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Letter from the Commission Co-Chairs

Recent years have evidenced increased efforts by those in power to influence and alter the educational
landscape. These efforts at the state and national level have resulted in major shifts to curricular and
co-curricular practices across colleges and universities. Dialogues and debates about critical issues in
society have inundated the field of higher education, with the rhetoric shaping policy trends that affect
individuals and groups across institutional contexts. While policies have encompassed a variety of
concepts, they have overwhelmingly focused on efforts to restrict issues related to the teaching of
critical theories such as critical race theory (CRT), funding for diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI)
structures and initiatives, LGBTQ+ rights and advocacy, and academic freedom. These policy changes
have shaped the experiences of students, faculty, staff, and administrators—particularly those most
marginalized - resulting in the need for collective action.

This 2025 ASHE Presidential Commission on Responding to and Reshaping Higher Education Policy
was created to provide an avenue for meaningful dialogue and mobilization to navigate this moment
for the Association’s members and beyond the academy. It is designed to serve as a national forum for
examining how policy shapes access, affordability, accountability, and student success across diverse
institutional contexts. Its work seeks to bridge research and practice by elevating evidence-based
insights, centering lived experiences, and translating scholarship into actionable policy
recommendations. A central goal of the Commission is to advance equity-focused policy reform by
critically assessing how current and proposed policies impact historically marginalized students,
faculty, and institutions. Through collaborative inquiry, public engagement, and cross-sector dialogue,
the Commission aims to identify pathways for creating more just and sustainable systems of

higher education.

This report outlines how the commission engaged with current trends in educational policy, facilitated
virtual convenings with higher education scholars to discuss policy impact, and will provide strategies
and resources to navigate this moment with purpose. Through this work, the commission hopes to
amplify the ways scholars and practitioners can continue to advocate for equity amongst challenges to
their work.

Kaleb L. Briscoe, Ph.D. Veronica Jones Baldwin, Ph.D.
Co-Chair Co-Chair
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Higher Education’s
Changing Policy Landscape

The current federal government has introduced various initiatives, mandates, and legislation that have
significantly impacted higher education institutions across the nation. These policy actions have
threatened to drastically influence existing structures and functions of higher education, such as public
funding, global engagement, diversity, and Civil Rights protections (ACE, 2025). Shifts in educational
policy have focused on the following areas:

1. Dismantling Federal Education Oversight. The administration has directed the Secretary of
Education to take steps to close the Department of Education, shifting remaining programs to
other agencies beginning in November 2025 (ACE’s Division of Government Relations and
National Engagement, 2025). Many of these programs are being moved to the Department of
Labor (ACE, 2025).

2. Eliminating Race-Conscious Initiatives. The administration attempted to mandate an end to all
federal DEI preferences, programs, and mandates, equating race-conscious programs as violating
anti-discrimination law. A February 2025 "Dear Colleague" letter from the Office for Civil Rights
extended the Supreme Court’s SFFA decision beyond admissions, claiming federal law prohibits the
use of race in hiring, financial aid, scholarships, housing, and graduation ceremonies. The
administration has also launched investigations into institutions with endowments for their DEI
programs (ACE’s Division of Government Relations and National Engagement, 2025). The
administration also eliminated $350 million in discretionary funding for several types of
Minority-Serving Institutions (MSls), identifying demographic eligibility requirements as “racial
quotas” (U.S. Department of Education, 2025).

3. Redefining Title IX and Gender Protections. New federal policy formally defines “sex” as a fixed
biological reality, rescinding Biden-era protections for transgender and LGBTQ+ students (ACE’s
Division of Government Relations and National Engagement, 2025). Additionally, the administration
has mandated that all federally funded institutions prohibit male participation in women'’s sports and
access to female-only locker rooms.

4. Restructuring Research and Science Funding. The administration has frozen existing research
grants and drastically reduced discretionary funding for research, resulting in over 7,800 grants
terminated or frozen and 25,000 personnel dismissed from federal agencies overseeing research.
However, courts have ruled that over 5,000 of these grants must be reinstated (Kozlov et al., 2026).
Another significant change has been the imposition of a 15% cap on indirect cost rates imposed on
National Institute of Health (NIH) and National Science Foundation (NSF) grants, which threatens to
bankrupt smaller research centers and destabilizes the financial models of large research
universities (Lancet Healthy Longevity, 2025).

5. Restricting International Students. Heightened scrutiny of international students has led to visa
cancellations and entry restrictions for nationals from what the administration terms “countries of
concern” (ACE, 2025). Between 2024 and 2025, new international student enrollment declined 17%
(Kozlov et al., 2026).

6. Student Loan and Financial Aid Changes. The administration rolled back student loan forgiveness
and income-driven repayment plans. It has likewise made moves to terminate Public Service Loan
Forgiveness and the Graduate PLUS loan program. The One Big Beautiful Bill (OBBB) also created a
new Workforce Pell, to be administered by state governors (SHEEO, 2026).
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7. ldeological Control. Both state and federal policies have limited what may be taught in the
curriculum and the types of programs allowable on campuses, particularly when they address race,
gender, and other forms of diversity. These restrictions started within states, but have extended to
the federal policymaking arena. For example, an executive order directs the Secretary of Education
to hold accreditation agencies accountable if they require “divisive” DEI practices.

8. Immigration. The administration has recruited thousands of U.S. Immigration and Customs (ICE)
enforcement officers, ramping up enforcement nationwide. These efforts are leading to fear and
disruption, along with questions about enrollment, protests, and safety across college campuses
(Carlson, 2026).

Although the administration sought to dramatically reshape higher education, these efforts have faced
significant setbacks. Litigation has played a particularly important role in blocking or limiting the
implementation of some of these changes. For example, courts have ruled that over 5,000 of the frozen
or terminated NSF and NIH grants must be restored, and Congress has not enacted the administration’s

most significant cuts to federal research agencies (Kozlov et al., 2026). Court orders have also blocked
the implementation of executive orders affecting Title IX (Akin Group, 2026), and the administration
recently dropped a court appeal defending the February 2025 Dear Colleague Letter prohibiting DEI
initiatives in higher education (Blake, 2026).

Table 1 | Project 2025 objectives and federal actions affecting higher education

m Project 2025 Objective | Key Notes Policy Area

EO Issued; Dept. of Abandon redefining EO14168 directed the LGBTQIA,
Court Blocked Education “sex” toinclude elimination of funding education,
sexual orientation for “gender ideology” civil rights
and gender identity and “discriminatory
in Title IX equity ideology”;
Court orders blocked
implementation
EO Issued Dept. of Issue rules and EO 14168 prescribed a LGBTQIA,
Education guidance defining federal definition of sex. | education,
“sex” as a fixed civil rights
biological fact
EO Issued Dept. of Rescind guidance EO14168 dictated that LGBTQIA,
Education adding a “non-binary” federal policy recognizes | education,
optionin civil rights only two genders civil rights
data collection
Dear Colleague | Dept. of Rescind Dear Colleague LGBTQIA,
Letter Issued Education Biden-era Title | Letter Issued education,
rules strengthening civil rights
sexual assault and
discrimination
enforcement
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Mechanism

Project 2025 Objective

Key Notes

Policy Area

EO 142181 Dept. of Cease investigating EO 142181 Issued; Civil | Education,
Issued; DOJ Justice; Title VI disparate rights offices largely civil rights
amended Dept. of impact cases closed; DOJ restricted
regulations for | Education disparate impact analysis;
Title VI of the no racial harassment
Civil Rights cases resolved since
Act of 1964 Trump's return
Legislation Dept. Roll back student Enacted through Student
Signed of Education | loan forgiveness areconciliation bill loans,
and income-driven education
repayment plans
Legislation Dept. Eliminate the PLUS Graduate PLUS Education
Signed of Education | loan program eliminated via
reconciliation bill
Initiated; Dept. of Capindirect Federal agencies Education
Courts Blocked | Defense, cost rates paid imposed 15% cap; Court
Dept. of to universities orders blocked
Education,
NIH, NSF
EO Issued; Dept. of Terminate Public EO 14235 directed Student
Challenged Education Service Loan agencies to restrict PSLF; | loans,
in Court Forgiveness (PSLF) the proposal targets education
those working at
organizations supporting
LGBTQ and immigrant
communities; being
challenged in court
EO Issued; Dept. of Break up the EO 14242 directed the Reorganization,
Implementation | Education Department Secretary to close the education
In Progress of Education department beyond a few
core functions; Programs
shifted to other agencies
(mainly Dept. of Labor)
starting Nov. 18, 2025
EO Issued; Dept. of Threatened to Executive Order 14151 DEI,
Court Blocked | Education cut funding for “Ending Radical and education

educational
institutions with
DEl initiatives

Wasteful Government
DEI Programs and
Preferencing”
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What are the key insights from the research literature about how these
policy changes have been enacted? (e.g., policy problem construction
and policy instruments)

The current movement to upend higher education predates the current administration and is enacted at
both the state and federal levels. Research literature characterizes these policy changes as part of a
coordinated, multilevel campaign leveraging specific discourses, fiscal coercion, and fundamental shifts
in university governance (e.g., Miller et al., 2025; Ward & Rodriguez, 2025). The rollback of Civil Rights
protections and funding for diversity efforts in higher education nationalized changes made at the state
level as part of racial backlash. The rapid proliferation of anti-DEI and anti-CRT legislation at the state
level was facilitated by model legislation drafted by influential groups such as the Manhattan Institute
and the Heritage Foundation (Stewart et al., 2025). Notably, these efforts were justified through a
variety of discursive strategies that served to incite moral panic. These strategies include rebranding
racial justice as discriminatory and equity-focused programming as indoctrination (Jayakumar & Vue,
2025; Shook & Lizarraga-Duenas, 2024). Policymakers have also utilized emotionality to legitimize
dominant norms such as race neutrality, objectivity, and impartiality instead of a race-conscious
curriculum that centers on the experiences of marginalized groups (Briscoe & Jones, 2024b; Jones &
Briscoe, 2025; Lopez et al., 2021). Although not unprecedented, the past year’s anti-diversity policy
actions have used different strategies than prior anti-diversity movements in recent U.S. history. For
example, McCambly and colleagues (2026) found that the administration has leveraged executive
action, funding, and accreditation to coerce institutions into compliance rather than moving through
more traditional legislative or judicial processes.

What are the key insights from the research literature about the
effects of these policy changes?

Loss of Institutional Autonomy. Legislative and executive mandates dictating campus operations have
undermined the traditional independence of higher education and made higher education a tool of
political and ideological control (Taylor & Cantwell, 2024; Phan & Sperling, 2025).

Overcompliance and Self-Censorship. Fear of litigation or losing funding results in repressive
legalism/preemptively overcomplying (Hutcherson, 2025; Pedota et al., 2025), which then results in
students and faculty experiencing psychological harm from the silence of their institutions (Ford et al.,
2025; Pedota et al., 2025; Phan & Sperling, 2025). To avoid political targeting, many faculty have
cancelled courses, removed critical readings, or modified their research (Briscoe et al., 2025; Pedota et
al., 2025). These environments of fear and self-censorship are exacerbated by administrators who fail to
support faculty, leaving individuals to navigate threats to their academic freedom and challenge
misinformation about the value of critical theories and pedagogy (Briscoe & Jones, 2024a).

Consequences for students. Policy shifts have resulted in the loss of supportive and affirming
programming, leading to a lack of resources and feelings of abandonment. Funding freezes, reduced
PhD admissions, and visa restrictions have disrupted the training of the next generation of researchers
across disciplines (Blank, 2025).
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What are the key insights from the research literature about how these
policy changes have been resisted?

Research literature identifies several key strategies used to resist the current wave of attacks on

higher education.

Unified Legal and Advocacy Offensives. Resistance at the highest levels has focused on challenging the
legality and constitutionality of federal mandates. Major higher education associations (ACE, AAU,
APLU) and groups of universities successfully sued the NIH and NSF, securing temporary blocks against
15% indirect cost (IDC) caps (McCambly et al., 2026). These organizations also serve to help institutions
interpret policy, providing legal memos and advocacy guides that help campuses navigate ambiguity and
avoid "anticipatory obedience" to unconstitutional orders (Cho, 2025).

Faculty Resistance and "Interpretive Reimagination." Faculty members, particularly those studying
race, have developed pedagogical and professional strategies to defy censorship. Scholars who uphold
the value of critical theories have strategized ways to navigate ambiguous policy language and to
advocate for the use of critical theories as a means to challenge inequity in the law and educational
practices (Briscoe & Jones, 2024a; Jones et al., 2025; Stewart et al., 2025; Tichavakunda, 2024).

Grassroots Organizing. Resistance also happens "behind the scenes" through daily survival tactics and
student-led activism (Morgan & Davis, 2019). Campus staff have found ways to enact policies in ways to
support marginalized students, either through creative reinterpretation or malicious compliance
(Briscoe & Ford, 2024; Cho, 2018; Duran et al., 2025).

Discursive Resistance. A final layer of resistance is the refusal to accept the harmful rhetoric justifying
these policy changes (Vue & Ly, 2025; Shook & Lizarraga-Duenas, 2024). Opponents in legislative
sessions disrupt the narrative by naming contradictions (e.g., pointing out that the Constitution
originally defined Black people as three-fifths of a person) and refusing to follow "respectability" rules
designed to silence anger toward injustice.
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Summary of Commission Webinars

The ASHE Presidential Commission sought to bring together higher education constituents to engage in
genuine dialogue about the complex policy landscape that affects so many different aspects of college
and university work. The goal was to provide conversations surrounding four different topics, with
invited speakers considered as subject matter experts in those areas leading the discussion. The first
webinar focused on the increasing limitations on federal and state funding, particularly with the
increased uncertainty of support from research agencies to fund equity-based scholarship. For the
second webinar, the dialogue centered on the ways academic administrators are affected by tensions
related to resources, institutional priorities, and providing equity-focused leadership through increased
campus polarization. The third webinar provided insight into the ways that students are navigating
uncertain and harmful campus climates, and the discussion aimed to acknowledge the difficulty of
finding tangible support and affirming spaces within their institutions. For the final webinar, the
commission addressed policy changes that have directly affected the teaching, research, and service of
faculty members across institutions. This conversation was particularly important in discussing threats
to the support of their research agendas, pedagogical practices, and mentorship to minoritized students.

Together, these webinars not only provided expertise from an invited set of panelists to speak on
pressing issues related to shifting policies, but they also allowed for authentic dialogue through
breakout sessions during which time attendees could share their own experiences and strategize how to
move forward in the moment.
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Summary of Commission Webinars

Webinar 1: Navigating Constraints on Federal
and State Funding

Summary of Policy Area

Colleges and universities are confronting a constrained and politicized funding environment shaped by
intensified federal and state scrutiny, shifting research priorities, and policy tactics that target higher
education through culture wars. As highlighted by the panelists, increased oversight of agencies such as
NIH and NSF, coupled with cuts to graduate funding and financial aid, threatens to undermine research
capacity, faculty careers, and access to graduate education. Panelists emphasized that these changes
risk widening equity gaps, racial and structural inequalities, and putting the next generation of scientists
in jeopardy. In response, higher education leaders and professional associations are called to meet this
moment through collective action, clearer institutional guidance, coalition-building, reframing dominant
narratives around equity and quality, and reimagining tenure, productivity, and accountability
structures to sustain equity-focused scholarship amid ongoing policy volatility.

Webinar Information

Colleges and universities are navigating a complex landscape marked by significant limitations on
federal and state funding. The presidential commission hosted an engaging discussion addressing the
challenges faced by campus stakeholders, the increased scrutiny of agencies like the NIH and NSF, and
shifting funding priorities.

The recording is available for rewatch on ASHE’s YouTube account here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?si=8ql7Z5VrKQmYbxZp&v=adiTZUKQU_wé&feature=youtu.be

Key Policy Changes/Challenges:

e Political Attacks and Fear-Based Tactics - The panelists shared that the current administration is
exploiting culture wars to make higher education an easy target. Fear and disinformation serve as a
policy tactic, creating chilling effects meant to intimidate educators, funders, and institutions.
There is a historical continuity to this racial backlash. The current moment echoes post-Civil
Rights retrenchments.

e Losing a Generation of Scientists - Cuts to graduate PLUS loans, along with cuts to research
funding, will disproportionately impact underrepresented students and make graduate school even
more inaccessible. Students and faculty recruited for their perspectives are losing support and
grants, which undermines tenure success and works to undo efforts to diversify the academy.
International scholars are particularly at risk.

e Worsening Equity Gaps - Panelists agreed that funding cuts disproportionately harm minoritized
communities. Cuts affect access to data, curriculum diversity, and financial aid, which all exacerbate
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e systemicinequalities and decrease the capacity of institutions to serve their communities.

Meeting the Moment

For Higher Education Leaders: Panelists emphasized the importance of using this moment to rethink
and reorganize equity efforts. Specifically, institutions have an opportunity to restructure tenure
systems so that the grant losses don’t harm scholars. Funders, institutions, and states will have to work
collaboratively to keep the work going. Storytelling is essential to counter the “equity vs. quality” frame.

For ASHE: Community discussions

e Take forward-thinking approaches and be prepared for changes. Panelists shared the importance of
staying proactive about issues generally targeted by culture wars. For example, because Diversity,
Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) does not have a universal definition, institutions can be more proactive by
developing clear guidelines for faculty, especially as it relates to teaching and research.

e Panelists encouraged to join coalitions within states that are pushing back against these policies,
especially through the legal system.

e Panelists encouraged to have more dialogue about what productivity looks like. Some of these
discussions could be similar to the extensions applied during the COVID era, in addition to having
language acknowledging the current policy landscape in tenure expectations.

Resources:
e AERADiv JWebinar: How Did We Get Here? Right-wing Attacks on Higher Ed
e Featured Panelists Dr. Gary Rhoades (University of Arizona); Dr. Amer F. Ahmed
(University of Vermont)
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Summary of Commission Webinars

Webinar 2: Academic Administrators Navigating
Contentious Environment

Summary of Policy Area

Recent shifts in state and federal policy have created a more constrained and politicized environment
for higher education, particularly for equity-minded leaders and scholars. In this webinar, panelists
described how state political contexts have increasingly shaped what administrators and faculty can
publicly say and do, with red-leaning states moving from relative support for equity initiatives to
regulatory and sometimes punitive approaches that prioritize compliance and jeopardize

academic freedom.

Administrators now face heightened tensions between their scholarly identities and leadership roles,
requiring careful navigation of voice, visibility, and responsibility, often through small, strategic acts of
resistance rather than overt opposition. At the same time, the defunding or dismantling of cultural and
identity-based centers has shifted the burden of support onto departments, informal networks, and
community partnerships, underscoring that equity work is increasingly sustained through collective
action rather than formal structures. Despite this changing policy moment, panelists emphasized that
equity, access, and justice remain deeply embedded in higher education’s mission, carried forward
through asset-mapping, community engagement, and enduring relationships with students,
communities, and foundations—affirming that while the language and structures may be under attack,
the work itself continues.

Webinar Information

In today’s higher education landscape, academic administrators are increasingly called upon to lead
through environments marked by polarization, resource constraints, shifting dynamics, and evolving
social expectations. This webinar explores the pivotal role academic leaders play in managing conflict,
fostering dialogue, and maintaining institutional integrity during times of heightened tension.

Panelists shared that these complex dynamics have intensified fear, defensive institutional postures, and
widespread racial battle fatigue, while also narrowing funding pathways for equity-focused research
and prompting scholars—especially early-career faculty—to reframe, reroute, or privately sustain their
work through discretionary funds, private donors, and trusted networks.

The recording is available for rewatch on ASHE’s YouTube account here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PCBHRa0Qk4Mé&feature=youtu.be

Key Policy Changes/Challenges
Leadership requires navigating double consciousness—balancing one’s identity as a scholar with the
responsibilities of an administrator, especially when responding to systems-level challenges.

e State context significantly shapes academic freedom and public discourse, influencing what faculty
and administrators can say or do in their roles.

e Community engagement and partnerships are essential sources of strength and resilience, especially

as institutional support for equity work is defunded or politically challenged.
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e Faculty of color are experiencing increased taxation and racial battle fatigue, requiring intentional
efforts to create safe, affirming, and sustainable spaces.

e Equity work predates formal DEI language and continues regardless of shifting terminology or
political climates—this historical grounding should inform how we frame and sustain our efforts.

Meeting the Moment

Implications for Policy and Advocacy

e Advocate for faculty autonomy and academic freedom, particularly when state policy pressures
undermine scholarly integrity or restrict research agendas.

e Provide institutional cover and discretionary resources for scholars whose work may be under
political scrutiny, including internal funding and space to continue their efforts.

e Recognize and mitigate the emotional and professional toll on faculty and students, especially
those from marginalized communities, by offering counseling, workload adjustments, or
wellness initiatives.

¢ Normalize public-facing institutional messaging that affirms equity as a core value, even when the
language must adapt to political constraints.

e Shift from reactive to proactive policy planning: In response to the ideological threats posed by
initiatives like Project 2025, institutions should adopt a forward-looking strategy—what some have
called a “Project 2030” approach. A panelist referenced the Boyer 2030 Commission Report as a
powerful and actionable blueprint for such planning. This report outlines a vision for a more
equitable and engaged higher education system and can serve as a foundation for institutional
leaders to anticipate future challenges, articulate shared values, and build structures that are
resilient to political shifts. By aligning with proactive frameworks like Boyer 2030, institutions can
reclaim the narrative and lead rather than simply respond.

Implications for Practice

e Engage in asset mapping to identify existing resources and build internal coalitions across
departments, programs, and centers that can respond to equity challenges collectively.

e (Cultivate and strengthen relationships with community partners to maintain momentum, support,
and credibility—especially when institutional initiatives face defunding or elimination.

e Establish informal networks and communication channels (e.g., faculty-led group chats, community
conversations) that allow for real-time strategy sharing, emotional support, and collective planning.

e Build structures that outlast political cycles by embedding equity in curriculum, faculty hiring,
mentoring programs, and data systems—ensuring sustainability beyond any single policy change.

Recommended Resources

e Social change mapping framework:
https://www.socialchangemap.com/home/understanding-the-framework

e Online Library for Change Makers and Organizing: People, Power, Change:
https://commonslibrary.org/organizing-people-power-change/
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Summary of Commission Webinars

Webinar 3: Supporting Students through Challenging Times
and Institutional Uncertainty

Summary of Policy Area

As mentioned earlier in this report, students across higher education are navigating profound
uncertainty driven by federal and state policy shifts, political hostility, and institutional instability. These
conditions are profoundly shaping student’s academic experiences including sense of safety, access to
the resources and overall well-being particularly for international students, undocumented students,
students of colors, students with disabilities, and those in need of other care and support.

Webinar Information

This webinar provided space to discuss the current challenges students face in the wake of current
policy shifts. This session also focused on how policy constraints, political rhetoric, and institutional
ambiguity are affecting students' everyday lives and their learning. Panelists examined the emotional,
academic, and material consequences of these challenges, while also offering concrete strategies for
educators and institutions who are still committed to supporting students through fear, burnout, and
systemic uncertainty.

The recording is available for rewatch on ASHE'’s Youtube Account here:
https://youtu.be/btwNDDfLE 1w?si=PBOGZc6ZLCby1Xb-

Key Policy Changes/Challenges
Pervasive Climate of Fear and Uncertainty - Students are experiencing heightened anxiety shaped
by state context, identity, and policy changes. Concerns about deportation, ICE presence on
campuses, and surveillance have created fear that is directly impacting enrollment, persistence, and
engagement on campus, particularly at institutions serving minoritized communities.

e Funding Instability and Resource Loss - The loss of assistantships, frozen federal funding, closing of
campus-based identity centers, and broader fiscal uncertainty are destabilizing and jarring for
students’ sense of belonging and their educational journeys. While some leaders are creatively
leveraging donor funds and alumni groups to fill gaps, these stopgap measures highlight deeper
structural problems that will continue to impact student retention for years to come.

e Chilling Effect on Research, Teaching, and Academic Freedom - Even without explicit
acknowledgement of these shifts from campus leaders and stakeholders, students report fear
around research topics due to misinformation, political rhetoric, and Institutional Review Board
(IRB) overreach. Faculty are increasingly tasked with pushing back on IRB processes to protect
students’ right to inquiry. Additionally, some faculty are pushed to relinquish academic freedom (e.g.,
University of North Carolina), which will not only shape what they teach, but influence the next
generation of entering the professoriate.

e Barriers to Basic Needs & Student Well-Being - State level restrictions on Medicaid, private
healthcare, SNAP, and other social safety nets are compounding students’ stress and negatively
affecting their physical, emotional, and academic health. Students are questioning if college is worth
the cost, financially and psychologically.
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e International Student Vulnerabilities - Various complications with I-9s, visa uncertainty (including
H-1B concern), and limited access to employment (on and off campus) are placing international
students at a heightened risk. Meanwhile campuses are struggling to provide clear guidance amid
quickly shifting policies.

Meeting the Moment

For Higher Education Leaders: Panelists emphasized the need for clarity, creativity, consistency, and
care for students. Faculty and administrators are working to create structure in classrooms and advising
spaces to provide students with a sense of normalcy amid chaos. Educators, students, and stakeholders
are called to reimagine advocacy, recognizing that old and new civic engagement strategies are needed
to push toward collective action.

Panelists reminded the audience that in this moment, they must understand institutional and
governmental policies (e.g., visa processes), beyond their own roles/scope, so they can rethink and
expertly navigate the current realities rather than assuming a return to normal.

For ASHE: Community-building and resource-sharing emerged as essential strategies across
professional associations. Panelists highlighted the power of collective spaces, like these webinars, as
they help to reduce isolation, build consensus, and exchange tools for our collective toolkits. Panelists
also agree that more cross convening across higher education organizations is also needed.

Recommended Resources
Immigration, ICE, and Campus Rights & Protections - Resources for understanding policy, institutional
responsibility, and student/faculty rights.

AAUP: Resources for ICE on Campus - Guidance for faculty and institutions navigating ICE presence

and enforcement issues. https://aaup-texas.org/blog/f/resources-for-ice-on-campus

e Higher Ed Immigration Portal - Rights & Protections Hub - Practical guidance for institutions and
|mm|grant students |ncIud|ng Iegal and policy con5|derat|ons

tions-and- |mm|grant -students/

Equity, Access, and Graduate Education - Scholarship and praxis centered on structural inequities in
higher education.
e Fostering Equity and Inclusion in Graduate Education (Edited Volume)
Key strategies and perspectives for transforming graduate education.
https://www.routledge.com/Fostering-Equity-and-Inclusion-in-Graduate-Education-Key-Strategies

-and-Perspectives/Bondi-Tran-Parsons-Kanagala/p/book/9781032758664

Faculty Labor, Wellness, and Academic Precarity - Reflections on care, unwellness, and the realities of

academic labor.

¢ Mimi Cook - “Writing While Adjunct” - A powerful reflection on writing, precarity, and survival in
the academy.
https://www.degruyterbrill.com/document/doi/10.18574/nyu/927814798192386.003.0004/html

e Dear Elia (Duke University Press) - Explores unwellness, care, and what it means to be human in

academic spaces. https://www.dukeupress.edu/dear-elia
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Organizing, Power, and Social Change - Frameworks and tools for collective action and

institutional transformation.

e Organizing: People, Power, Change. A clear, accessible introduction to organizing for social change.
https://commonslibrary.org/organizing-people-power-change/

e The Social Change Framework. A model for understanding how change happens across systems,
relationships, and structures.
https://www.socialchangemap.com/home/understanding-the-framework

Teaching, Pedagogy, and Humanizing Practices - Creative and relational approaches to teaching
and learning.

e Faculty-Created Student Playlist (Spotify) - An example of humanizing pedagogy and co-creation
with students. https://open.spotify.com/playlist/3JwoyGH3BYgU7gkuKtQLJw

Community Colleges, Advocacy, and Equity in Practice - Learning from long-standing access and
equity work.
e Education4All (Ed4All) - Resources & Webinars. Community college-centered advocacy, equity

work, and professional learning. https://education4allhub.com/resources/
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Summary of Commission Webinars
Webinar 4: Changes and Challenges to Faculty Research,
Pedagogy, and Mentorship

Summary of Policy Area

Recent state and federal policy shifts, particularly those targeting DEI and race-conscious work, have
created a shifting climate for faculty teaching, research, and service. Such changes have been marked by
fear, surveillance, and self-censorship. In this webinar, panelists reported altering course content,
scaling back public scholarship, and pivoting research to avoid professional risk, even where formal bans
do not exist. In response, panelists shared how they are strategically grounding their work in
institutional missions, accreditation standards, and professional ethics, using alternative language and
pedagogical approaches to sustain critical inquiry. External networks and professional organizations
have become essential sources of support and protection, while faculty continue to mentor and support
students amid concerns that retreating from visible engagement may reinforce the very inequities these
policies seek to deny.

Webinar Information

Amongst current policy changes in higher education, the teaching, research, and service of faculty at
various institutions have been increasingly challenged. During this webinar, panelists will provided a
space for faculty to discuss the uncertainties they face around research support, pedagogy, and
mentorship to minoritized students.

The recording is available for rewatch on ASHE’s YouTube account here:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nPCNguP1e3k&feature=youtu.be

Key Policy Changes/Challenges
Threat to Academic Freedom and Faculty Autonomy: Legislative scrutiny, DEI restrictions, and
heightened surveillance (e.g., grant audits, classroom monitoring) are constraining faculty’s ability to
teach, research, and engage publicly, leading to self-censorship and diminished scholarly risk-taking.

e Limited Institutional Protection: Panelists reported inconsistent leadership support, especially for
pre-tenure faculty and faculty of color. This has intensified job insecurity and isolation, with limited
trust that institutions will defend faculty under political or legal pressure.

e Constraining Equity-Focused Teaching and Student Support: Policies that promote race-evasive
frameworks limit faculty’s ability to address structural inequities and visibly support
minoritized students.

Meeting the Moment

e Strengthen Collective Protections for Academic Freedom: Advocacy efforts should prioritize
codifying and enforcing academic freedom protections through faculty senates, collective bargaining
agreements, accrediting bodies, and professional associations. These coalition building efforts will
help shift responsibility from individual faculty to collective, policy-backed safeguards.

e Reframe Equity Work Through Mission, Accreditation, and Student Outcomes: Advocacy efforts
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should strategically align equity-oriented teaching, research, and mentorship with institutional
missions, accreditation standards, workforce preparation, and ethical obligations. These efforts will
help make the case that this work is not optional or ideological, but core to institutional
effectiveness and public accountability.

Recommended Resources

e AAUP’s Academic Freedom Field Guide:
https://www.aaup.org/about/programs/protecting-academic-freedom/center-defense-academic-fre
edom/academic-freedom-field

e AAUP’s Academic Freedom First Aid Kit:
https://www.aaup.org/sites/default/files/2025-07/AAUP%20CDAF%20Academic%20Freedom%20
First%20Aid%20Kit.pdf

e Researcher Support Consortium'’s Resources for Researchers (how to work with your institution,
ways to mitigate risk and handle harassment; developing a strategic response) :
https://researchersupport.org/researchers

° AAUP s Resources for Attacks on ngher Ed

—3b518771b7d7a3e5f6310875fb13860d&source email- defendlng higher- educatlon 2&email_ref
errer=email_2626278&email_subject=defending-higher-education
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Overview of ASHE Presidential Session

Anchored in Purpose: Creating Space for Policy Dialogue, Healing, and Advocacy

List of presenters:

Kaleb Briscoe (moderator)
Veronica Jones (organizer)
Crystal Garcia (presenter)

Ryan Miller (presenter)

Jorge Burmicky (presenter)
Roshaunda Breedan (presenter)
Lauren Mena Shook (presenter)

This presidential session was intentionally designed as both a reflective and mobilizing space for higher
education scholars, practitioners, administrators, graduate students, and policymakers navigating an
increasingly volatile policy environment. Anchored in purpose, the session recognized that recent
federal and state policy shifts such as DEI, funding constraints, academic freedom, and governance, are
reshaping the conditions under which higher education work occurs, often in uneven and deeply
personal ways.

At its core, the session acknowledged the emotional, professional, and political toll these policy
dynamics are taking on the higher education community. Rather than focusing solely on surface-level
policy debates, the session centered on what is happening around dominant public narratives. In doing
so, it underscored how ambiguity, surveillance, and politicization are altering faculty research agendas,
pedagogy, mentorship practices, administrative decision-making, and student support structures.
Participants were invited to name the realities of fear, self-censorship, exhaustion, and isolation that
increasingly characterize academic life in certain contexts.

The session moved toward collective sensemaking and action. Through a combination of panel dialogue
and small-group discussions, participants engaged questions related to advocacy, healing, and care.
Some of the questions included: How can scholars meaningfully study and respond to the current policy
moment? What does community care look like amid volatility and uncertainty? How can professional
associations serve as protective, connective, and resourcing spaces for educators and institutions?

The session articulated two interrelated goals. First, it aimed to create space for honest reflection and
collective healing, validating participants’ experiences while emphasizing resilience and shared purpose.
Second, it sought to catalyze advocacy and action, encouraging participants to surface the tools,
resources, networks, and strategies needed to continue their work with greater clarity, protection, and
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Key Insight Implications for Higher Education

Policy Impacts

type, role, and career stage.

Academic Current policy environments reinforce | Institutions and professional associations

Freedom self-censorship and fear among faculty | must proactively protect academic

and Climate and staff. freedom and scholarly integrity.

DEI Policy Vague and shifting definitions of DEI Clear guidance, shared language, and

Ambiguity create uncertainty and risk across proactive communication are necessary
institutional contexts. to mitigate harm.

Uneven Policy effects vary by state, institution | Context-specific and localized

strategies are required rather than
uniform responses.

Emotional and
Professional
Toll

Scholars and practitioners experience
exhaustion, isolation, and moral
distress in the current climate.

Healing-centered spaces and community
care should be treated as essential
institutional responses.

Coalition
Building

Collective action across institutions
and states strengthens resistance and
advocacy efforts.

Strong networks enable shared learning,
mutual support, and coordinated
policy responses.

Asset Mapping

Identifying alternative resources
and institutional strengths
supports adaptability.

Asset-based approaches help
institutions navigate restrictive and
uncertain environments.

Early-Career
Scholar
Vulnerability

Tenure-track and early-career
scholars face heightened surveillance
and professional risk.

Mentorship, explicit protections, and
communities of resistance are
urgently needed.

Research as

Scholarship can document and

Research agendas can function as tools

Professional
Associations

resources, protection, and
collective voice.

Advocacy challenge the effects of for accountability, reform, and
harmful policies. public engagement.
Role of Associations serve as hubs for Inter-association collaboration

strengthens sector-wide advocacy
and support.

Sustaining
Momentum

Change requires continued
engagement beyond
conference spaces.

Follow-up convenings and long-term
organizing are critical for
lasting transformation.

Note. This table summarizes key themes and implications from the ASHE Presidential Session, Anchored in Purpose: Creating
Space for Policy Dialogue, Healing, and Advocacy, convened by the 2025 Presidential Commission for Responding and
Reshaping Higher Education Policy.
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Implications

We hope the work of this Presidential Commission inspires reflection and action among the ASHE
membership and beyond. In that spirit, we offer several implications for various audiences connected to
higher education. This list is not exhaustive, and the policy landscape is changing quickly, but we hope
these considerations can prompt further action.

e Avoid Repressive Legalism: The legal and policy landscape is changing quickly. The role of general
counsel/legal advice in institutional leadership has never been more central, yet legal advice must
take into account the mission, roles, and constituencies of the institution (i.e., the broader
educational mission, beyond risk aversion). College leaders and administrators can become familiar
with critiques of hyperlegalistic approaches to college administration that result in eliminating
programs that are legal and permissible (access Garces’s work on repressive legalism and
institutional responses to hate speech). Access the Alliance for Higher Education's resources for
more information.

o Reevaluate Responses to Executive Orders: One relevant example of the changing policy
environment is illustrative. As of January 2026, the federal administration has dropped its defense of
the Feb. 14,2025 Dear Colleague letter that threatened to withhold federal funding from any
institution that practiced any diversity, equity, or inclusion activity. In response to the initial letter,
many colleges, universities, and systems quickly eliminated programs mentioned in the letter, and
colleges should reconsider these decisions.

e Protect Faculty and Staff from Harassment: Develop and communicate a clear plan and
associated resources for responding when faculty and staff face targeted harassment for their
research, teaching, or other institutional work that may be controversial. For ideas, access Flores’s
work through the University of California National Center for Free Speech and Civic Engagement
on targeted harassment of faculty and staff and the Researcher Support Consortium’s Toolkit
for Institutions.

e Support Student Researchers: Student researchers (particularly graduate students) are concerned
about their research topics and approaches, and whether their topics might make them vulnerable to
retribution or harassment in their current roles or harm their future job prospects. Ideally, students
would be able to have an ongoing dialogue with their major professor/dissertation chair and
committee members about the implications of their research choices and considerations. Student
researchers might also face difficulties in navigating IRB applications, depending on their research
topics, samples, etc. This is another area that should prompt dialogue with the student’s faculty
advisor/dissertation committee. While the key role of the IRB is to protect human participants in
research, there may be times the IRB comments on other aspects of a study’s design or topic, and
faculty advisors might need to be involved in working with the IRB to secure approval. Access
Fostering Equity and Inclusion in Graduate Education.

e Respond Carefully to Surveillance Efforts such as Syllabi Review Mandates: Various states and
university systems (particularly public university systems) are implementing syllabi review and/or
public posting of syllabi to databases or websites. Faculty can strategize with colleagues and
department and college leadership about how to protect themselves from (or respond to)
surveillance or targeting that might result from these syllabi being widely accessible. Access the
AAUP Academic Freedom Field Guide for further resources.
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https://www.aaup.org/about/programs/protecting-academic-freedom/center-defense-academic-freedom/academic-freedom-field

e Educate About Academic Freedom: Faculty can educate and raise awareness about academic
freedom and why a defense of academic freedom is crucial among colleagues and students. Access
the AAUP Academic Freedom Syllabus for more information.

e Evaluate Promotion and Tenure Decisions in the Current Context: Committees and administrators
charged with making decisions about promotion and tenure should consider the barriers to securing
grants and funding for research that faculty face. Innovations and alternative areas of productivity
should be considered and counted to acknowledge the essential work of faculty who conduct
equity-centered research despite challenges to resources. Resources such as tenure clock
extensions enacted during the Covid-19 pandemic may be helpful in the current context.

e Highlight the Crucial Roles of Staff Members: Staff often serve in positions that are front-facing to
students in co-curricular spaces that have been drastically affected by changes to institutional
structures and funding. Individuals in these offices can provide open lines of communication with
students to explain policy changes and create additional avenues of support for organizations.

e Scholarly Associations Can Defend Higher Education: Within conferences and other convenings,
scholarly and professional associations can consider how to mobilize members’ time and expertise to
connect around advocacy efforts related to current policies that threaten higher education.
Consider interrupting “business as usual” at annual conferences to devote focused time to a defense
of higher education. Associations can strengthen resource collaboration with other organizations
through regular communication (e.g., joint emails and newsletters), intentional gatherings of special
interest groups to address shared challenges, and co-published resources.
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