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Funding uncertainties muddle graduate admissions

Aiming to bring on PhD students who they can keep commitments to, universities are
adjusting their admissions processes and offers.

Sara Earnest describes the process of

applying for physics PhD programs
this year. She graduated in May from
Johns Hopkins University with two and
a half years of undergraduate research
experience. But just two weeks shy of the
15 April national deadline for prospec-
tive students to commit to graduate pro-
grams, she had been wait-listed by one,
rejected by seven, and was still waiting
to hear from three.

In the end, Earnest didnt get into any
of them. She plans to try again next year.
In the meantime, she’s headed to Chile
for a research stint studying black holes.

Hudson Lazzara didn’t get into any
of the five physics graduate programs
he applied to his first go-round; he
graduated in 2024 from California Poly-
technic State University. This year, he
applied to 13 programs at 9 schools and
got into 2: complex systems at Arizona
State University and physics at the Uni-
versity of Oregon.

But “getting in” turned out to be a
slippery concept. He visited Arizona State
in early April and was told he would get
a one-year fellowship, but by the end of
the month, the paperwork hadn’t come
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SARA EARNEST (LEFT) AND HUDSON LAZZARA (RIGHT) are among the physics PhD
applicants who got caught up in a chaotic, confusing admissions process this year.
(Photos by Otis Michael Jr and Chase Hayes, respectively.)

through. Oregon accepted him in January,
but instead of following up with a formal
offer, the university wait-listed him. On
17 April, he got the news that he was in
with five years of guaranteed support. He
starts there this fall.

Earnest’s and Lazzara’s experiences
reflect both a long-term trend of grow-
ing competition to get into US physics
PhD programs and the disruptions to
higher education since the start of the
current Trump administration, in par-
ticular the prospect of severe reduc-
tions in funding. (See “Rapid-fire
changes in federal funding stoke un-
certainty in US universities,” Prysics
Topay online, 14 February 2025.)

In April, the chairs of US physics and
astronomy programs expected to accept
13% fewer PhD students—about 600—
for fall 2025 than in the previous year,
according to a survey conducted by the
American Institute of Physics’ statistics
team (see Puysics Topay, June 2025, page
23; AIP publishes Paysics Topay). The
decline in first-year enrollment was an-

ticipated to be 25% at private institutions
and 7% at public ones.

For many graduate schools, the ad-
missions process this year was fraught:
Would applicants be more likely to ac-
cept offers knowing that other schools
were reducing the sizes of their incom-
ing classes? Would departments be able
to keep their commitments to incoming
students? Would they be able to con-
tinue supporting their senior graduate
students?

Reactions to unknowns

In the fall and winter, physics graduate
admissions committees typically poll
their faculty members to see how many
want to take new PhD students and how
many expect to be able to support them
on external grants. The committees also
look at their institution’s need for teach-
ing assistants (TAs)—it’s common for
physics PhD students to work as TAs for
their first year or two and thereafter as
research assistants (RAs) on their advis-
er’s grants. Many admissions commit-
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tees try to align their offers such that
prospective students’ research interests
roughly match those of the groups look-
ing to expand. Then they make their best
guess as to how many offers to make to
end up with their target class size.

This year, however, historical norms
for making those guesses were out the
window. Some departments reduced the
number of offers that they made but still
got large numbers of acceptances; others
introduced wait-lists, tiered offers, or
other measures to try to control their
final numbers.

Last year’s incoming class of 75 phys-
ics PhD students at the University of Illi-
nois Urbana-Champaign was unusually
large, so the department was aiming to
scale back to its usual 45-50 students
even before the presidential elections,
says Lance Cooper, associate head for
graduate programs in physics. “We re-
duced the number of offers by about
one-third,” he says. “We nervously
watched as the numbers rolled in. In spite
of our best efforts, we got 78 accepts.”

“We went back and forth about what
our strategy would be,” says Steven
Rolston, chair of physics at the Univer-
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sity of Maryland (UMD) in College Park.
“We made fewer offers, and, for the first
time, they were tiered.” The strongest
applicants received the department’s
standard offer of two years of guaran-
teed support as a TA, he says. A second
set of applicants was offered one year of
guaranteed TA support, and a third tier
was accepted on the condition that they
find a faculty member who would hire
them as an RA from the get-go. UMD
physics gets 1000 applications for 45 or
so spots, says Rolston. This year, they
ended up with 36 students.

The physics department at the Uni-
versity of lowa took a different tack. “We
accepted people but waited to send out
employment offers,” says physics and
astronomy chair Mary Hall Reno. “We
were working on the basis of what’s in
hand, not on the basis of what is likely to
be funded because we just don't know
anymore.” In the end, she says, 10 stu-
dents will start in the fall, 8 as TAs, 1 as
an RA, and 1 with a fellowship. With
fewer graduate students than usual
available to serve as TAs, she adds, “we
will have to squeeze more undergradu-
ates into lab sections.”

By the time the physics department at
the University of Oregon began making
offers, the university administration was
gun-shy: The chemistry department had
so many students wanting to come that
it ended up rescinding offers to appli-
cants who had not yet accepted, says
physics chair Richard Taylor. The expe-
rience prompted the university adminis-
tration to insist that the physics depart-
ment “drill down” to figure out how
many students it could support. That
included estimates about when senior
graduate students would complete their
degrees and internal pressures related to
tuition dollars—resulting in the univer-
sity allotting fewer teaching assistant-
ships. It also took into account pessi-
mism about federal funding.

“We came down to six,” Taylor says.
The department’s incoming class usually
numbers around 18. “The good news is
the university allowed us to offer guaran-
teed support for five years.” To limit to
six incoming PhD students, the depart-
ment introduced a waiting list—the one
that Lazzara had been on—and made of-
fers as space allowed. Taylor says he ex-
pects to use wait-listing going forward.
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Compounded implications

Other departments similarly staggered
their offers, made fewer of them and of-
fered less, conditioned them on student
performance and availability of funds,
and held their breath. For many depart-
ments, the warning signs came too late
in the admissions cycle to respond. “We
didn’t do anything out of the ordinary,”
says Dan Hooper, a member of the grad-
uate admissions committee at the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin-Madison. “But if
next year it’s clear we don’t have money
to sustain students, we would have no
choice but to admit fewer students.”

Faculty members also worry about se-
nior graduate students, who often do not
have guaranteed funding but traditionally
have been covered by research grants.
Historically, if an advanced graduate stu-
dent lost their research assistantship, they
could often fall back on a teaching assis-
tantship. But institutions would not be able
to step in like that for large numbers of
students. “We have told our faculty that
they should encourage their students to
graduate faster,” says UMD’s Rolston.

On top of worries about funding are
concerns about the US government’s
policies toward foreigners. In physics,
international students have long made
up a huge chunk of the graduate body.
So far, at least, they still want to come to
the US: At the University of Illinois
Urbana-Champaign, for example, where
the domestic-to-international ratio is
usually about 50:50, for the 2025 incom-
ing class, it’s 44:56. But recent develop-
ments, including US government threats
to revoke visas of Chinese students, a
pause on conducting interviews for stu-
dent visas, and the spate of detainments
of people from multiple countries, could
make it harder for some to get into the
US and make the country a less desirable
destination. On the flip side, some US
professors are advising their graduating
seniors to apply for PhD spots abroad.

In the long term, shrinking graduate
enrollment would damage both individ-
ual departments and the broader physics
community. “Every step along this trajec-
tory will be harder to advance, and there
will be far fewer opportunities for talented
young researchers to make a career,” says
Hooper. “The US science system is the
envy of the world, and we should think
twice before we decide to tear it down.”

Toni Feder
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Scientists scramble to save threatened
federal research databases

Amid funding and workforce cuts, US physical sciences

databases are in jeopardy.

ssistant professor Patrick Rafter
A was sitting in his University of

South Florida office in April when
he saw an unusual banner across his
computer screen. The federal database
he had accessed for his research that
day would be removed in a matter of
weeks. Rafter had visited the
NOAA-maintained Index to Marine
and Lacustrine Geological Samples
(IMLGS) regularly over his 20-year ca-
reer studying Earth’s climate.

An emergency video call soon fol-
lowed. Rafter listened as NOAA staff
spoke with university research leaders
about finding a new home for the data-
base, which served as a browsable repos-
itory for all lake and marine sediment
cores kept at institutions around the
world. Listed in the database were scien-
tific samples worth “millions and millions
of dollars,” says Val Stanley, the Antarctic
core curator at Oregon State University’s
repository. Without it, scientists would
need to individually contact the nearly 30
global repositories when looking for cores.

The IMLGS is one of at least 25 data-

bases and products that NOAA has an-
nounced for retirement since April.

Some of the databases would still be
available online, but no longer updated,
while others would be removed from
public websites and available only upon
archive request. The databases include
historic earthquake recordings, satellite
readings of cloud radiative properties,
and a tool for studying billion-dollar di-
sasters. Rick Spinrad, former NOAA ad-
ministrator under Joe Biden, says that
climate-related physical sciences data
seem particularly at risk.

Still more data could be taken offline
or no longer updated because of proposed
cuts in President Trump’s fiscal year 2026
budget request, which would significantly
reduce or cut science programs at NSF,
NASA, the Environmental Protection
Agency, the National Park Service, NOAA,
and the Department of Agriculture. Ex-
perts around the world use the data in
myriad ways—for example, scientists use
them for their research; companies, for
developing products; lawmakers, for
crafting legislation; and nongovernmental
organizations and nonprofits, for creating
and improving community services.

Grassroots data rescue efforts to pro-
tect such vital resources began in Trump’s

SEDIMENT CORES at the US Geological Survey'’s Pacific Coastal and Marine Science
Center in Santa Cruz, California, and other repositories around the world are no longer
searchable online after NOAA removed its public core database in May. (Photo by Rex
Sanders, USGS Pacific Coastal and Marine Science Center.)




