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The Brutal Truth:
Should You Even

Study in the USA?
A 20-minute self-assessment that could save you ₹40 lakh

and two years of your life.

Honest guidance for Indian students.
No consultancy. No commission. No sugar-coating.
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Read this first
This guide will not sell you a dream. Consultancies earn commissions when you enroll — so
they will never tell you not to go. We earn nothing from your decision, so we can say what
they won't: studying in the USA is a high-risk, high-reward bet, and for many students it is
simply the wrong bet.

Work through the checklists honestly. If you cannot tick most boxes, the bravest, smartest
move is to pause — not to borrow more money and hope.

Last updated September 2026. Fees, visa rules, and job markets move fast — treat every number here as a
starting point and verify current figures before deciding.

Part 1 — The 12-question self-assessment
Tick a box only if the statement is fully true. Half-true doesn't count.

☐  I know my total budget, not just tuition.
    Tuition is 60–70% of the real cost. Add rent, food, insurance, flights, visa fees, and 2
years of living. For most universities the all-in number is $70,000–$150,000+ all-in. If you
only know the tuition figure, you don't know your budget.

☐  I can fund this without destroying my family if it fails.
    Loans of ₹30–50 lakh at 9–13% interest are normal. Ask: if I return to India with no US
job, can we still repay? If the answer is no, the risk is existential, not educational.

☐  I have a clear reason for the USA specifically.
    'Better life' is not a reason. Which programs, which professors, which industry hubs,
which roles? If Canada, Germany, or a top Indian institute serves the same goal cheaper,
say so out loud.

☐  My academics can survive honest competition.
    US graduate programs grade on curves against strong peers. If your fundamentals are
weak, an expensive degree won't fix them — it will expose them.

☐  I am going for the degree AND the skills, not the visa.
    Students who chase the visa first pick easy programs, skip hard skills, then discover
employers hire skills, not degrees.

☐  I understand OPT is temporary work permission, not a job guarantee.
    12 months of OPT (plus 24 more for STEM) lets you look for work. Nobody is required to
hire you.

☐  I understand the H-1B now favors higher-paid roles — it is no longer a pure lottery.
    Since February 2026, H-1B selection is wage-weighted toward higher wage levels, so
entry-level odds are the worst (~15% vs ~61% at the top level), and a $100,000
supplemental fee now applies to new petitions. You can do everything right and still not
get picked. Plan for that outcome.
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☐  I have researched my field's actual US job market.
    Not headlines — real postings, real salaries, real sponsorship behavior in your
specialization. Some fields hire generously; others barely sponsor at all.

☐  I can handle 2+ years of uncertainty and rejection.
    Homesickness, culture shock, internship rejections, visa stress. This is the normal
experience, not the failure case.

☐  I have a Plan B if the USA doesn't work out.
    Return to India with new skills, a different country, a remote job. 'It has to work' is not a
plan.

☐  Nobody is pressuring me into this.
    Not parents, not relatives, not a consultancy's 'last seat' deadline, not Instagram. Your
loan, your life.

☐  I want this for me — not for a photo.
    If the honest answer involves impressing people back home, stop. ₹40 lakh is too much
to pay for a status update.

⚠  BRUTAL TRUTH: The scoring nobody else will give you
9–12 ticks: you are a serious candidate — proceed with eyes open. 6–8 ticks:
fix the gaps first (usually money or field research), then reassess in 3–6
months. Below 6: do not apply this cycle. Work, save, build skills, and revisit.
A delayed dream beats a financed disaster.

Part 2 — The money reality in 60 seconds
A typical 2-year MS, all-in:

Expense Typical range (USD) Notes

Tuition & fees (2 yrs) $40,000 – $90,000 Public unis cheaper; private much higher

Living costs (2 yrs) $24,000 – $48,000 $1,000–$2,000/month depending on city

Health insurance $4,000 – $10,000 (varies wildly; top
private-university plans exceed
$5,900/yr)

Mandatory at most universities

Flights, visa, tests, misc $3,000 – $5,000 GRE/TOEFL, SEVIS, visa fee, travel

Total realistic range $70,000 – $150,000 ₹67 lakh – ₹1.43 crore+ (at ~₹95/USD, Sept
2026)

Ranges are indicative for 2026. Your university's official cost-of-attendance page is the source of truth.
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⚠  BRUTAL TRUTH: The loan math consultancies skip
Borrow ₹40 lakh at 11% for 10 years and you repay roughly ₹65 lakh. That
means your US salary premium over an Indian salary must clear ~₹25 lakh
in interest alone before the degree pays for itself. Run this math for your
specific field before you sign anything.

Part 3 — Seven traps that catch smart
students
■ The ranking trap. A university ranked #80 in a city with employers beats #40 in the

middle of nowhere for jobs. Rankings measure research output, not your employment
odds.

■ The 'safe admit' trap. Consultancies push universities that pay them commissions,
labeled as 'safe options.' Safe for whom? Ask every counsellor: how much commission
do you earn from each university you suggested?

■ The specialization trap. 'MS in Data Science' at a weak program loses to 'MS in
Statistics' at a strong one. Employers read transcripts and projects, not degree titles.

■ The location trap. Studying 3 hours from any relevant industry means flying to every
interview and networking event. Geography is a career input.

■ The loan trap. 'No collateral, instant approval' loans carry the highest rates. Compare at
least 3 lenders; read the moratorium terms line by line.

■ The part-time job trap. On-campus jobs pay $10–15/hour for limited hours. They cover
groceries, not tuition. Anyone who says otherwise is selling something.

■ The sunk-cost trap. Money spent is gone. If after one semester the program is clearly
wrong, transferring or leaving beats financing year two of a mistake.

Part 4 — It's not for everyone. The honest
alternatives
■ Germany: near-zero tuition at public universities, 18-month post-study job search.

Catch: you need German for most jobs and bureaucracy is slow.

■ Canada: clearer PR pathways historically, but the job market is smaller and costs have
risen sharply. Verify current PGWP rules — they changed recently.

■ Top Indian institutes + remote work: an MTech/MS in India plus remote international
roles can beat a mediocre US degree's ROI at one-tenth the cost.

■ Work first, study later: 2–3 years of Indian work experience makes your US application
stronger, your loans smaller, and your OPT job search far easier.
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⚠  BRUTAL TRUTH: The line we will never cross
We will never tell you studying abroad is always worth it. Anyone who
guarantees outcomes — admits, visas, jobs — is lying to you. The honest
answer is always: it depends on your field, your finances, and your tolerance
for risk.

Your next step
If you scored 9+ above, the next three guides in this series walk you through the rest:

■ Guide 2: Top US universities for Indian students — fees, rankings, GRE/TOEFL
requirements, deadlines.

■ Guide 3: The Fall 2027 application timeline — month-by-month checklist.

■ Guide 4: The F-1 visa interview playbook.

Follow @honeststudyabroad for one honest post a day. No DMs selling counseling. Ever.


