Navigating Higher Education in a Shifting Political Landscape

By: Lance Klukas, Campus Security Consultant February 2025

The political landscape in the United States has always influenced higher education, but the challenges
posed by the ever-changing policies of President Donald Trump’s administration have introduced a new
level of uncertainty. As institutions strive to maintain academic freedom, financial stability, and an
inclusive environment for students, faculty, and staff, it is crucial to examine the potential impacts of
executive orders and policy shifts while maintaining a balanced perspective.

Federal Funding and Policy Shifts
One of the most pressing concerns for higher education institutions is federal funding. During Trump's
tenure, various budget proposals have called for cuts to education funding, including reductions to federal
student aid programs such as Pell Grants and public service
loan forgiveness. While these proposals often face opposition
in Congress, they create an unpredictable environment for
students who rely on these financial support systems.
Additionally, changes to research funding and grant
allocations could impact institutions that depend on federal
dollars for scientific and technological advancement.

Impact on International Students and Immigration Policies
Immigration policies under the Trump administration have
significantly affected international students and faculty.
Measures such as travel bans, and visa restrictions have
raised concerns about the ability of international students to
study in the U.S. and contribute to academic diversity. The
administration’s scrutiny of Optional Practical Training (OPT) and H-1B visa programs also create barriers
for foreign scholars and researchers who wish to remain in the country after graduation, potentially
impacting the talent pipeline for STEM fields and beyond.

The Trump administration’s aggressive stance on immigration enforcement has extended to increased U.S.
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) raids, which have heightened fear and uncertainty among
undocumented students and their families. The threat of detention and deportation has led some students
to forgo educational opportunities, while institutions have had to
navigate complex legal and ethical considerations in providing support
and protection for affected students. These policies have placed
additional pressure on colleges to ensure a safe and inclusive
environment for all learners. See my recent memo regarding this topic.

Free Speech and Campus Climate

The debate over free speech on college campuses has been amplified
during Trump’s presidency, with executive orders aimed at ensuring that
institutions uphold free speech protections. While free expressionis a
core value of higher education, the framing of these orders has sparked
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discussions about the potential for political influence over academic governance. The challenge for
colleges is to balance the encouragement of diverse viewpoints with the need to maintain inclusive and
respectful learning environments.

Title IXand Campus Policies

Another major area of concern has been the administration’s revisions and
recently rescinded Title IX regulations, which govern how colleges handle
sexual misconduct allegations. The changes, which emphasize due
process for the accused, have drawn both praise and criticism. While some
argue that these reforms ensure fairness, others worry they may discourage
survivors from coming forward. Colleges have had to adapt quickly to these
regulatory changes, leading to administrative and legal complexities.

The Plan to Dismantle the Department of Education

One of the most controversial proposals from the Trump administration has been the plan to dismantle the
Department of Education. Only Congress can get rid of the agency, so the executive order would mostly
amount to a messaging tactic. But the Trump administration can take other steps to make the agency a
shell of itself, from cutting staff to stopping some programs. Advocates argue that decentralizing education
policy would give states more control and reduce federal oversight. However, critics warn that such a move
could undermine national education standards, reduce funding for public schools and colleges, and create
disparities in access to higher education. If implemented, this plan could lead to significant disruptions in
federal financial aid programs and regulatory oversight, forcing institutions to navigate an uncertain
landscape with fewer resources and less guidance.

Looking Ahead

As higher education navigates this turbulent political climate, institutions must remain adaptable while
advocating for policies that support students, faculty, and research initiatives. Regardless of political
perspectives, the goal remains to preserve the integrity of academia and ensure that education continues
to be a force for innovation and community involvement. While the future remains uncertain, proactive
engagement and informed decision-making will be essential for higher education leaders in the years to
come.
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