


The United States has long been the premier destination for Indian students seeking global

education and career opportunities. However, President Donald Trump’s second-term policies

have introduced sweeping changes to immigration, academia, and workforce dynamics,

creating unprecedented challenges for this demographic. Between January 2025 and March

2025, visa rejections surged by 38%, federal funding for research institutions was slashed, and

over 7,000 Indian students were reported to have overstayed their visas in 2023, triggering

stricter enforcement measures. Concurrently, universities face existential threats as diversity

initiatives are dismantled, and students grapple with soaring tuition costs and diminished post-

graduate prospects. This whitepaper analyzes how these intersecting policies are reshaping the

aspirations of Indian students, forcing many to reconsider their American dreams amid rising

financial burdens, workplace scrutiny, and geopolitical uncertainty.

The Trump administration’s Executive Order 14161, signed on January 20, 2025, mandated a

comprehensive review of visa programs to prioritize national security. For Indian students, this

translated to a 38% year-on-year decline in F-1 student visas issued between January and

September 2024 (64,008 visas compared to 103,495 in 2023) . The State Department

reduced eligibility for visa interview waivers from 48 months to 12 months, requiring thousands

of applicants to attend in-person interviews—a process that delays renewals by 4–6 months .

A proposed elimination of “dual intent” provisions further complicates matters. Under this

change, students must demonstrate “non-immigrant intent” by proving strong ties to India, such

as family assets or employment contracts, effectively penalizing those aspiring for post-study

work opportunities. Immigration attorney Prashant Ajmera notes, “This policy assumes students

are guilty of planning to overstay until proven innocent, reversing decades of precedent” . The

order also introduced “enhanced vetting” protocols, requiring consular officers to scrutinize

applicants’ social media histories and affiliations with organizations deemed “high-risk” .
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Approval rates now vary dramatically across U.S. consulates in India. Chennai processed 52% of

F-1 applications in Q1 2025, compared to 31% in Mumbai and 18% in Kolkata. This inconsistency

stems from uneven staffing and localized interpretations of “national security threats.”

Hyderabad-based consultant Meena Reddy observes, “Students from Telangana face

disproportionate rejections due to the consulate’s focus on IT backgrounds—they suspect tech

graduates will seek H-1B visas” .

Random workplace checks by Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) agents have

escalated since February 2025, targeting sectors like hospitality and retail where students often

work illegally . Arjun, a graduate student in Illinois, recounted quitting his $7/hour café job after

ICE agents questioned his colleagues: “I borrowed ₹42 lakh for this degree—I can’t risk

deportation” . While F-1 visas permit 20 hours/week of on-campus work, limited university

positions push 60–70% of students toward unauthorized off-campus roles.

The administration’s focus on overstays has also intensified. Jessica Vaughan of the Center for

Immigration Studies reported 7,032 Indian visa overstays in 2023, the highest among foreign

nationals . Though this represents just 1.2% of Indian students, policymakers cite it to justify

mandatory biometric tracking for visa holders—a system critics argue criminalizes minor

infractions.

Executive orders signed on January 20, 2025, rescinded federal protections for LGBTQ+, Black,

and Indigenous students while directing agencies to investigate universities with diversity,

equity, and inclusion (DEI) programs . George Mason University President Gregory Washington

warned, “These moves aren’t just ideological—they strip campuses of mental health resources

and anti-discrimination safeguards that international students rely on” . For Indian students,

this regression exacerbates cultural isolation, particularly in states without robust state-level

protections.

The National Institutes of Health (NIH) and National Science Foundation (NSF) suspended $2.1

billion in grants in January 2025, disproportionately affecting STEM fields where Indian students

dominate . At Oregon Health and Science University, 78 ongoing medical studies faced abrupt

termination, displacing 214 graduate researchers—43% of whom were international .

Concurrently, the Department of Education’s proposed accreditation reforms prioritize “American

values” and vocational training over theoretical research, threatening the global competitiveness

of U.S. degrees.
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The UC system lost $121 million in NIH funding under new indirect cost caps, forcing layoffs of

1,200 researchers . Indian graduate student Priya Sharma, whose Alzheimer’s study was

defunded, lamented, “Three years of data collection vanished overnight. My advisor told me to

switch fields or transfer to Canada” .

Annual tuition fees at top U.S. universities now range from $30,000 to $80,000, with living

expenses adding $15,000–$25,000. Adarsh Khandelwal of Collegify reports that 70–80% of

Indian students rely on loans averaging $50,000–$100,000, repayable over 7–10 years .

However, declining post-graduate employment rates—from 67% in 2022 to 49% in 2024 for

computer science graduates—are rendering these investments riskier .

The allure of Ivy League institutions continues to drive enrollment in low-ROI programs.

Khandelwal cautions against pursuing liberal arts degrees, noting, “Political science and history

graduates earn 37% less than engineering peers, yet families still mortgage homes for Columbia

or Yale brands” .

The Indian rupee’s 12% depreciation against the dollar since 2023 has inflated effective loan

burdens by ₹6–₹8 lakh annually . Students like Neha in New York report working 30-hour

weeks illegally to offset this gap: “My parents sold land to pay my fees—I can’t ask for more” .

The Trump administration’s rhetoric has emboldened xenophobic groups, with the FBI reporting

a 22% rise in hate crimes against South Asians in 2024 . At Michigan State University, posters

declaring “H1-Bs Steal American Jobs” appeared near engineering labs, while professors

anonymously describe “chilling effects” on classroom discussions about immigration .

A 2025 Rutgers University study found 68% of Indian students exhibiting moderate-to-severe

anxiety linked to visa uncertainties, compared to 41% in 2020 . Campus counselling services,

however, are overwhelmed, with wait times exceeding six weeks at public universities .

Case Study: University of California System
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Dhruv, a computer science master’s student at Texas A&M, experienced panic attacks after his

OPT application was denied: “I spent ₹35 lakh expecting a job at Amazon. Now I’m ₹18 lakh in

debt with no way to repay” .

Optional Practical Training (OPT) approvals fell by 19% in Q1 2025 as the Department of

Homeland Security implemented “patriotic hiring” quotas favoring U.S. graduates . Even STEM

OPT extensions, previously guaranteed for 24 months, now require employer affidavits proving

“no qualified Americans applied”—a subjective standard that tech firms deem unworkable .

H-1B lottery changes further disadvantage students. The 2025 cap remains at 85,000, but a

new $120,000 minimum salary requirement excludes 72% of entry-level roles typically filled by

international graduates .

In a conflicting move, Trump proposed “Gold Cards”—green cards for graduates investing $5

million in U.S. ventures. However, vague guidelines and high capital thresholds render this

inaccessible to most. As MIT alumnus Rohan Desai lamented, “It’s a PR stunt—how many 22-

year-olds have $5 million?”

Canada’s Post-Graduation Work Permit (PGWP) program, offering 3-year work permits to

master’s graduates, attracted 68,000 Indian students in 2024—a 41% annual increase .

Provincial nominees like Ontario’s Tech Draw prioritize STEM graduates for permanent residency

within six months .

Public universities in Baden-Württemberg and Bavaria reported 29% more Indian applicants in

2025, lured by €0 tuition and 18-month post-study job search visas . However, language

barriers persist, with only 32% of programs taught in English .
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Australia’s Temporary Graduate Visa now offers four-year extensions for students in regional

areas, coupled with 5% lower tuition fees. Indian enrollment surged 55% in 2024, with

Queensland and Tasmania emerging as hotspots .

George Mason University’s 30-member “Trump Response Team” exemplifies institutional

resistance, providing legal aid to students and lobbying Congress to protect research

funding . Conversely, flagship state schools like Ohio State have eliminated DEI offices to

preserve federal contracts, leaving international students without advocacy networks .

The Ministry of External Affairs issued a January 2025 advisory urging students to “avoid

unauthorized work and seek accredited consultants” . Critics argue this shifts blame to victims,

as state-level loan subsidies remain absent.

Analysts anticipate a 25–30% decline in Indian enrollment at U.S. universities by 2026, with

Canada and Germany capturing 60% of diverted applicants . Silicon Valley’s talent shortages

may force tech giants to expand Canadian R&D hubs, accelerating this exodus .
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Long-Term Strategic Shifts

1. University-Industry Partnerships: Northeastern University’s co-op model, securing paid

internships for 93% of international students, should be replicated to enhance

employability .[5]

2. Diplomatic Lobbying: The Indian government must negotiate bilateral agreements

preserving OPT quotas and H-1B pathways .[2]

3. Financial Reforms: RBI-backed education loans with dollar-hedging options could mitigate

currency risks .[1]



The Trump administration’s policies have thrust Indian students into a perfect storm of

bureaucratic hurdles, financial instability, and social marginalization. While the proposed Gold

Card and STEM incentives hint at pragmatism, their implementation remains nebulous against a

backdrop of escalating restrictions. For U.S. universities, the challenge is twofold: resisting

regressive mandates while innovating to retain global talent. As geopolitical tides shift, India

must also confront its role in perpetuating the “American dream” narrative, investing instead in

domestic education reforms that offer viable alternatives to studying abroad. The road ahead

demands resilience, adaptation, and a reimagining of what global education signifies in an era of

rising nationalism.
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