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Executive Summary

The United States has built the world's most powerful system for attracting and educating international talent,
but it has not built a reliable system for retaining that talent. International students and immigrants strengthen
the economy through tuition and consumer spending, tax payments, entrepreneurship, research, innovation,
and participation in essential industries. Yet after graduation, many internationally educated professionals
encounter a fragmented transition marked by limited employer sponsorship, immigration-policy instability,
administrative risk, and unequal access to professional networks.

Roots & Routes examines this transition as an economic, workforce, higher-education, and equity question. It
establishes the scale and economic contribution of international education, describes recent Illinois enrollment
changes, and identifies plausible transition barriers. It does not estimate a national count of graduates lost
because of employer sponsorship decisions or confusion. lllinois is treated as a proposed pilot site and early-
warning case, not as a statistically representative proxy for the United States.

The evidence is strongest on contribution, not attributable loss. The Institute of International Education
reported 1,177,766 international students in 2024-2025, and NAFSA estimated a $42.9 billion economic
contribution supporting 355,736 jobs. Open Doors data show that the total international population rose 12.8%
from 2015-2016 to 2024-2025, while new international enrollment ended 7.9% below its 2015-2016 level after
a major pandemic break. These trends describe the pipeline but do not identify why individual graduates do or
do not enter U.S. employment.

Illinois illustrates the stakes. Public universities reported a 7.9% decline in international enrollment from 2024-
2025 to 2025-2026, with graduate and professional international enrollment falling 14.1%. DePaul University
reported a 25% one-year decline, and the University of Illinois Chicago reported a 4.9% decline overall with a
sharper graduate-level loss. These data do not by themselves prove a single cause, but they coincide with visa-
processing friction, uncertainty over post-completion work, enforcement actions, and a more competitive
global market.

The report identifies four plausible, mutually reinforcing barriers: employer screening and sponsorship
constraints; immigration-policy instability; declining confidence in the education-to-employment pathway; and
unequal access to networks and opportunity. The term 'graduation cliff' is used as an operational hypothesis
for the narrow transition from study to authorized, field-related employment. Its size, causes, and distribution
must be measured directly before any program can claim to close it.

The Global Corporate Bridge Program (GCBP) is a proposed, unvalidated public-interest workforce integration
model. It would connect universities, employers, government, legal-service partners, and community
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Methodology and Limitations

This report is a descriptive synthesis of public quantitative and qualitative evidence. It establishes the scale,
contribution, policy context, and plausible barriers surrounding international education and post-completion
work. It does not contain an original national survey, linked administrative dataset, causal model, or
representative estimate of international graduates lost because of sponsorship rejection, employer
unfamiliarity, or another specific cause. Appendix C presents the data-repository plan, and Appendix D presents
the revised evidence, measurement, validation, and operating framework.

The source cutoff is July 29, 2026. Recent 2024-2026 indicators are used to describe current conditions, not as
a sufficient historical baseline. Appendix D adds a ten-academic-year Open Doors series for total and new
international enrollment. The pandemic is treated as a structural break, and neither the ten-year trend nor
recent lllinois declines are used as causal evidence about sponsorship or employer behavior.

Economic contribution is more directly supported than economic loss. NAFSA estimates contribution using
enrollment, tuition, living-cost, dependent, and support data. Illinois loss scenarios are sensitivity estimates,
not audited losses and not estimates of the graduation cliff. The GCBP is a proposed intervention whose
effectiveness, incremental impact, and cost-benefit profile remain unknown until independently evaluated.

Population boundaries are explicit. International students and recent F-1 graduates are the primary population
for the graduation-cliff hypothesis. OPT participants are a subset of that population. H-1B data include many
workers who were not recent international graduates. Foreign-born workers, undocumented residents, and
Black immigrants provide separate economic or equity context and are not used as proxies or combined into
one cumulative estimate. Claims are labeled as observed, modeled, contextual, or proposed.

Analytical Principles

Use direct administrative or survey data where available and label practitioner evidence separately.

State the year, geography, population, denominator, and status category for headline figures.

Use at least ten years for national trend context where definitions remain comparable; flag structural breaks.
Do not transfer evidence from one population to another without demonstrating the relationship.

Distinguish economic contribution, scenario-based exposure, and measured causal loss.

Treat the graduation cliff and GCBP effectiveness as testable hypotheses until pilot evidence exists.
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Abbreviation Term
CBO Congressional Budget Office
CPT Curricular Practical Training
DHS U.S. Department of Homeland Security
DSO Designated School Official
F-1 Non-immigrant classification for academic students
GCBP Global Corporate Bridge Program
H-1B Non-immigrant classification for specialty occupations
ICE U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement
IE Institute of International Education
NAFSA Association of International Educators
OPT Optional Practical Training
SEVIS Student and Exchange Visitor Information System
SEVP Student and Exchange Visitor Program
STEM OPT Twenty-four-month OPT extension for eligible STEM graduates
USCIS U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services
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PART I

THE TALENT CRISIS

The economic foundation: immigrants, international students, and lllinois's warning signs
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CHAPTER 1

America's Hidden Talent Crisis

The economic value of immigrants in the United States

Core finding: Immigration is not a marginal feature of the U.S. economy. It is a major source of
labor-force participation, tax revenue, entrepreneurship, innovation, and demographic
resilience.

1.1 A National Economic Asset

The United States has long converted migration into economic strength. Immigrants arrive through many
pathways and with widely different levels of education, income, legal status, and family support. They work in
laboratories and hospitals, build businesses, teach, care for children and older adults, construct housing,
harvest food, write software, and sustain local commercial corridors. Any serious economic analysis must
therefore move beyond a single stereotype or sector.

The scale is substantial. Recent estimates place the foreign-born population above 50 million, close to 15% of
the national population. The American Immigration Council's national profile, based on earlier American
Community Survey data, reported that 14.3% of U.S. residents were foreign-born. The Migration Policy
Institute estimated that the number reached 50.2 million, or 14.8%, in 2024. Differences reflect data year and
methodology, but the direction is clear: immigrants are an enduring and growing part of the United States.

More than three-quarters of immigrants are lawfully present as naturalized citizens, lawful permanent
residents, refugees, asylees, or long-term temporary residents. The remaining population includes people
without current status, many of whom have lived in the country for years and are embedded in mixed-status
families, workplaces, schools, and communities. Economic contribution occurs across these categories even
though rights, eligibility, and exposure to enforcement differ.

10
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National indicator Most recent figure used Interpretation
Foreign-born population 50.2 million in 2024 Approximately 14.8% of the U.S. population
Share of civilian labor force 19.1% in 2025 Nearly one in five labor-force participants
Labor-force participation ﬁgﬁ\zf;reri]gn-bom; 61.6% E(l;gphuelghc:\(\)/re]rall participation among the foreign-born
Foreign-born unemployment 4.2% in 2025 Similar to the 4.3% native-born rate

Foreign-born Black o Highest participation among foreign-born race/ethnicity
. 70.4% in 2025
participation groups reported by BLS

Sources: Migration Policy Institute (2026); U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Foreign-Born Workers: Labor Force Characteristics - 2025 (2026).

1.2 Labor-Force Participation and Complementarity

In 2025, foreign-born workers accounted for 19.1% of the U.S. civilian labor force. Their participation rate
was 66.3%, compared with 61.6% for the native-born population. Foreign-born men had a participation rate of
76.9%. These figures show strong attachment to work, although they also conceal important differences by
gender, family responsibility, education, and immigration pathway.

The foreign-born workforce is distributed across the education spectrum. In 2025, 43.2% of foreign-born
workers age 25 and older held a bachelor's degree or higher, while 17.0% had not completed high school. This
dual distribution helps explain why immigrant labor is visible both in advanced professional occupations and in
sectors with persistent recruitment and retention challenges.

Immigrants affect the economy in more than one way. Some fill roles that are hard to staff, while others work
alongside U.S.-born workers in jobs where skills overlap. Their work can help businesses expand, but they also
create demand when they rent homes, buy goods and services, pay taxes, care for family members, and start
companies. The result is not a fixed competition for a limited number of jobs; local effects vary by occupation,
place, and time.

1.3 Taxes and Fiscal Contribution

Immigrants pay income, payroll, sales, property, and excise taxes. An American Immigration Council analysis
of the 2022 American Community Survey estimated that immigrant households paid $382.9 billion in federal
taxes and $196.3 billion in state and local taxes, or approximately $579.2 billion combined. These payments
support infrastructure, schools, public safety, health systems, Social Security, Medicare, and other public
functions.

Undocumented residents also pay substantial taxes despite being ineligible for many federal benefits. The
Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy estimated that undocumented immigrants paid $96.7 billion in
federal, state, and local taxes in 2022. The study further estimated that work authorization

11
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1.5 Demography, Growth, and the Limits of Projection

Immigration can help maintain the number of working-age people as the U.S. population grows older and birth
rates remain below replacement level. More working-age residents can support local demand, fill jobs, and
contribute payroll taxes that help finance Social Security and Medicare. The effect is especially important in
regions losing younger workers.

In 2024, the Congressional Budget Office estimated that the immigration surge beginning in 2021 would
increase nominal gross domestic product by $8.9 trillion over 2024-2034, including a $1.3 trillion increase in
2034. CBO attributed the projected growth to a larger population and workforce, shifts in employment,
productivity, and short-term economic effects. Its 2026 outlook later noted that lower cumulative net
immigration estimates would reduce the size of that boost. These projections depend on future migration and
economic assumptions; they are estimates, not guaranteed outcomes.

The appropriate conclusion is not that every form or level of migration produces the same result. It is that
population and labor-force policy are economic policy. Abruptly reducing the number of working-age people,
students, researchers, and entrepreneurs has consequences for growth, public finance, and regional
competitiveness.

1.6 Implications
® Immigrant economic contribution is broad, but it is not uniform across people, places, or time.
® Work authorization and skill utilization influence tax revenue and long-term fiscal outcomes.

® The United States gains when education, licensing, employment, and immigration systems allow people
to use their skills.

® Talent policy should be evaluated by its effects on growth, innovation, institutions, families, and regional
labor markets - not by slogans alone.

13
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CHAPTER 2

International Students: America's Hidden Export Industry

Economic activity, research capacity, and the education-to-workforce pipeline

Core finding: International students are students first, but their tuition and living expenditures also
make higher education a major service export. Their value extends beyond spending to research,
innovation, and future workforce capacity.

2.1 Scale and Composition

The Institute of International Education (lIE) reported that U.S. colleges and universities hosted 1,177,766
international students during the 2024-2025 academic year, a 5% increase from the prior year and an all-time
high. International students represented approximately 6% of U.S. higher-education enrollment. The total
included 488,481 graduate students pursuing master's or doctoral degrees (41.5%), 357,231 undergraduate
students (30.3%), 294,253 students on Optional Practical Training (25.0%), and 37,801 non-degree students
(3.2%). Graduate study therefore represented the largest academic-level group.

Optional Practical Training (OPT) is a temporary period of employment authorization that allows eligible F-1
students to gain work experience related to their field of study, generally after completing a degree. It is not a
separate degree level or permanent immigration status. India was the largest place of origin, with 363,019
students, followed by China with 265,919. IIE reported that 57% of international students across academic
levels pursued science, technology, engineering, and mathematics fields.

The national total can obscure emerging weaknesses. IIE's fall 2025 snapshot of more than 825 responding
institutions found a 1% decline in the overall international population, including OPT. Graduate enrollment
declined by 12%, non-degree enrollment by 17%, and new international enrollment by 17%. Undergraduate
enrollment increased by 2% and OPT participation increased by 14%. The 17% figure applies to new entrants,
not the entire international student population; it is a leading indicator of future pipeline risk.

14
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Measure 2023-2024 2024-2025 / Fall 2025
Total international students 1,126,690 1,177,766
Share of U.S. higher education About 6% About 6%
Economic contribution $43.8 billion $42.9 billion
Jobs supported 378,175 355,736
New-student trend Roughly stable Down 17% among new entrants; leading indicator
Graduate trend Record level Down 12% in fall 2025 snapshot

Sources: IIE Open Doors 2024 and 2025; IIE Fall 2025 Snapshot; NAFSA Economic Value Tool 2024 and 2025. Note: the 17% decline applies to new

international enrollment, not the total population.

International Student Enrollment Changes, Fall 2025

Percentage change from fall 2024 among 828 responding U.S. institutions

New international students* -
Non-degree students -
Graduate students -

Overall population (incl. OPT) -
Undergraduate students -

OPT participants -

i i ' i ] i i
-20% -15% -10% -5% 0% +5% +10%
Year-over-year change

Figure 1. International Student Enrollment Changes, Fall 2025
Source: IIE Fall 2025 International Student Enrollment Snapshot.

2.2 Economic Contribution

NAFSA estimated that international students contributed $42.9 billion to the U.S. economy during 2024-2025
and supported 355,736 jobs. The figure was 2% below the record $43.8 billion estimated for 2023-2024.
Spending supports higher education, housing, food service, retail, transportation, telecommunications,

insurance, and other local activity.

Much of the money used for tuition and living costs originates outside the United States, making international
education comparable to an export: value is produced in the United States and purchased with foreign-source

funds. The economic contribution is not simply university revenue. A student rents

15
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an apartment, buys groceries, pays transit costs, uses health services, and supports employment across a local
network.

The $42.9 billion 2024-2025 contribution estimate was approximately $0.9 billion below the $43.8 billion 2023-
2024 actual. Separately, NAFSA and JB International projected a 2025-2026 contribution of $41.8 billion - more
than $1.1 billion below the 2024-2025 actual - and nearly 23,000 fewer supported jobs. That projection reflects
an estimated 7% decline in enrolled students excluding OPT, informed in part by the 17% decline among new
students. The two figures describe different comparisons and are not contradictory.

International Student Economic Impact

= Economic contribution U.S. jobs supported

$43.8B -2.1% $42.98 400K - 378,175 =5.9%

355,736

350K -

300K -

250K -

Jobs

200K -

Billions of dollars

150K -

100K -

T )
2023-24 2024-25

4 g
2023-24 2024-25

Figure 2. International Student Economic Impact, 2023-2024 to 2024-2025
Source: NAFSA International Student Economic Value Tool, 2024 and 2025.

2.3 Institutional and Research Value

International students are part of the operating capacity of many universities. Their tuition and living spending
support course sections, student services, housing, and specialized programs. At the graduate level, they also
serve as teaching assistants, research assistants, laboratory members, and collaborators. Because graduate
and non-degree students often generate higher tuition and living expenditures, a decline concentrated in those
groups can have a larger institutional effect than the headline enrollment rate suggests.

The institutional value is not purely financial. International graduate students help sustain research teams,
faculty projects, grant timelines, and advanced courses; abrupt losses can delay experiments, reduce teaching
capacity, and weaken programs that depend on a continuous talent pipeline. International classrooms and
alumni networks also support scientific exchange, trade, diplomacy, and cross-cultural competence. These
benefits are difficult to monetize, but they are central to university competitiveness.

Dependence creates vulnerability. Institutions that build programs around rapid international growth without
diversifying enrollment or preparing for policy disruption may face sudden shortfalls. The answer is not to treat
students as revenue units. It is to integrate international education into responsible enrollment planning,
student support, and workforce strategy.

16
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2.4 The Education-to-Employment Link

For many students, the opportunity to gain practical experience is part of the value proposition of U.S.
education. Curricular Practical Training supports authorized training connected to the curriculum. Optional
Practical Training generally provides up to 12 months of post-completion work authorization related to the
student's field, and qualifying STEM graduates may seek a 24-month extension under additional employer and
training-plan requirements.

Practical training is not permanent status, and participation does not guarantee H-1B selection or a green card.
It is a bridge. When the bridge is predictable, graduates can contribute skills while employers evaluate them.
When it is unstable, students discount the value of U.S. education and employers avoid candidates they do not
understand.

2.5 A Warning Inside Record Enrollment

Record totals should not produce complacency. Enrollment is a lagging indicator. A student counted in 2024-
2025 may have decided to enroll years earlier. New-student decline, visa appointment delays, fewer graduate
entrants, and rising uncertainty can affect budgets and workforce supply later.

The strategic question is whether the United States will remain the easiest place for talented students to
imagine a future. Other countries increasingly market clearer post-study work options and more legible
pathways to permanent residence. American universities retain powerful advantages, but reputation alone
cannot overcome indefinite uncertainty.

2.6 Implications

® Treat international education as both an academic mission and an export sector.
Monitor new-student and graduate enrollment, not only total headcount.

Connect international offices, career services, employers, and qualified legal counsel.

Protect students from being reduced to tuition revenue or used as instruments in institutional conflict.

Make the transition from study to authorized work clear, lawful, and understandable.

17
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CHAPTER 3

lllinois: An Early Warning

Enrollment contraction, institutional exposure, and the Chicagoland impact

Core finding: lllinois remains a major international-education state, but 2025-2026 public-university
and Chicagoland data show a sharp graduate-level contraction with direct implications for university
finance, research, and regional talent supply.

3.1 Statewide Enroliment Shift

Illinois hosts major public and private research universities, globally recognized professional schools, and one
of the nation's largest metropolitan economies. Open Doors reported 66,635 international students in lllinois
during 2024-2025, ranking the state among the leading U.S. destinations. NAFSA estimated that international
students and their dependents generated approximately $2.4 billion in economic activity in lllinois through
tuition and day-to-day spending; the figure is not state tax revenue or a direct GDP measure.

The Illinois Board of Higher Education's First Look report for fall 2025-2026 identified a different direction inside
public universities. International enrollment fell from 24,201 to 22,283, a loss of 1,918 students, or 7.9%.
Graduate and professional international enrollment fell by 2,178 students, or

14.1%, while international undergraduate enrollment rose modestly.

The level pattern matters. Graduate students are more likely to be engaged in research, technical programs,
and the immediate post-graduation employment pipeline. A graduate decline can therefore affect university
operations and regional workforce supply more quickly than an equivalent undergraduate decline.

Institution or system

Earlier enrollment

Later enrollment

Change

Illinois public universities

24,201 (2024-2025)

22,283 (2025-2026)

-1,918 (-7.9%)

Graduate/professional international, statewide Prior-year base 2025-2026 -2,178 (-14.1%)
DePaul University 3,566 (2024-2025) 2,676 (2025-2026) -890 (-25.0%)
DePaul graduate F-1/J-1 2,248 (2024-2025) 1,384 (2025-2026) -864 (-38.4%)
University of Illinois Chicago 4,189 (Fall 2024) 3,983 (Fall 2025) -206 (-4.9%)
UIC graduate international Fall 2024 base Fall 2025 -216 (-9.6%)

Sources: IBHE First Look Fall Enrollment 2025-2026; DePaul Global Engagement Student Mobility Report 2026; UIC Office of Institutional

Research 2024 and 2025.

18
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International Enroliment at lllinois Public Universities

25K - 24,201

22,283

20K -

1,918 fewer students (—7.9%)

=
u
~

Students

10K -

OK - ] v
2024-25 2025-26

Figure 3. International Enrollment at Illinois Public Universities
Source: lllinois Board of Higher Education, First Look Fall Enrollment 2025-2026.

3.2 Chicagoland Case Studies

DePaul University

DePaul experienced the most severe contraction documented in the source report. Total international
enrollment fell from 3,566 in 2024-2025 to 2,676 in 2025-2026, a loss of 890 students (25.0%). Graduate visa-
holding enrollment fell from 2,248 to 1,384, a loss of 864 students (38.4%). Programs in computing, digital
media, and business were especially exposed because they enrolled large international cohorts.

The pattern does not prove that a single federal action caused the decline. Institutional recruitment strategy,
program mix, price, competition, country-of-origin concentration, visa processing, and perceived post-study
opportunity can all contribute. It does show the risk of relying on rapid growth without a resilient transition
strategy.

University of lllinois Chicago

UIC's total international enrollment fell by 206 students (4.9%) between fall 2024 and fall 2025. Undergraduate
international enrollment was comparatively stable, while graduate international enrollment fell by 216
students (9.6%). This is significant for a public research university whose engineering, computing, health, and
laboratory programs depend on graduate talent.

Because UIC is closely connected to Chicago's public, health, and technology sectors, graduate decline is not
only a campus matter. It can narrow the regional pipeline of students moving into research, authorized practical
training, and longer-term employment.

19
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University of Chicago
The University of Chicago was more stable in the period reviewed. Its global reputation, endowment, doctoral
funding, and professional-school mix provide buffers that are not available to every institution. Its relative

stability should be interpreted as an institutional difference, not as evidence that the broader environment is
risk-free.

Latest International Enroliment Change in Illinois

DePaul University -
lllinois public-university total -
University of Illinois Chicago -

University of Chicago - +0.5%

-30% 25% 20% 15% 10% 5% 0% 5%
Percent change

Figure 4. Latest International Enrollment Change at Selected lllinois Institutions
Source: IBHE; DePaul Global Engagement; UIC Office of Institutional Research; University of Chicago Registrar. Reporting periods vary by institution.

Northwestern University

Northwestern's 2024-2025 international report counted 5,195 enrolled international students; international students
represented 11% of undergraduates and 28% of graduate students. NAFSA's analysis estimated that Northwestern
international students and their dependents contributed nearly $349 million to the local economy and supported 3,690
jobs. Comparable 2025-2026 trend data were not available at the report's cutoff, so Northwestern is presented as a
major regional exposure case but is not included in Figure 4's change comparison.

3.3 Economic Exposure

Applying transparent per-student ranges to the 1,918-student public-university decline produces an estimated
annual reduction of approximately $69 million to $96 million in tuition and local economic activity. The range
uses $36,000 to $50,000 per student and should be read as a scenario, not an audited loss statement.

Using NAFSA's national relationship of roughly one supported U.S. job for every three international students, a
1,918-student decline corresponds to approximately 639 supported jobs. This estimate captures scale; it does not
mean that each missing cohort causes a specific worker to lose a job.

Scope Students lost Low scenario High scenario
DePaul University 890 $32.0 million $44.5 million
University of lllinois Chicago 206 $7.4 million $10.3 million
Illinois public-university total 1,918 $69.0 million $95.9 million

Authors' scenario using documented enrollment changes and per-student ranges of $36,000 and $50,000. Not an audited institutional revenue
estimate.
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Estimated Annual Economic Loss from Enroliment Decline

$44.5M
DePaul University
$32.0M

$10.3M

University of Illinois Chicago
$7.4M

$95.9M

lllinois public-university total
HE |ow scenario
B High scenario

SOM $20M $40M $60M $80M $100M
Estimated annual reduction in economic activity

Figure 5. Estimated Annual Economic Loss from International Enrollment Decline
Source: Roots & Routes calculations using documented enrollment changes and per-student scenarios of $36,000 and $50,000.

3.4 What lllinois Should Do

® Create a statewide dashboard for international enrollment, field of study, degree level, practical
training, and regional economic contribution.

® Use country-of-origin concentration dashboards to identify overreliance on a small number of markets, then build
recruitment and scholarship partnerships across multiple regions, including emerging corridors in Africa and Latin
America. Diversification should expand access and resilience, not impose nationality quotas.

® Embed career and lawful-work pathway planning into first-year advising, with field-specific employer engagement
beginning at least 12 months before graduation.

® Provide small and mid-sized employers with neutral education on lawful hiring and sponsorship
processes.

® Protect university autonomy and student due process while maintaining clear compliance standards.

® Treat international talent retention as part of Illinois's workforce, innovation, and
economic-development strategy.
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PART Il

FOUR CONVERGING BARRIERS

Sponsorship, policy instability, institutional exposure, and unequal exclusion
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CHAPTER 4

The Sponsorship Gap

Why qualified graduates struggle to move from education into the U.S. workforce

Core finding: The central problem is not simply a shortage of talented graduates or interested
employers. It is a coordination failure between education, recruitment, immigration compliance,
and long-term workforce planning.

4.1 A Transition Problem

International graduates do not move through a single pipeline. They move through overlapping systems with
different rules and incentives: university enrollment, SEVIS reporting, career services, employer recruiting,
work authorization, licensing, immigration petitions, and personal financial planning. A failure in any one
system can break the transition.

Universities are structured to educate students and maintain status compliance. Career centers are structured
to support job searches. Employers are structured to fill roles and control risk. Immigration counsel is
structured to advise on law. None of these actors necessarily owns the complete education-to-retention
pathway.

This report calls the resulting coordination problem a sponsorship gap, but no national dataset identifies how
many otherwise-qualified graduates are rejected because an employer will not sponsor, misunderstands
immediate work authorization, begins planning too late, or has another reason. The mechanism is plausible
and supported by practitioner experience and international evidence, but its U.S. prevalence and causal weight
remain unmeasured.

4.2 The H-1B Bottleneck

The H-1B classification is one common longer-term pathway for specialty-occupation employment, but it is
numerically limited for most private-sector employers. Federal law provides a nationwide regular cap of 65,000
and an additional 20,000 places for eligible holders of advanced U.S. degrees. These numbers apply to cap-
subject employment across the country; universities and certain nonprofit or governmental research
organizations may qualify for cap-exempt petitions.

USCIS reported 343,981 eligible registrations for fiscal year 2026 and selected 118,660 unique beneficiaries,
resulting in 120,141 selected registrations. Registrations are not a complete measure of economy-wide labor
demand, but they show that employer demand for access to the cap substantially exceeded the available
statutory numbers even after beneficiary-centric selection reduced duplicate registrations.
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Some institutions and organizations are exempt from the annual cap, and other visa or immigrant categories
may fit particular circumstances. Those alternatives are fact-specific and require qualified legal analysis. A
public workforce program should educate participants and employers about the existence of pathways without
promising eligibility or outcomes.

Stage

Graduate experience

Employer experience

Common failure

Recruitment

Asked about future sponsorship
before job fit is assessed

Uses a blanket screen to reduce
complexity

Qualified candidates never reach
interview

Offer

Needs timing and compliance
clarity

Uncertain about practical-
training rules

Offer delayed or withdrawn

OPT/STEM OPT

Must maintain
reporting and field-
related employment

May need E-Verify and Form 1-983
obligations

Compliance responsibility is unclear

Faces selection uncertainty and

H-1B planning deadlines Faces legal, filing, and internal costs Planning begins too late
Long—t.erm Needs a viable status strategy Mu§t assess role, wage, and Employfze leaves after avoidable
retention business need uncertainty

Roots & Routes synthesis of USCIS, SEVP, university, and employer-process requirements. Individual cases require

legal advice.

4.3 Employer Friction: Evidence and Limits

Large employers may have experienced immigration teams, while smaller employers may not. The United
States lacks a nationally representative cause-coded estimate of employer nonparticipation. A 2025 United
Kingdom Graduate Route evaluation of 2,951 users found that three quarters experienced job applications as
difficult and half as very difficult; reported barriers included employer unfamiliarity with the route and
unwillingness to sponsor junior positions. That evidence supports measurement of the mechanism, but it
cannot be transferred as a U.S. rate.

This friction produces a market failure. A company may have a genuine need and a qualified candidate but still
avoid the hire because the process feels exceptional. Shared education, standardized internal planning, and
access to counsel can reduce friction without weakening legal requirements.

The objective is not to pressure employers into sponsorship. It is to ensure that decisions are informed. An
employer should be able to distinguish immediate work authorization from future sponsorship, understand its
own obligations, and assess a candidate on the same professional criteria applied to others.

4.4 The Network Gap

Immigration status is not the only barrier. International students may have limited U.S. work history, fewer
family or alumni connections, unfamiliarity with recruiting norms, and less access to internships that lead to
offers. Students from institutions with small international offices or weak employer networks face additional
disadvantages. These barriers are not evenly distributed.
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For Black and African international students, the network gap can be layered: they may encounter both the
immigration barriers faced by international students and racial inequities in U.S. recruiting and professional
advancement. A program that addresses documentation but ignores mentoring, belonging, and discriminatory
screening will not close the transition gap.

4.5 Closing the Gap

Begin career and immigration-process education in the first year of study.

Separate job-fit assessment from uninformed blanket screening.

Create employer-facing guides that explain immediate work authorization and future planning.
Provide timely referrals to qualified immigration counsel.

Build alumni, mentors, and industry networks for students with limited U.S. social capital.

Track the points at which qualified candidates exit the pipeline.
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CHAPTER 5

Policy Instability and the International Student System

How regulatory change alters educational and workforce decisions

Core finding: International education depends on predictable rules. Even when a policy affects a
narrow group, uncertainty can change the behavior of students, institutions, and employers far
beyond the immediate legal target.

5.1 The Regulatory Framework

F-1 students are admitted for academic study at schools certified by the Student and Exchange Visitor Program.
Institutions issue the Form I-20, designated school officials maintain required records, and SEVIS tracks status-
related events. Students must pursue a full course of study, report required changes, and follow rules governing
employment and program completion.

The framework depends on institutional compliance and student compliance. It also depends on administrative
accuracy and due process. A terminated SEVIS record can interrupt study and work authorization, while the
loss of school certification can affect an entire international population.

Policy risk can arise from legislation, regulation, presidential action, agency guidance, visa adjudication,
enforcement priorities, litigation, and technical implementation. These layers can move at different speeds,
leaving institutions responsible for explaining rules that are still changing.

5.2 Online Learning and the 2020 Precedent

In July 2020, ICE announced that international students at institutions operating entirely online because of
COVID-19 could not remain in the United States. Harvard University and the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology challenged the directive, and the government rescinded it. The episode showed how quickly an
administrative announcement could disrupt housing, travel, academic planning, and institutional operations.

The longer-term significance was psychological as well as legal. Students learned that a policy change could
place their status at risk even when their academic performance had not changed. Institutions learned that
international enrollment could become an operational contingency overnight.
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5.3 Duration of Status and the 2026 Final Rule

For decades, most F-1 academic students and J-1 exchange visitors were admitted for "duration of status"
(D/S), meaning their lawful stay was tied to maintaining an approved program rather than to one fixed
expiration date on Form I-94. The rule also addresses I-category representatives of foreign information media.
M-1 vocational students were already generally admitted to a fixed date.

On July 17, 2026, DHS finalized a change scheduled to take effect on September 15, 2026. Under the new
framework, affected F, J, and | nonimmigrants will receive a fixed period of admission. Those who need
additional time to complete a program or approved activity generally must request an extension from USCIS
before that period ends. Transition rules apply to people already admitted for duration of status, and
institutions and students should follow current DHS guidance and qualified legal advice.

In practical terms, students in long programs, people changing educational objectives, and institutions
managing program dates will need to track admission deadlines as well as academic records. The change may
also influence how prospective students compare the predictability of U.S. study with other destinations.

5.4 Institutional Enforcement and Harvard

In May 2025, DHS announced action to terminate Harvard University's SEVP certification. On June 4, 2025, the
President issued a proclamation suspending and limiting entry for certain foreign nationals seeking to study or
participate in exchange programs at Harvard, subject to exceptions and a six-month period unless extended.
The university challenged federal actions, and courts became central to implementation.

This report takes no position on every disputed factual allegation. The policy lesson is narrower: using
international-student certification in a conflict between the federal government and an institution creates
consequences for students who may have no role in the dispute. It can also make institutional certification
itself appear politically contingent.

5.5 Travel, Visa Processing, and Entry Restrictions

Entry restrictions and consular processing determine whether admission to a university becomes physical
enrollment. Students from affected countries may face limited appointment availability, administrative
processing, higher costs, or uncertainty about travel during academic breaks.

The impact can extend beyond people directly covered by a rule. Families and students make forward-looking
decisions. If they believe entry, reentry, or post-study work is unpredictable, they may choose another
destination before filing an application. Universities then see the effect as a recruitment decline rather than a
formal denial.
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5.6 SEVIS Termination and Due Process

SEVIS termination is a high-impact action because it can affect status, employment authorization, and the
ability to continue a program. In 2025, reports of large-scale student-record terminations led to litigation and
emergency institutional response. Some records were later restored while legal questions continued.

A sound system requires accurate grounds, notice, an understandable process, and a meaningful opportunity
to correct errors. Security and compliance objectives are not inconsistent with due process. Inaccurate or
opaque action undermines both legitimacy and institutional cooperation.

5.7 OPT and STEM OPT

OPT and STEM OPT are central to the education-to-employment bridge. Standard post-completion OPT
generally permits up to 12 months of field-related practical training. Qualifying STEM graduates may seek a 24-
month extension, subject to employer eligibility, reporting, and a formal training plan.

Restrictions, processing delay, or uncertainty around practical training reduce the expected value of U.S.
degrees, particularly in graduate STEM programs. Conversely, predictable practical training gives employers
time to evaluate talent and gives graduates experience that can be used in the United States or elsewhere.

5.8 Principles for Stable Policy

Provide adequate notice and implementation time for major rule changes.
Publish plain-language guidance for students, institutions, and employers.
Protect due process in SEVIS and certification actions.

Avoid using students as leverage in disputes with institutions.

Preserve lawful practical training while enforcing clear employer and student obligations.

Collect and release data that allow the public to evaluate policy effects.
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CHAPTER 6

Institutional Risk

SEVP certification, financial exposure, and operational resilience

Core finding: International-student risk is an enterprise risk. It belongs in university governance,
finance, compliance, academic planning, communications, and student support - not only in the
international office.

6.1 What Certification Means

SEVP certification allows an institution to enroll F and M students and issue the Forms I-20 required for student-
visa processing and status. Schools must maintain records, employ designated school officials, report required
events, and comply with federal regulations.

Withdrawal or loss of certification can prevent new enrollment and force current students to transfer, change
status, or depart, depending on the circumstances and official instructions. The immediate consequences
extend to students, but the financial and reputational consequences reach the institution.

6.2 Historical Lessons

Federal enforcement has closed or restricted institutions associated with fraud, deficient academics, or
compliance violations. Those cases demonstrate the legitimacy of certification oversight. They also
demonstrate the human cost when students have limited warning or transfer options.

The 2025 Harvard conflict introduced a different institutional-risk scenario: certification and entry restrictions
became part of a broader dispute between a major university and the federal government. Whether or not
similar action is repeated, boards and presidents must now treat federal-student-policy conflict as a plausible
risk.
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CHAPTER 7

Economic Contribution and Equity Context

Black immigrants, African international students, and lllinois's exposure

Core finding: A system can lose talent in the aggregate while distributing the harm unequally. Black
immigrants and African international students face overlapping immigration, racial, financial, and
network barriers that require explicit attention.

7.1 Who Is Included

In this report, Black immigrants are foreign-born people who identify as Black or of African descent, including
people from African nations and the Caribbean. This population includes citizens, permanent residents,
refugees, asylees, temporary residents, undocumented residents, students, and people in mixed-status
families.

The lllinois Department of Human Rights Task Force on Black Immigrants estimated that approximately 85,000
Black immigrants lived in lllinois using 2019-2023 American Community Survey data and cautioned that the
number may be understated. The task force estimated that approximately 129,000 lllinois residents lived in
households headed or shared by Black immigrants, including U.S.-born family members.

Illinois indicator Estimate Source or note
Black immigrant population Approximately 85,000 ACS 2019-2023; lllinois IDHR Task Force
Residents in Black immigrant households Approximately 129,000 Includes U.S.-born family and household members
Largest Black immigrant origin group Nigeria, approximately 25,000 Authors' synthesis of task-force and ACS data
International students in lllinois 66,635 in 2024-2025 Open Doors / NAFSA lllinois profile
Annual international-student contribution Approximately $2.4 billion NAFSA economic-value estimate
Nigerian students in lllinois Approximately 1,399 Source-report estimate from lllinois origin shares

Sources: lllinois IDHR Task Force on Black Immigrants (2025); ACS 2019-2023; IIE Open Doors and NAFSA Illinois data (2025).
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7.2 Economic Contribution

Black immigrants contribute through wages, taxes, entrepreneurship, caregiving, education, health care,
technology, public service, and neighborhood commerce. BLS reported a 70.4% labor-force participation rate
for foreign-born Black people in 2025, the highest among the foreign-born race and ethnicity groups presented
in its release.

Public evidence supports substantial labor-force, tax, business, and community contributions by Black
immigrants. It does not establish a causal economic-loss estimate for Black international students or for the
graduation cliff. This revised edition therefore does not use a population-wide Black immigrant benchmark to
estimate outcomes for international graduates.

The defensible conclusion is that economic contribution is demonstrated, while the magnitude of preventable
loss remains an open empirical question. Future analysis should estimate loss only from a defined cohort,
observed transition outcomes, documented exit reasons, and an explicit comparison or counterfactual.

7.3 The African Student Corridor

Sub-Saharan Africa has been one of the fastest-growing origin regions in U.S. international education. Nigeria
is a major source country nationally and in lllinois. African students contribute to universities and local
economies while navigating visa refusal risk, currency volatility, limited access to U.S. credit, long travel
distances, and smaller alumni networks than students from long-established sending markets.

A decline in African enrollment has equity and strategic implications. It narrows campus diversity, reduces a
pipeline into health, technology, business, and research, and weakens long-term relationships with a young
and rapidly growing region of the world.

7.4 Layered Barriers

Visa and entry barriers that differ by country and consular capacity.

Racial discrimination in hiring, housing, lending, and professional advancement.
Limited access to family wealth, U.S. credit, and unpaid internships.

Small professional networks and underrepresentation in leadership.

Credential-recognition and licensing barriers for experienced professionals.

Language access and culturally responsive mental-health or legal services.

These barriers do not affect every person in the same way. Class, gender, nationality, field of study, disability, family
responsibility, and immigration status shape outcomes. A program that labels all international graduates as a single
group can reproduce inequity even while improving the aggregate placement rate.

7.5 Equity Principles for Talent Retention

Equity measurement must begin with separate denominators. The pilot should report recruitment,
application, interview, offer, authorized placement, retention, and wage outcomes by race or ethnicity, gender,
degree level, field of study, institution type, employer size, and country or region of origin where lawful,
statistically responsible, and supported by adequate sample size. These categories should be examined as
intersecting dimensions, not pooled into a single proxy population.

Small cells should be suppressed or combined under a preapproved privacy rule, and subgroup differences should
not be described as causal without an appropriate design. A compensated participant advisory group
should review
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measures, interpretation, and public reporting so that aggregate improvement does not conceal exclusion,
exploitation, or harm within a smaller group.

8. Disaggregate recruitment, placement, retention, and wage outcomes where lawful and responsible.
9. Fund mentorship and professional-network access, not only immigration-process education.

10. Audit employer screens and selection practices for avoidable exclusion.

11. Provide culturally responsive legal, mental-health, and career support.

12. Include Black immigrant and African student voices in governance and program design.

13. Measure family and community stability alongside employment outcomes.
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PART Il

THE OPPORTUNITY

Workforce demand and the intervention window between graduation and long-term retention
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CHAPTER 8

Why America Needs These Graduates

Connecting international education to high-demand occupations and regional growth

Core finding: The strongest case for retention is not that every international graduate fills a shortage.
It is that the United States is educating people in fields with substantial demand and should evaluate
how their skills can be used lawfully and productively.

8.1 A Labor Market in Transition

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics projects total employment to grow 3.1% from 2024 to 2034, adding
approximately 5.2 million jobs. Growth is concentrated in health care and social assistance and in professional,
scientific, and technical services. Replacement needs will generate far more openings than net growth alone.

This distinction matters. A country may experience slow aggregate employment growth and still face severe
occupation-specific demand because workers retire, change careers, or leave the labor force. Talent strategy
should therefore use occupation, skill, geography, and replacement data rather than a single national shortage
claim.

International students are concentrated in fields connected to this transition. Open Doors reported that 56%
studied STEM fields in 2023-2024, including 25% in mathematics and computer science and 19% in engineering.
Business and health-related programs also enroll substantial international cohorts.
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Projected Employment Growth in High-Demand Fields, 2024-34

Nurse practitioners 40%

Data scientists 34%

Information security analysts 29%

Medical and health services managers 23%

Mental-health and substance-use counselors _ 17%
Software developers, QA analysts, testers _ 15%
Industrial engineers _ 11%
Registered nurses - : 5%
E Total U.S. employment: +3.1%
0% 10% 20% 30% 40%

Projected employment growth

Figure 6. Projected Employment Growth in High-Demand Fields, 2024-2034
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Outlook Handbook and 2024-2034 Employment Projections.

8.3 Artificial Intelligence, Data, and Cybersecurity

Demand for data scientists and information-security analysts is projected to grow much faster than the
economy. Software occupations are also expected to grow as firms expand artificial intelligence, robotics,
automation, cloud systems, and connected devices.

International graduates are not a substitute for domestic education or workforce investment. A resilient
strategy does both: expand access for U.S. students and workers while retaining qualified graduates already
trained at U.S. institutions. Knowledge-intensive sectors benefit from team diversity, research networks, and
the ability to recruit scarce specializations.

Employers also need to distinguish skills from job titles. A graduate trained in statistics, computer science,
engineering, public health, or economics may contribute to Al and data systems even if the position is not
labeled 'data scientist.' Program matching should use competencies, portfolios, and work samples.

8.4 Health Care and the Care Economy

Health care is projected to produce a large share of employment growth. International graduates contribute
as clinicians, researchers, data specialists, public-health professionals, administrators, and engineers. Foreign-
born workers are already important in medicine and direct care.
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Licensing is a central barrier. Immigration authorization does not replace state licensure, credential evaluation,
examinations, supervised practice, or English-language requirements. A serious bridge program must therefore
separate immigration navigation from professional licensing and build relationships with the appropriate state
boards and employers.

Retention policy should not create unethical extraction from countries with their own health shortages.
Programs can support ethical recruitment, bilateral training, return options, diaspora collaboration, and
transparency about costs and obligations.

8.5 Engineering and Advanced Manufacturing

Illinois and the Midwest depend on engineering, manufacturing, logistics, energy, and infrastructure. Industrial,
electrical, mechanical, civil, and materials engineers contribute to production, transportation, clean-energy
transition, and resilient supply chains.

Universities train international students in these fields, but small and mid-sized manufacturers may be less
familiar with practical training and sponsorship than major technology firms. Employer education is particularly
valuable where demand exists but internal immigration capacity does not.

8.6 Research and Higher Education

Graduate students and postdoctoral researchers sustain laboratories, publish research, teach courses, and
support grant-funded work. A decline in international graduate enrollment can therefore reduce future faculty,
research, and innovation capacity before it appears in conventional labor-market statistics.

Universities should not assume that every research trainee will or should remain permanently. Mobility is part
of science. The policy failure occurs when a researcher who wants to remain, has lawful options, and is needed
by an institution or employer is lost because systems failed to coordinate.
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Question

Evidence needed

Responsible actor

What can the graduate do?

Degree, competencies, portfolio, research, certifications

Student, university, career services

Where is the demand?

Occupation, region, employer, salary, openings,
replacement needs

Workforce agencies, employers

Is the role suitable?

Job duties, degree relationship, supervision, wage,
career path

Employer and qualified counsel

What authorization
exists now?

Current status and employment authorization

Student and qualified counsel

What future planning is
realistic?

Timing, employer needs, possible pathways,
contingencies

Employer, student, qualified counsel

What support closes the gap?

Mentor, interview preparation, licensing, relocation,
financial planning

Bridge program and partners

Roots & Routes skills-to-opportunity framework. Legal determinations must be made by qualified counsel.

8.

8 Implications

Match graduates to verified demand, not broad shortage rhetoric.

Use skills-based assessment alongside degree and job-title screening.

Integrate licensing and credential recognition where professions require them.

Invest in domestic and international talent as complementary strategies.

Track retention by occupation, geography, wage, and employer size.
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CHAPTER 9

The Graduation Cliff : A Measurement Problem

The narrow window in which education must become authorized employment

Core finding: Graduation is not a single event for an international student. It is a sequence of
academic, immigration, employment, financial, and personal deadlines. The cliff appears when those
deadlines are managed separately.

9.1 Defining the Cliff

The graduation cliff is defined here as a measurable transition outcome, not a known population total: among
international students or recent graduates who intend to seek U.S. field-related employment and are eligible
to pursue lawful work authorization, what share reaches an authorized, field-related job within six months and
remains employed at twelve months? The denominator must exclude people who choose further study, return
home, or pursue another destination unless the analysis separately examines why that choice was made.

No national public dataset currently assigns failed transitions to sponsorship refusal, employer unfamiliarity,
work-authorization timing, job mismatch, licensing, geography, wages, personal preference, further study, or
another reason. That absence is a central finding. Appendix D supplies a cause-coded funnel and baseline plan
that the proposed pilot must implement before claiming to close the gap.

The report therefore advances a testable proposition rather than a settled diagnosis: coordinated timing,
employer education, professional networks, legal referral, and stabilization support may improve transition
outcomes, but each component and the combined model require independent evaluation.
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9.2 The Transition Timeline
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Period

Critical decisions

Primary risk

Needed support

First year of study

Career direction, internships, network
building

Waiting until final semester

Career orientation and mentor
access

12-18 months before
completion

Employer targets, licensing, CPT/OPT
education

Ineligible or poorly timed
experience

Career and DSO coordination

Final academic year

OPT filing, job search, work-sample
preparation

Missed dates or blanket employer
rejection

Application planning and employer
education

First 90 days after
completion

Employment start and reporting

Unemployment time and financial
pressure

Rapid placement and compliance
support

OPT employment

Performance, role alignment, employer
relationship

Role not related to degree or poor
documentation

Supervisor and DSO check-ins

STEM OPT planning

E-Verify, 1-983, training structure

Employer ineligible or unwilling

Early employer assessment

Long-term pathway

H-1B or other lawful options,

Lottery or eligibility uncertainty

Qualified legal counsel and scenario

contingency planning

General planning framework only. Exact deadlines and eligibility depend on current law and individual facts.

9.3 Employer Screening

Many applications ask two questions: whether the applicant is currently authorized to work and whether the
applicant will need sponsorship now or in the future. These questions may be legitimate planning tools, but
automated or blanket use can eliminate candidates before an employer understands the difference between
immediate practical-training authorization and future sponsorship.

A bridge program should not tell an employer to ignore compliance or conceal future needs. It should help the
employer ask accurate questions, document decisions, and evaluate business need. Transparency works best
when students can explain their current authorization clearly and employers understand the timeline.

9.4 Financial and Mental-Health Pressure

The graduation cliff is also financial. Students may have tuition debt, limited access to credit, relocation costs,
family obligations, and little time to absorb an unpaid job search. A delayed employment card or withdrawn
offer can threaten housing and basic stability.

Uncertainty can produce anxiety, isolation, sleep disruption, and fear of disappointing family. International
offices and career centers are not substitutes for mental-health care, but they can coordinate referrals,
communicate respectfully, and avoid creating additional panic through unclear guidance.
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9.5 Special Risks Under Fixed Admission Periods

The fixed-period-of-admission rule scheduled to take effect September 15, 2026 adds a new planning layer.
Program dates, extensions of stay, changes in educational objective, transfers, and practical-training transitions
must be understood under current guidance. Institutions should not wait for individual crises to create
procedures.

Because implementation may evolve through guidance, litigation, or additional rulemaking, every public-facing
timeline should carry a review date. Students should receive current information from designated school
officials and qualified counsel rather than relying on social media or outdated materials.

9.6 Design Principles for an Effective Bridge

14. Start early: career and status planning should begin well before the final semester.

15. Assign ownership: every transition step needs a responsible actor and a backup.

16. Separate education from legal advice: programs explain processes; qualified counsel evaluates cases.
17. Build contingencies: no single employer, visa category, or lottery should be treated as guaranteed.
18. Protect privacy: collect only necessary status information and govern access carefully.

19. Measure exits: learn why candidates leave the pipeline and whether the cause was legal, employer,
financial, academic, or personal.
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PART IV

THE PROPOSED INTERVENTION

A pilot model to be tested before adoption or scale
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CHAPTER 10

The Global Corporate Bridge Program

A proposed, unvalidated regional pilot

Program purpose: The GCBP is a workforce-coordination model. It does not create immigration status,
guarantee sponsorship, replace qualified counsel, or promise permanent residence. It helps
participants and employers navigate lawful pathways earlier and more effectively.

10.1 The Problem the Program Solves

The United States invests in international education and employers report demand for specialized skills, but
this report does not yet know the size or shape of the transition failure GCBP is intended to address. GCBP
should therefore be treated as a program hypothesis: a coordinated system may improve field-related
authorized placement and retention relative to existing university and employer practice.

The proposed components address information gaps, timing failures, weak networks, employer friction, and
fragmented support. They are not substitutes for legal eligibility, do not guarantee sponsorship, and should
not be adopted at scale until a pilot shows incremental benefit, acceptable cost, equitable outcomes, and no
material participant harm.

Appendix D provides an illustrative 24-month, $4.0 million planning budget for 300 participants, with Year 1
design and launch costs of $1.8 million and Year 2 operations and evaluation costs of $2.2 million. These are
planning assumptions, not a funding commitment. Final costs require partner quotations, legal review,
procurement, and an independently approved evaluation plan.

10.2 Theory of Change

If the program provides... Then participants and employers can... Leading to...
Early candidate identification and career Match skills to verified demand before More interviews and field-
preparation graduation related placements
Employer education and shared process {-\ssess cafndldates with accurate compliance e E [ ey e
support information
Quahﬁeq legal referrals and clear Mal.<e case-specific decisions with proper Safer and more timely planning
boundaries advice
Mentorship and professional networks Build social capital and workplace readiness Stronger performance and retention
Coordinated university, employer, and Resolve problems without sending A more reliable education-to-
community roles participants between disconnected offices workforce pathway

. | ify wh ks, f hom, h . . .

Transparent evaluation c(ies?t' V7 eI i el e 8 Responsible scaling or redesign

a4



Roots & Routes public theory of change.

10.3 Participant Eligibility
Pilot eligibility should be narrow enough to evaluate and broad enough to avoid serving only elite institutions.
A starting cohort could include international students and recent graduates of accredited Chicago-area
institutions who are in good academic or alumni standing, have or are seeking lawful field-related work
authorization, and are prepared to meet program expectations.
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Selection should assess readiness, occupational fit, support needs, and available employer demand.
Immigration nationality, race, gender, and institution should not be used unlawfully. Equity goals can be
pursued through outreach, barrier removal, mentorship, and disaggregated evaluation.

10.4 Four-Phase Model

Phase

Core activities

Public output

1. Identify and assess

Recruit through universities and community partners; verify program
fit; map skills and support needs

Individual development plan and
readiness baseline

2. Prepare and connect

Career coaching; work samples; interview practice; mentor matching;
employer education

Placement-ready candidate and
informed employer pool

3. Place and support

Field-related employment matching; onboarding; DSO coordination;
legal referral when needed

Compliant placement with
defined supervision

4. Retain and advance

Performance support; career development; employer planning;
alumni network; outcome tracking

Sustained employment,
advancement, or an informed
transition plan

Roots & Routes GCBP public operating model.
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10.5 Partner Roles
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Partner

Primary responsibility

Boundary

Lead nonprofit or
public-interest

Program management, participant support, employer
engagement, data and evaluation

Does not provide legal advice unless
separately authorized

entity

Universities Recruitment, academic verification, career services, DSO Retain independent SEVIS and academic
functions, alumni engagement responsibilities

Employers Real jobs, supervision, wages, training, lawful onboarding, No sponsorship guarantee unless formally

future planning

committed

Qualified immigration
counsel

Individual and employer legal analysis, filings,
risk assessment

Independent professional judgment

Government and
workforce agencies

Labor-market data, public coordination,
appropriate incentives, evaluation support

No interference with case adjudication

Culturally responsive outreach, mentoring, stabilization
referrals

Protect privacy and avoid unauthorized

Community organizations R
legal practice

Independent access and conflict-of-

Evaluation partner .
P interest controls

Design, baseline, outcome analysis, learning agenda

Roots & Routes stakeholder framework.

10.6 Employer Value Proposition

The employer case should be based on talent and process quality, not charity. Participating employers gain
access to candidates whose skills have been mapped, who have received workplace preparation, and who are
supported through a structured transition. Employers also receive education that helps them distinguish
immediate authorization, future planning, and legal decision points.

The program should not promise that sponsorship is costless. Legal fees, filing fees, staff time, wage obligations,
and uncertainty are real. Public incentives, if considered, should be transparent, tied to verified outcomes, and
designed to avoid subsidizing conduct an employer would have undertaken anyway.

Small and mid-sized employers may benefit most from shared infrastructure because they have genuine
workforce needs but limited internal immigration expertise. Sector partnerships can reduce duplication while
preserving each employer's independent hiring decisions.

10.7 Compliance, Ethics, and Participant Protection

Use qualified counsel for legal determinations and filings.

Maintain written separation between career coaching and legal advice.

Collect the minimum immigration and personal data necessary for program operation.
Use clear consent, access controls, retention schedules, and breach procedures.
Prohibit recruitment fees charged to participants for access to jobs.

Require lawful wages and prohibit unpaid work that displaces paid employment.
Provide a confidential grievance and anti-retaliation process.

Review employer quality, supervision, safety, and discrimination concerns.

Create a transition plan if a placement ends or work authorization changes.
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10.8 Chicago Pilot

Chicago is a strong pilot region because it combines major universities, a diverse employer base, large
immigrant communities, public and nonprofit infrastructure, and documented international-enrollment
exposure. A pilot should begin with a manageable cohort and a limited number of occupations where demand,
lawful training relationships, and employer partners can be verified.

A responsible pilot would include a planning period, legal review, partner agreements, data governance, staff
training, recruitment, placement, and independent evaluation. The purpose of the first cohort is not to prove
a predetermined success story. It is to test whether coordination improves outcomes and to identify the limits
of the model.

Pilot stage Timing Milestone

Design and legal review Months 1-3 Governance, eligibility, counsel roles, privacy, risk register

Partner formation Months 2-5 Signed university, employer, community, and evaluation
agreements

Recruitment and baseline Months 4-6 First cohort selected; baseline data completed

Preparation and placement Months 6-12 Candidates trained; placements begin

Retention support Months 9-24 Employer and participant check-ins; legal referrals; advancement
support

Evaluation and decision Months 18-24 Independent findings; decision to refine, expand, or stop

Illustrative public pilot timeline. Final timing depends on legal, operational, and funding feasibility.

10.9 Performance Framework

Domain Illustrative measures Equity question
Access Applicants, eligibility, participation, institution and field Who is missing from the pipeline?
Preparation Completion, mentor match, interview readiness, employer engagement Who receives high-quality networks?
Placement Interview, offer, field-related placement, starting wage Are outcomes equitable by race,

gender, origin, and institution?

Retention 3-, 6-, 12-, and 24-month retention; advancement; wage growth Who remains and who exits?

Are small employers able to

Employer Participation, repeat hiring, satisfaction, process time .
ploy P P & P participate?

Are participants protected from

Compliance Timely reporting, training plans, referrals, incidents .
o e & el avoidable harm?
. . . - . . D mployment translate in
Well-being Financial stability, belonging, stress, service access oe§§ ployment translate into
stability?
. . . . . Who benefits and how is value
Economic Earnings, taxes, local spending, avoided vacancies

distributed?

Illustrative framework; final measures require privacy, legal, and evaluation review.

10.10 Policy Agenda

20. Create predictable, well-communicated rules for the transition from study to authorized practical training

and longer-term employment.



21.
22.

23.
24,
25.
26.
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Protect due process in SEVIS and institutional-certification actions.

Support shared employer education and access to qualified legal counsel, especially for small and mid-sized
organizations.

Align state workforce data with international-student field-of-study and degree-level trends.
Address licensing and credential barriers in health, engineering, education, and other regulated fields.
Build equity requirements into outreach, mentoring, employer participation, data, and evaluation.

Authorize carefully designed regional pilots and publish independent results before expansion.

10.11 What Success Would Mean

Success cannot be defined as activity volume or sponsorship count alone. The primary test is whether the pilot
produces a statistically and practically meaningful increase in authorized, field-related placement and twelve-
month retention compared with a credible baseline or comparison group, while meeting privacy, equity,

worker-protection, and cost thresholds.

Some participants will choose further study, another country, or return home; those outcomes are not
automatically failures. Evaluation must distinguish voluntary choice from preventable exit and must publish
null or negative results. A scale decision should follow the evidence, not the desire to validate the original

concept.
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Conclusion : From Talent Attraction to Talent Retention

The United States remains a magnet for global talent, but attraction without retention is an incomplete
strategy. Universities can enroll record numbers while new-student demand weakens. Employers can report
shortages while screening out candidates they do not understand. Policymakers can celebrate innovation while
destabilizing the pathways through which innovators enter the workforce.

Roots & Routes shows that international education and immigrant communities make substantial national and
local contributions. It also identifies a serious evidence gap: current public data do not measure how many
international graduates leave the U.S. employment pipeline because of sponsorship, employer knowledge,
status timing, discrimination, job mismatch, or personal choice. lllinois enrollment contraction and equity
evidence justify investigation, not causal attribution.

The next step is not to declare one solution. It is to define the cohort, build a baseline, test a lawful and
equitable bridge, compare it with existing practice, and publish what works, what does not, for whom, and at
what cost. GCBP is one candidate model for that test.

America's competitive advantage has never been talent attraction alone. It has been the capacity to turn
people, ideas, institutions, and opportunity into shared growth. That capacity must now be renewed.
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Appendix A - Public Logic Model and Performance Framework

Element Public description
Need Qualified international graduates face fragmented transitions from education to lawful employment;
employers face information, process, and network barriers.
Inbuts University partners; employer partners; career staff; qualified counsel; community organizations;
P data and evaluation capacity; program management.
. Outreach; readiness assessment; coaching; mentoring; employer education; job matching;
Activities . . .
onboarding; compliance support; legal referral; retention support.
Sl Participants served; mentors matched; employers trained; interviews; offers; field-related

placements; legal referrals; retention check-ins.

Improved career readiness; accurate employer knowledge; more timely applications; fewer

Short-term outcomes . . .
avoidable process failures; stronger professional networks.

Higher field-related placement and retention; wage progression; repeat employer participation;

Medium-t t . . . -
edium-term outcomes improved participant stability.

Stronger regional talent retention, employer competitiveness, tax contribution, research and

Long- i . . . . R .
ong-term impact innovation capacity, and equitable workforce integration.

Roots & Routes public logic model. Detailed operating budgets and partner agreements should be developed and approved through the
implementation process.

Evaluation Questions

27. Does the GCBP increase field-related placement compared with a credible baseline or comparison group?

28. Which services produce the greatest improvement in interviews, offers, and retention?

29. Do small and mid-sized employers participate and return?

30. Are outcomes equitable across race, gender, country of origin, field, degree level, and institution type?

31. What legal, employer, academic, financial, or personal factors explain participant exits?

32. What is the cost per participant, placement, and retained worker?

33. Which features should be expanded, redesigned, or discontinued?

M
°
°
°
°
°
°

inimum Public Reporting
Cohort size, eligibility, selection, and participant characteristics reported in privacy-protective form.
Employer count, size, sector, and repeat participation.
Placement, wage, retention, and advancement outcomes.
Compliance incidents, grievances, and corrective action reported without exposing individuals.
Independent evaluation findings, limitations, and conflicts of interest.

Program costs and sources of support at an appropriate public level.
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Appendix C - Data Availability and Repository Plan

To strengthen transparency and reproducibility, Roots & Routes plans to publish a companion Roots & Routes Data
Repository (Version 1.0) for report data that may be lawfully redistributed. The repository will not reproduce
copyrighted or proprietary datasets and will not include personal, confidential, or otherwise restricted information.

Data Availability Statement

The data supporting the findings of this report will be made available through the Roots & Routes Data Repository,
except where redistribution is restricted by licensing or copyright. The repository will include cleaned datasets created
or compiled from public sources, methodology documentation, figure source data, and links to the original public
sources used in the analysis.

Repository Contents

Cleaned datasets used in the report that were created or compiled from public sources.

Source data for figures, charts, and report calculations.

A data dictionary defining variables, units, populations, geographies, and time periods.

Methodology notes documenting collection, cleaning, assumptions, analytical choices, and limitations.

Citations and links to every original public source so readers can verify or update the analysis.

A version history identifying the repository version, release date, update date, and material changes.

Publication and Stewardship

Repository access should be provided as a downloadable package through the Caged Dreams website and may be
mirrored on GitHub for transparent version control. A DOI-bearing archive such as Zenodo or Harvard Dataverse may
also be used for formal citation and long-term preservation. Every release should identify its scope, license, version,
update date, and known limitations.

Safeguards

Only material that may legally and ethically be redistributed should be published. Copyrighted or licensed datasets,
proprietary databases, and personal or confidential information must be excluded. Readers should cite both the
repository and the original sources.
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Appendix D - Evidence, Validation, and Operating Framework

This appendix converts the report's central claims into a transparent measurement and pilot-validation agenda. It
separates evidence about economic contribution from evidence about transition failure, prevents population mixing,
adds a ten-year context series, specifies the data needed to estimate the graduation cliff, and presents an illustrative
operating and financing model for GCBP.

D.1 Ten-Year Enrollment Context

Open Doors data provide a consistent national context series from 2015-2016 through 2024-2025. Total international
enrollment, including OPT, increased from 1,043,839 to 1,177,766, a 12.8% rise. New international enrollment
decreased from 300,743 to 277,118, a 7.9% decline, with a severe pandemic interruption and later recovery. The series
shows that short windows can mislead, but it still does not measure post-graduation employment transitions or their
causes.

U.S. International Student Enrollment, 2015/16-2024/25

Open Doors annual census; total population includes students on Optionaf Practical Training

Total international student population

1,177,766
12M7 1,043,839
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Figure D1. U.S. international student enrollment, 2015-2016 through 2024-2025. Source: Institute of International Education, Open Doors historical census
tables. The total includes students on OPT. The figure is contextual and not a causal estimate of graduate retention.

Academic year Total international population New international enrollment
2015-2016 1,043,839 300,743
2016-2017 1,078,822 290,836
2017-2018 1,094,792 271,738
2018-2019 1,095,299 269,383
2019-2020 1,075,496 267,712
2020-2021 914,095 145,528
2021-2022 948,519 261,961
2022-2023 1,057,188 298,523
2023-2024 1,126,690 298,705

53






ROOTS & ROUTES | PUBLIC REPORT
Attribution standard. Descriptive differences may be reported as associations. Claims that GCBP caused an
improvement require a credible comparison, consistent eligibility, pre-specified outcomes, attrition analysis, and
sensitivity testing. Employer confusion should be measured through pre- and post-knowledge instruments, observed
screening practices, and coded reasons for candidate rejection, not inferred from enrollment trends.

D.4 International Comparators and Transf er Limits

No exact international analogue validates the full GCBP model. Comparable systems nevertheless provide component
evidence and design warnings.

Comparator Relevant component Published evidence Transfer limit

2025 survey of 2,951 users: 76% working; 65% in study-
United Kingdom Unsponsored post-study work related occupations; 75% found applications difficult
Graduate Route period and 50% very difficult; reported barriers included

employer unfamiliarity and sponsorship reluctance

Different legal regime and labor
market; does not prove U.S.
prevalence or GCBP impact

. . IRCC found early labor-market and retention promise,
Employer-driven regional model,

Canada Atlantic . useful settlement plans, and new employer Permanent-immigration pilot, not
R . . settlement plan, multi-party P L
Immigration Pilot overnance participation; it also found data, awareness, and an F-1-to-OPT transition program
g accountability gaps
. . . . A legal pathway, i h
Germany post-study job- Up to 18 months to seek Provides time and work flexibility after a German ega' pathway .not 'eV|dence that
. . coordinated services improve

search permit qualified work degree

outcomes

Documents early employment gaps that narrow over
OECD 2026 cross- T e AL IR GRS time; for example, Australia undergraduate full-time
country review employment was 74% for domestic and 52% for

international graduates shortly after completion

Cross-country descriptive
evidence; definitions and selection
differ

Does not guarantee a job,
employer participation, H-1B
selection, or long-term retention

Existing authorized practical- Provides lawful field-related work opportunities and

U.S. OPT/ STEM OPT training pathway structured STEM employer obligations

Table D4. International comparators. These examples support component design and measurement; none validates GCBP as a complete intervention.

D.5 lllustrative Budget, Funding, and Cost-Benef it Test

The following planning model assumes a 24-month Chicago pilot serving 300 participants across two cohorts, with two
to three university partners, a diversified employer pool, qualified legal referral, stabilization support, data
infrastructure, and independent evaluation. It is intentionally transparent and must be replaced by an approved
operating budget before launch.

Budget category Year 1 Year 2 24-month total
Personnel and fringe $650,000 $900,000 $1,550,000
Employer and university partnerships $200,000 $250,000 $450,000
Participant career and stabilization supports $225,000 $325,000 $550,000
Legal-process education, referral, and compliance $150,000 $200,000 $350,000
Data system and independent evaluation $250,000 $200,000 $450,000
Technology, insurance, administration, and facilities $175,000 $175,000 $350,000
Indirect and contingency reserve $150,000 $150,000 $300,000
Total $1,800,000 $2,200,000 $4,000,000

Table D5. lllustrative planning budget. Assumptions are not commitments and exclude employer-paid wages and employer-specific petition costs.

Funding source lllustrative share Sustainability principle
Philanthropic seed and equity funding 40% / $1.60M Funds'de5|gn, access, stabilization, and innovation; should decline as
recurring partners mature
U e G e 25% / $1.00M Supports shared advising, data, evaluation, and alumni/workforce

outcomes
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Funding source lllustrative share Sustainability principle

Employer memberships and sector Supports neutral education and shared infrastructure; never

20% / $0.80M

sponsorships contingent on a specific hire or sponsorship decision

Public workforce and economic- o . - - ]
10% / $0.40M Tied to verified workforce outcomes and public reporting

development contracts

Research and evaluation grants 5% / $0.20M Protects evaluator independence and public learning

Table Dé. lllustrative blended funding model. Participants must not pay recruitment fees or fees for access to employment.

The pilot cannot claim a positive cost-benefit result before measuring the counterfactual. With a $4.0 million cost and
300 participants, gross cost is $13,333 per participant. The key question is cost per additional twelve-month retained
worker above what would have occurred without GCBP.

Incremental 12-month retention Additional retained Cost per additional retained .
Interpretation
effect workers worker
10 percentage points 30 $133,333 ngh'threshold; requires strong multi-year
public and employer value
20 percentage points 60 $66,667 Middle planning case, not a forecast
30 percentage points % $44.444 Requires a large, independently verified

effect

Table D7. Break-even thresholds. Benefit analysis should separately report participant earnings, verified tax effects, employer vacancy or turnover savings,
university value, and program costs; gross wages are not net social benefit.

D.6 Governance, Expertise, and Scale Decision

Before launch, Roots & Routes should establish a compensated Technical Advisory and Review Council that includes at
least one immigration attorney, labor economist, higher-education researcher, workforce-development professional,
independent evaluator or statistician, employer representative, university international-office representative, and
international student or recent-graduate representative. Members should review the measurement protocol, legal
boundaries, budget, cost-benefit method, and public findings. Conflicts of interest must be disclosed.

Decision gate Minimum evidence Possible decision

Legal review, partner agreements, data access, risk register,

Gate 0: Feasibility final budget

Launch, redesign, or stop

Defined cohort, historical data, cause codes, power analysis,

Gate 1: Baseline X
preregistered outcomes

Proceed to pilot or revise model

Gate 2: Pilot Fidelity, | ticipation, participant safety, let . .
( ate ilo . idelity, employer participation, participant safety, complete Continue, correct, pause, or terminate
implementation outcome data
Gate 3: Independent Incremental placement and retention effect, equity, cost, . . .

. . Scale, repeat, redesign, or discontinue
evaluation harms, sensitivity tests

Table D8. GCBP decision gates. Adoption and scale should be evidence-contingent.
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