changes to 
student loan programs, particularly for graduate and parent borrowers, increase 
financial risk for students. 

• Post-Completion Outcomes: The value of credentials is increasingly being 
questioned, and short-term credentials often yield little to no economic gain. 
Tracking post-completion employment and earnings is essential to demonstrate the 
importance of higher education.  

• The “Post-Truth”/Trust Era of Higher Education: There has been shifting trends 
in students opting out of reporting their racial identity on enrollment records, 
making it harder to identify and address equity gaps.  

• Immigration Enforcement: Federal changes, including a revision to the public 
charge rule, a proposed shift to fixed-term visa durations, and accreditation changes 
create new uncertainty for immigrant and international students in higher 
education. 
 

BACKGROUND 
 
The major challenges and opportunities in higher education sit at the intersection of 
affordability, trust, and federal policy disruption. Multiple, simultaneous policy changes, 
many stemming from the One Big Beautiful Bill (OBBB) and new executive actions, are 
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reshaping how institutions operate, who can access them, and whether students can trust 
the credentials they earn. 
 

• There has been an uptick in students who choose not to self-identify their racial or 
ethnic identity on enrollment records, complicating efforts to track and address 
equity gaps across institutions. 

• A proposed change to program-length duration to a fixed four-year term for would 
create new uncertainty for visa-holding doctoral, medical, and other long-program 
students. 

• Proposed accreditation changes could open the door to new accreditors that may 
not meet existing quality standards, undermining the federal checks and balances 
function that controls access to Title IV funding. 

• The “One Big Beautiful Bill” includes significant changes to graduate and parent 
PLUS loans, which experts warn will drive students toward private lenders with 
fewer consumer protections. 

 
KEY ISSUES ANALYZED 
 
Affordability and the Erosion of Trust in Institutions 

• Higher education is entering what Colloquium participants call its “trust era.” Rising 
costs, unclear post-completion value, and inadequate financial aid information have 
led students and families to question whether a degree is worth the investment.  

• Strengthening disclosure of financial aid, total cost, and labor market outcomes is 
essential to rebuilding trust. 

 
Impacts of Immigration Policy on Higher Education 

• Federal immigration policy changes are creating uncertainty for immigrant and 
international students:  

o A revised public charge rule raises ambiguity about how use of benefits 
including by family members, may affect immigration status adjustment.  

o A proposed shift from program-length visas to fixed four-year terms would 
particularly harm students in longer academic programs like medical school 
and doctoral programs.  

o The “Bondi memo’s" changes to race-conscious admissions and the targeting 
of cultural and identity-based programs are limiting access and institutional 
support for diverse student populations.  

o As fear of enforcement has chilling effects on financial aid applications, 
FAFSA access for mixed-status families remains an ongoing concern. 

 
Transparency  

• Colloquium participants noted that critical higher education data is either 
unavailable or being suppressed by the federal government.  

• The Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) database remains a 
valuable tool for information on higher education, but gaps in racial and ethnic self-
identification data limit its utility.  

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2025/01/15/upshot/college-enrollment-race.html
https://studyinthestates.dhs.gov/2025/08/dhs-posts-notice-of-proposed-rulemaking-establishing-a-fixed-time-period-of-admission-and
https://www.nea.org/resource-library/federal-changes-college-accreditation-could-threaten-academic-quality-and-financial-aid
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/one-big-beautiful-bill-is-an-implementation-nightmare-for-higher-education/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15512169.2024.2354972
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/governance/executive-leadership/2026/04/09/presidents-puzzled-rebuilding-public-trust-higher
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/news/trump-public-charge-discretion
https://www.aau.edu/newsroom/leading-research-universities-report/dhs-proposes-limit-how-long-international-students
https://www.justice.gov/ag/media/1409486/dl?inline=&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/students/diversity/2025/10/31/trumps-deportation-campaign-raises-fafsa-privacy-concerns
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• Transparency about post-completion outcomes, financial aid, and program costs is 
increasingly necessary for informed student decision-making. At the same time, 
there is bipartisan support for common financial aid and cost disclosure 
requirements: an opportunity for consensus-based reform that increases 
transparency across institutions. 

 
Changes to Higher Ed Resulting from the One Big Beautiful Bill 

• The OBBB includes consequential changes to student lending. Reductions to 
graduate and parent PLUS loan programs are expected to increase reliance on 
private lenders: lenders that operate without the consumer protections that 
previously governed federal student loans.  

• The Trump administration’s rollback of student borrower protections compounds 
these concerns.  

 
INSIGHTS FROM THE COLLOQUIUM 
 
Higher ed matters—and its value must be communicated clearly 
Panelists emphasized that college serves multiple purposes: intellectual growth, 
connection to diverse communities and ideas, and economic mobility. Students need 
accessible, clear information about expected employment and earnings outcomes to make 
informed decisions. The question of why higher education matters and what is at stake 
when access is restricted is at the center of policy conversations. 
 
Federal policy shocks create uncertainty across higher ed institutions 
Simultaneous changes to accreditation, student lending, visa policy, and race-conscious 
admissions are creating a difficult operating environment for colleges and universities. 
Institutions are adapting by complying preemptively rather than being able to focus on 
student success.  
 
Coalition building and state-level action are essential 
As in immigration policy, state and local actors have an important role to play when federal 
action stalls or causes harm. In Kansas, local coalitions successfully defended in-state 
tuition equity policies against repeal efforts. Panelists stressed the importance of moving 
beyond Washington, D.C. to work with local groups, understand what is working in 
different contexts, and build coordinated advocacy that can counter false narratives and 
expand access to higher education for all students. 
 
Research translation can help make an impact  
Researchers and practitioners can impact policy change by making their work accessible to 
the public and to policymakers. Translating complex findings into plain language 
particularly on outcomes, financial aid, and equity gaps is essential for informed policy and 
student decision-making. 
 
EVIDENCE-INFORMED POLICY OPPORTUNITIES 
 

https://www.grassley.senate.gov/news/news-releases/grassley-ernst-colleagues-reintroduce-bipartisan-legislation-to-give-students-clear-estimate-of-college-costs
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/how-obbba-reshapes-student-lending/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/adamminsky/2025/03/06/trump-administration-dismantles-key-student-loan-protections/
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Drawing from the Colloquium’s research insights and the key issues summarized above the 
following policy opportunities can contribute to a more accountable and transparent 
higher education system in the United States.  
 
Federal Level 

• Common Financial Aid and Cost Disclosure: There is bipartisan support for 
legislation requiring all institutions to provide students with standardized, 
comparable information on financial aid packages and total cost of attendance. This 
transparency is foundational to informed decision-making and consumer 
protection. For more, see New America’s work on higher education affordability. 

• Strengthen Consumer Protections: Changes to Graduate and Parent PLUS loans in 
the OBBB, combined with rollbacks of student borrower protections, increase 
financial risk for students. Federal action can restore and strengthen consumer 
protections, including oversight of private student lenders. See the Presidents’ 
Alliance on Higher Education and Immigration for institutional perspectives on 
federal policy impacts. 

• Accreditation Reform: To protect consumers, accreditation standards can include 
quality controls and assurances that new accreditors are held to rigorous standards. 
Accreditation functions as the federal government’s check on Title IV funding; 
weakening it risks opening access to institutions that do not serve students well. 

 
State and Local Level 

• In-State Tuition and Financial Aid Policies: State tuition policies can help protect 
undocumented and immigrant access to higher ed by ensuring in-state tuition rates. 
The successful defense of Kansas’s tuition equity policy demonstrates that 
coordinated state and local advocacy can counter repeal efforts and preserve access. 

• Regional Public Universities and Community Colleges: An often-forgotten 
majority of students attend regional public universities and community colleges, 
where funding is primarily decided at the state and local level. State policymakers 
can prioritize funding for these institutions, which serve as critical access points for 
first-generation, low-income, and immigrant students. See the Aspen Institute 
College Excellence Program for resources on strengthening community college 
leadership and outcomes. 

 
Crosscutting Across Issues 

• Coalition Building: Policy progress on higher education requires sustained, 
coordinated action across institutions, advocates, students, and community 
organizations. Building coalitions that span partisan lines and cut across issue areas 
create the political conditions for reform. 

• Student Support Services: Institutions can assist students by expanding housing 
and food support for students and create flexible financial aid renegotiation 
processes for students and families whose circumstances change during enrollment. 
These wraparound services are especially critical for low-income, immigrant, and 
undocumented students. 

 

https://www.newamerica.org/insights/varying-degrees-2024/affordability/
https://www.presidentsalliance.org/immigration-enforcement-on-campuses-what-you-need-to-know/
https://www.presidentsalliance.org/immigration-enforcement-on-campuses-what-you-need-to-know/
https://www.aspeninstitute.org/programs/college-excellence-program/
https://www.aspeninstitute.org/programs/college-excellence-program/
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CONCLUSION 
 
As debates around the value and outcomes of higher education policy intensify, the 
research insights and policy expertise shared at the Cisneros Research and Policy 
Colloquium on Education point to evidence-informed opportunities for action. As federal 
policy creates new uncertainty and risk—particularly for immigrant students, graduate 
borrowers, and those at community colleges and regional universities—state, local, and 
institutional actors have a critical role to play. By centering transparency, consumer 
protection, access, research translation, and coalition building, policymakers and advocates 
can work to ensure that higher education remains a path to opportunity for all students, 
regardless of background. 
 
ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 
 
New America  
 
New America pioneers a new kind of think-and-action tank: a civic platform that connects a 
research institute, technology lab, solutions network, media hub, and public forum. They 
incubate ideas, policies, and solutions for the new America.  

• New America Higher Education 
• No Place to Land: Housing Insecurity Among Caregiving College Students 
• Enrolled But Not Protected: Young Parenting Students Face Eviction at Alarming 

Rates 
 
Aspen Institute  
 
The Aspen Institute College Excellence Program aims to strengthen higher education 
leadership and practice to improve student outcomes—with the ultimate goal of advancing 
economic mobility and developing talent for the good of each individual and society as a 
whole. 

• Aspen Institute College Excellence Program 
• Unlocking Opportunity Practice Guide 
• The 2025 Aspen Prize for Community College Excellence 

 
Presidents’ Alliance on Immigration and Highter Education  
 
The Presidents’ Alliance on Immigration and Highter Education is an alliance of American 
college and university leaders dedicated to increasing public understanding of how 
immigration policies and practices impact our students, campuses and communities.  The 
Presidents’ Alliance supports policies that create a welcoming environment for immigrant, 
undocumented and international students across campuses. 

• Supporting Mental Health Amid Uncertain Immigration Status: A Higher Education 
Guide 

• Resettled Refugee Students in U.S Higher Education 

https://www.newamerica.org/programs/higher-education/
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/no-place-to-land-housing-insecurity-among-caregiving-college-students/
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/enrolled-but-not-protected-young-parenting-students-face-eviction-at-alarming-rates/
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/enrolled-but-not-protected-young-parenting-students-face-eviction-at-alarming-rates/
https://highered.aspeninstitute.org/
https://highered.aspeninstitute.org/research-reports/unlocking-opportunity-practice-guide
https://highered.aspeninstitute.org/research-reports/2025-aspen-prize-community-college-excellence
https://www.presidentsalliance.org/supportingmentalhealthguide/
https://www.presidentsalliance.org/supportingmentalhealthguide/
https://www.presidentsalliance.org/resettled-refugee-students-in-u-s-higher-education/
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• Breakdown of the Undocumented Student Population in U.S. Colleges and 
Universities (2025) 

 
Cisneros Institute 
 
The Cisneros Institute draws on the intellectual strength of the George Washington University 
and the resources of the nation’s capital to cultivate citizen scholars and innovative research. 
Research produced by the Institute examines current issues facing our country to encourage 
the use of empirical perspectives in national dialogue and decision-making, while the 
Institute’s robust curriculum in leadership and professional development prepares scholars to 
make a difference as leaders for their communities. The Institute produces and elevates 
multidisciplinary, empirical scholarship, while building a pipeline for deeper engagement in 
research for everyone. 

• Current Issues and Opportunities in U.S. Immigration Policy Brief 
• Caminos al Bienestar 
• The Immigrant Youth Project 
• The Im/migrant Well-Being Scholar Collaborative 

 

https://cisneros.columbian.gwu.edu/sites/g/files/zaxdzs4786/files/2025-12/Cisneros%20Institute%20Research%20and%20Policy%20Brief_November%202025.pdf
https://cisneros.columbian.gwu.edu/caminos-al-bienestar
https://cisneros.columbian.gwu.edu/immigrant-youth-project
https://iwbcollab.org/

