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Freshman enrollment
dropped more than 5%
from last year at American
colleges and universities,
the largest decline since
2020 when COVID-19 and
distance learning upended
higher education, accord-
ing to preliminary data
releasedWednesday by
the National Student
Clearinghouse Research
Center, a nonprofit educa-
tion group.
The finding comes

roughly a year after the
federal student aid system
was dragged down by
problems with the Free
Application for Federal
Student Aid form, com-
monly known as FAFSA,
which led to maddening
delays this year in process-
ing families’ financial data
to send to school adminis-
trators. That in turn held
up the rollout of financial
aid offers well into the
summer, leaving many
families struggling to de-
termine howmuch college
would cost.
By itself, the enrollment

data does not establish that
errors with the FAFSA
form caused a significant
number of students to
postpone college out of
frustration with the process
or to choose lower-cost
alternatives to four-year
schools, such as communi-
ty colleges or two-year
degree programs.
But the numbers re-

leasedWednesday high-
lighted a drop in freshman
enrollment, particularly at
schools serving students
from lower-income fam-
ilies that disproportionate-

ly depend on federal aid to
afford college.
Most significantly, the

data indicated that both
public and private four-
year schools that admit the
largest shares of students
receiving Pell grants saw
freshman enrollment dip
by more than 10% from
2023 levels.
Pell grants provide a

subsidy of up to $7,395 per
year for low-income stu-
dents and offer a financial
boost for schools that dis-
proportionately enroll
lower-income students.
The grants generally sup-
port families in the lower
half of household income
distribution – those earning
$60,000 a year or less –
but more than half have
typically gone to students
whose families earn less
than $20,000 annually.
Increasing the maximum

size of the Pell Grant for
the 2024-25 academic year
has been celebrated by
Education Department
officials as one of the Bi-

den administration’s
proudest accomplish-
ments. At the urging of
department officials, law-
makers increased the max-
imum award by $900
total, up from $6,495 in
2022.
But the steep drop-off in

freshman enrollment at
schools with the largest
populations of lower in-
come students suggested
that far fewer incoming
students were able to take
advantage of the more
generous award this year,
and that any positive fi-
nancial impact on those
schools was blunted by the
decline.
Doug Shapiro, the exec-

utive director of the Na-
tional Student Clearin-
ghouse Research Center,
said that a variety of fac-
tors, including the Su-
preme Court decision last
year ending race-conscious
admissions, anxiety over
student debt and a strong
labor market may have
played a role affecting

individual decisions about
college, and it was unclear
to what extent problems
with FAFSAmay have
contributed.
But based on observa-

tions from the downturn in
2020, Shapiro said that
when high school seniors
deferred college that year,
only an “infinitesimal”
number returned in the
years after, leaving a per-
manent dent in enroll-
ment. For that reason, he
said, there was little evi-
dence that the numbers
would bounce back next
year with more students
than usual flocking back to
college.
“Life happens,” Shapiro

told reporters during a call.
“These students end up
with jobs and sometimes
families, and they find it
harder and harder as time
goes on to think about
entering college again.”
Before the report, the

Education Department
published its own analysis
Tuesday, stating that the
total number of students it
expects to receive federal
student aid has risen by 3%
since 2023 and that 10%
more students are on track
to receive a Pell grant this
year.
But in its report, the

department acknowledged
that it received 2% fewer
applications for federal
student aid this year com-
pared to the year before
and said “that gap is larger
for high school seniors and
other first-time filers.”
Data compiled by the

National College Attain-
ment Network, which
tracks FAFSA applications,
shows that around
212,000 fewer high school
seniors applied for federal
student aid for this cycle, a
nearly 9% decrease from
this time last year.
James Kvaal, the under-

secretary of education,
said it was difficult to as-
cribe any drop in enroll-
ment this year to a partic-
ular cause given larger
demographic trends and
shifting attitudes about the
value of college.
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Students walk on the University of Arizona campus on
Feb. 12 in Tucson, Arizona. Freshman enrollment dropped
more than 5% from last year at American colleges and
universities, according to preliminary data released by
the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center.

Freshman enrollment
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WASHINGTON
President Joe Biden on

Thursday signed the first
national security mem-
orandum detailing how
the Pentagon, the intelli-
gence agencies and other
national security institu-
tions should use and pro-
tect artificial intelligence
technology, putting
“guardrails” on how such
tools are employed in
decisions varying from
nuclear weapons to grant-
ing asylum.
The new document is

the latest in a series Biden
has issued grappling with
the challenges of using AI
tools to speed up govern-
ment operations – whether
detecting cyberattacks or
predicting extreme weath-
er – while limiting the
most dystopian possibil-
ities, including the devel-
opment of autonomous
weapons.
The new directive was

announced Thursday at
the National War College
in Washington by Jake
Sullivan, the national
security adviser, who
prompted many of the
efforts to examine the
uses and threats of the
new tools. He acknowl-
edged that one challenge
is that the U.S. govern-
ment funds or owns very
few of the key AI tech-
nologies – and that they
evolve so fast that they
often defy regulation.
“Our government took

an early and critical role in
shaping developments –

from nuclear physics and
space exploration to per-
sonal computing and the
internet,” Sullivan said.
“That’s not been the case
with most of the AI revo-
lution. While the Depart-
ment of Defense and oth-
er agencies funded a large
share of AI work in the
20th century, the private
sector has propelled much
of the last decade of pro-
gress.”
The new memorandum

contains about 38 pages in
its unclassified version,
with a classified appendix.
Some of its conclusions
are obvious: It rules out,
for example, ever letting
AI systems decide when to
launch nuclear weapons;
that is left to the president
as commander in chief.
The memorandum re-

quires an annual report to
the president, assembled
by the Energy Depart-
ment, about the “radiolog-
ical and nuclear risk” of
“frontier” AI models that
may make it easier to
assemble or test nuclear
weapons. There are simi-
lar deadlines for regular
classified evaluations of
how AI models could
make it possible “to gen-
erate or exacerbate delib-
erate chemical and biolog-
ical threats.”
It is the latter two

threats that most worry
arms experts, who note
that getting the materials
for chemical and biolog-
ical weapons on the open
market is far easier than
obtaining bomb-grade
uranium or plutonium,
needed for nuclear weap-
ons.
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