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The Yale-NUS Closure’s Unanswered

On the Thursday afternoon of August 25, every student at
Yale-NUS College got an email telling them about a
surprise town hall taking place the next day. Friday classes
were cancelled. Yale-NUS had already told students
they’d be announcing some changes to their core
curriculum, so when Suman P., a first-year at Yale-NUS,
got the email, she said that she “didn’t think much of it.”
Simultaneously, the National University of Singapore
(NUS), announced its own town hall for students enrolled
in the University Scholars Programme, a selective
interdisciplinary program within NUS.

Did these town halls just happen to be scheduled at the
same time? Rumors began to circulate that the joint town
halls might announce some “interesting” new program
involving USP and Yale-NUS. No one seemed to know
what this new development would be. Yale-NUS was
Yale’s only major foreign partnership, and Yale had never
contributed money from its own endowment to Yale-NUS.
This is why, for years, Yale-NUS students wondered
whether Yale would pull out, leaving its Singaporean
offshoot on its own. These surprise town halls made
those rumors hum just a little bit louder.

That Friday morning, just ten minutes before the town hall
began, a fraction of Yale-NUS students opened their
phones, laptops, or tablets and were greeted with press
reports—NUS was shutting down Yale-NUS college and
merging it with the University Scholars Programme to
create a new college, unaffiliated with Yale. If these
reports were to be believed, in four years, the Class of
2025 would be the last group of people on Earth to receive
Yale-NUS diplomas.

The interval between the release of those news reports and
the start of the town hall was, for Suman, “the most
confusing ten minutes of my life.” She didn’t want to
believe that Yale-NUS was shutting down, but sources as
varied as the Yale Daily New, mainstream Singaporean
papers like the Straits Times, and even a press release from
Yale repeated the message in unison. The town hall
confirmed that NUS had indeed decided to shut down
Yale-NUS college, ending the college’s ten-year-long
project to bring liberal arts education to Asia. To
understand why, we need to revisit 2011, when Yale
University and the National University of Singapore
announced plans to jointly establish Yale-NUS College.

In the announcement, Yale described Yale-NUS as
“Singapore’s first liberal arts college, and the first with a
full residential college model, integrating living and
learning.” From the beginning, Yale-NUS occupied a

liminal space between being a fully independent
institution and the subordinate offspring of its two parent
universities. As an autonomous college, Yale-NUS
designed its own core curriculum that “synthesize[d]
Western and Asian perspectives,” in the words of a 2011
Yale press release. At the same time, Yale-NUS lacks
control over its own Board of Governors; Yale nominates
half of the board members, NUS another half, and
Singapore’s Ministry of Education confirms every
nominee. Still, Yale-NUS began with lofty ambitions to,
in the words of the 2011 press release, “serve as a catalyst
for innovation in liberal arts” and educate “leaders.”

In 2021, even following the closure, Yale administrators
were confident that Yale-NUS was living up to its
ambitions. When | interviewed Pericles Lewis, Yale’s
Vice President for Global Strategy and Yale-NUS’ first
president, he said that Yale-NUS “exceeded expectations”
in terms of attracting talented students and faculty. In his
statement on the shutdown, Yale President Peter Salovey
maintained that Yale-NUS was “a unique and remarkable
living and learning experience in Singapore.” Both
Salovey and Lewis expressed that they wished Yale-NUS
could continue. It was NUS, not Yale, that pulled the plug.
Indeed, in the statement, Salovey says that NUS President
Tan Eng Chye “informed [him] of NUS’s intention” to
shut down Yale-NUS, rather than raising the idea and
giving Yale a chance to address NUS’s concerns. The
closure revealed that Yale and NUS’s views on Yale-NUS
were greatly divergent. And yet, both universities were
faced with the same facts: both knew that Yale-NUS was
falling behind in its capital fundraising goals. They agreed
that Yale-NUS’s policy of academic freedom would go
beyond what NUS itself allowed. Both universities played
arole in writing Yale-NUS’s curriculum. If Yale and NUS
agree on the facts, their disagreement must come from
someplace deeper: they had different goals or values in
mind when they founded Yale-NUS, which they now
cannot reconcile.

In 2020, for every student admitted to Yale-NUS, twenty-
two other students were rejected. This year, Singaporean
students at Yale-NUS will each be billed $20,500 in
tuition fees. In comparison, students at NUS’s College of
Humanities and Sciences will pay only $8,200. It’s not
surprising that many NUS students view Yale-NUS as an
elitist institution that only offers its liberal arts education
to a select few. In a speech to the Singaporean Parliament,
Minister of Education Chan Chun Sing claimed that
merging Yale-NUS and USP into the ‘New College’
would “allow us to scale this experience to many more
students, in part or in full, across the NUS.” It makes sense
for NUS to give more weight to considerations of
socioeconomic access than Yale does. NUS is a public
university and the Ministry of Education is a Singaporean
government agency. For the Singaporean government, the
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value of education may be closely tied to pragmatic
considerations like its potential to spur social mobility and
economic growth. Yale is private, and may be less focused
on the material benefits of education. From Yale’s
perspective, Yale-NUS’s low admission rate may have
been a sign of prestige and desirability and its high
operating costs an acceptable price to pay for a world-
class liberal arts education. Yale-NUS’s difficulties in
raising endowment funds may have been the shock that
triggered an earthquake, but the fault-lines between Yale
and NUS’s priorities existed from the beginning.

However, the financial walls around Yale-NUS may not
be as high as they seem at first glance. Ben Goh, a Yale-
NUS student in the Class of 2022, said that Yale-NUS’s
“extremely generous” financial aid for Singaporean
students drew him to apply. In his first year, he received a
97% subsidy and paid a grand total of $600 in tuition fees.
Ben’s experience was not unusual: Yale-NUS doesn’t
consider whether Singaporean students can afford to pay
the full tuition fee when deciding whom to admit. Once a
student is admitted, Yale-NUS guarantees that they will
meet that student’s financial need. As a low-income
student, once Ben had made it through the admissions
office, Yale-NUS turned out to be even cheaper than NUS.

This inclusivity extends to Yale-NUS’s student culture
and curriculum. Ben has a hearing disorder, which
occasionally causes ringing in his ears that makes it hard
to hear. Yale-NUS’s COVID-19 regulations mandate that
professors stay at least five meters away from each other
in classes. In another college, this could have been a
serious barrier to Ben’s ability to hear and learn from his
professors. But Yale-NUS accommodated by giving him a
mic that he asks people to use when he is having trouble
hearing. As a Residential Advisor, Ben ran a session on
inclusion for students with learning disabilities. First-
years with attention disorders, eye-sight deficiencies, and
hearing problems were all directed to the appropriate
accommodations. When | asked her about Yale-NUS’s
culture, Suman P.’s first response was that Yale-NUS “was
a safe space in Singapore for people from minority groups,
[queer students], even international students.” Both
through its formal policies and norms, Yale-NUS
genuinely attempts to give students from every
marginalized or disadvantaged group the support they
need to succeed.

It seems to me that there are two different metrics we
could use to judge whether Yale-NUS is truly accessible:
first, equity and second, the sheer number of available
seats. By equity, | mean whether Yale-NUS tries to give
all students the resources they need to succeed in the
liberal arts, regardless of their identities, backgrounds, or
disabilities. Low-income students from Singapore are not
discriminated against because the application process is
need-blind. Once a student with a learning disability gets
in, accommodations are made to ensure they learn
effectively

But providing equity isn’t the same as making education
accessible to many people. Sure, Yale-NUS tries to level
the playing field between wealthier and poorer applicants.
But, at the end of the day, only asmall and lucky fraction

of applicants gets accepted. In this way, Yale-NUS is both
pluralistic and exclusive, both culturally diverse and elite.
This disjunction between aspiring for equal opportunity
and strictly limiting the number of students who are
actually accepted is a feature, not a bug, of the liberal arts.

A liberal arts education, and specifically Yale’s flavor of
the liberal arts, comes with a resource tradeoff. When |
asked Professor Lewis about the liberal arts, he
emphasized the importance of “small classes” and “active
learning in the sense of seminars and interactive
discussion.” When class sizes are smaller, the University
has to spend more money on hiring professors, lecturers,
and teaching fellows per student. Encouraging students to
explore beyond their fields of interest means that students
take longer to gain the same level of specialization as their
peers in other educational systems, and thus they must
spend more resources to obtain their degree. The broader
a curriculum and the more niche its offerings, the more
expensive it gets.

This dynamic was at play at Yale-NUS. According to NUS
President Tan Eng Chye, “Yale-NUS operates with a ratio
of 8 students to 1 faculty member — compared to more than
12 to 1 in the USP, and 17 to 1 in the rest of NUS.” It is
likely that, per student enrolled, Yale-NUS was more
expensive than either the University Scholars Programme
or NUS. Many Yale-NUS students are keenly aware of
this tension. Ben himself noted that because of “resource
constraints,” NUS has fewer professors per student and a
greater focus on lecture over discussion-based classes than
Yale-NUS does. Given these high costs, it’s not surprising
that Yale-NUS only admits 250 students a year.

While we can read Yale-NUS’s closure as a clash between
NUS and Yale’s visions of accessibility, NUS’s
explanation of why it closed Yale-NUS and how the New
College will solve Yale-NUS’s supposed deficiencies has
been amorphous and even contradictory at times. Yale-
NUS students are skeptical of whether NUS is sincere
about expanding access to the liberal arts. For instance,
the New College is set to admit 500 students a year, only
ten more than Yale-NUS and USP’s enrollment of 490.
Ben chuckled as he told me “I’m not really sure what
expansion there is.” This belies NUS’s argument that
merging Yale-NUS with USP would increase access to
interdisciplinary education. Moreover, NUS seems unable
to decide whether Yale-NUS’s fundraising woes were a
primary cause for the shutdown. In a September 11
statement about the merger, NUS President Tan Eng Chye
focused on the the high cost of running Yale-NUS, noting
that “Since I became President in 2018, Yale-NUS’
finances have weighed heavily on my mind.” In a speech
to Parliament just two days later, Singapore’s Minister of
Education Chan Chung Sing said exactly the opposite:
that the main reason NUS closed Yale-NUS was not its
cost, but rather to pivot NUS toward “interdisciplinary
learning.” Indeed, according to Minister Chan, the New
College will retain “a residential component, small-group
teaching, a common curriculum, and an immersive
experience,” the very things that President Chye said
caused high costs at Yale-NUS. Minister Chan said that
the New College would benefit from “economies of scale.”
But it is hard to believe that increasing the student
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population from 490 to 500 will bring significant
economies of scale.

NUS’s contradictory messaging hints at an uncomfortable
truth: NUS might have an ulterior motive for shutting
Yale-NUS down—they just won’t admit it publicly.
Charles Bailyn, Yale-NUS’s first Dean of Faculty has
suggested that NUS wanted to close Yale-NUS so that it
could admit fewer international students and more
Singaporean students. Yale and Yale-NUS faculty
members in the past have raised concerns about Yale-
NUS’s support for free speech, particularly given the
Singaporean government’s history of controlling speech.
One can imagine that NUS would hesitate to claim that the
cause for their closure of Yale-NUS was to discriminate
against foreign students or to censor campus speech. It is
impossible to verify which of the various possibilities was
the real reason why NUS pulled the plug, but it is
disheartening that we can’t discount nativism or
authoritarianism as possible causes.

Minutes after NUS administrators surprised Yale-NUS
students with the news that their college would be shutting
down, anguished screams of students could be heard
emanating from residential colleges. Currently enrolled
Yale-NUS students will all graduate and receive their
degrees. There are not likely to be cuts to Yale-NUS’s
resources in the transition period between now and 2025.
So where does this anguish come from? In his last three
years at Yale-NUS, Ben advised first-years at his

residential college, debated competitively for Yale-NUS,
and threw the History Society’s first ever Halloween party.
Like many of his peers, Ben improved and enriched the
Yale-NUS community. Now, Ben says that “We’re
grieving the loss of the community.” Yale-NUS students
are also hurt by what they see as the opaque and
disrespectful way that NUS has treated the community.
Some Yale-NUS students learned about the closure of
their school through the Yale Daily News, before NUS
told them. NUS still hasn’t fully explained why they chose
to close Yale-NUS. This has left a sour taste in the
community’s mouth. Their college isn’t just closing—
NUS yanked it from under their feet without telling them
why, leaving students dizzy with confusion.

The Yale-NUS closure raises far more questions than it
answers. We may never know what NUS’s real motivation
for shutting Yale-NUS down was, and it’s still too early to
judge Yale-NUS’s successor, the New College. The Yale-
NUS closure cannot be distilled into a nice, self-contained
story because it forces us to choose between two good
things: an expansive liberal arts curriculum and a
curriculum that schools can provide to the majority of
prospective students. It is precisely because of this
difficult tradeoff that NUS and Yale have an obligation to
speak about it openly, to explain why they chose one goal
and not the other, or to tell us how they plan to reconcile
the two. It’s unfortunate that NUS didn’t use the Yale-
NUS closure as an opportunity to have this conversation.
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The demographics of the first NUS College (NUSC)
cohort debuted in a report by The Straits Times on
Sunday (17 July).

The data—released first in the national newspaper
despite The Octant queries two weeks prior—reveal
an inaugural cohort more diverse in some aspects and
less in others than the Yale-NUS Class of 2025, the
liberal arts college’s final intake.
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Greater accessibility is a central tenet behind NUS
College’s founding, according to NUS President Tan
Eng Chye in a September 2021 editorial defending
the new programme, then known as New College.

NUS College will welcome 400 students in its first
class, or 6% of its approximately 7,000 applications.
NUSC did not publicize the total number of offers,
with which acceptance rates are typically calculated.

10



The size of the NUS College application pool
decreased by more than half from the last Yale-NUS
admissions cycle, where 14,367 applications were
submitted and 240, or about 2%, attended.

“We are excited about the interest for NUS College

and are impressed with the quality of applicants for
our first intake,” commented Vice Dean (Outreach)
Quek Su Ying of NUS College, responding to
gueries from The Octant.

“ We expect to attract more interest from
outstanding students in the years to come.”

At admission, the distribution of intended majors
among NUS College students is as follows,
representing most NUS faculties except Medicine
and Dentistry. This aligns with NUS College’s
ambitions to offer “flexible access to multiple
pathways and specialisations,” according to Prof.
Tan.

NUS College students also have the option to change
their majors in the first two years of college.

NUS College said that “a college survey of [first-
years’] household incomes found that about one in
four can be classified as ‘needy’ students who are
likely to qualify for higher education bursaries.”

This is considerably lower than the proportion of
students NUS-wide, which a February The Straits
Times article quoted as 55% of all undergraduates.

This also reflects a significant decrease from the
Yale-NUS Class of 2025, 39% of whom received
merit or need-based aid. In the Class of 2024, the last
Yale-NUS cohort with need-blind admissions for
international students, that number rises further to
57%.

The complexities of financial aid also hinder
straightforward comparison. On the surface, Yale-
NUS is considerably more expensive, with fees
ranging from $30,041 per year for Singapore citizens
to $74,653 for international students not on the
tuition grant.

An NUS College student will pay $8,250 as a
Singapore citizen or $34,250 as an international
student without the tuition grant, and a residential fee
of approximately $7,000 to stay in Cinnamon
College.

However, Yale-NUS adopted a need-based approach
towards financial aid, offering individualized awards
based on what it believed each student could pay
after an assessment of personal circumstances
regardless of citizenship.

While the College does not publicize specific aid
guanta, students can sometimes pay significantly less
than the asking price.

What NUS College refers to by “higher education
bursaries” is unclear. It is also unknown if the one-
in-four proportion includes all students who “are
likely to” qualify for at least one financial scheme, or
considers only those who receive sufficient financial
aid in NUS College’s judgment.

“We will continue to keep the fees at NUSC

affordable, while our students will also have access
to the extensive financial aid options that are
currently available for all NUS students,” says Prof.
Quek in response to financial aid queries.

The NUS Office for Financial Aid uses Per Capita
Income (PCI) as the main determinant of eligibility
for many of its numerous schemes, each with varying
requirements, according to its website.

Such rigid criteria may not adequately reflect
individual circumstances, such as if a family
supports  multiple  university-age  children
simultaneously or if family members require high
medical expenditures.

International students are also restricted in the types
of aid they receive, being explicitly excluded from
some types of bursaries in addition to stricter PCI
requirements of less than $1,200, as opposed to
$2,700 for Singaporeans.

The same February article announced that NUS will
cover all tuition fees for Singaporean students with a
PCI lower than $1,000, while those with PCls lower
than $690 will receive up to $26,000 over four years
for living expenses. Residential Colleges may also

NUS College will welcome 20 Polytechnic
graduates—a slightly higher proportion than the last
Yale-NUS cohort—and five Madrasah graduates
among its first students. Yale-NUS did not specify in
the past if any students were admitted from
Madrasahs.

International students hold 21 different citizenships,
a fall from the 35 represented in the Class of 2025,
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and comprise 100 of the 400 students.

The Octant has also used the number of students
from Singapore-based schools as a gauge of cultural
diversity, as citizenship may not accurately reflect
the cultural backgrounds of foreign students
attending local or international schools in Singapore.
NUS College did not address The Octant queries on
the topic.

NUS College also declined to provide data on gender
identity or legal sex. In comparison, legal sex is one
of the few demographic data the NUS Registrar’s
Office makes available for the whole NUS student
body.
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Previously, the Yale-NUS admissions office
released data on student legal sex, while declining to
do so for gender identity as it did not require new
students to answer such a question.

“The NUSC team and senior students are now

focused on welcoming our inaugural cohort when
they join us in August,” Prof. Quek commented.
award bursaries to offset residential fees.
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