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School buses return to their routes this month. For millions of households where parents and
children hold different immigration statuses, so does a question the buses do not answer: what a
school district may ask at the registration desk, and what federal agents may do at the curb.

The mixed-status families' school year now runs on two tracks: a constitutional guarantee that has
not moved since 1982, and a federal enforcement posture that changed in January 2025.

Why This August Is Not Like Other Augusts

On Jan. 20, 2025, Acting Homeland Security Secretary Benjamine Huffman rescinded the
guidelines that had kept immigration agents away from schools, churches and health care facilities.
A department spokesperson said the change meant “Criminals will no longer be able to hide in
America’'s schools and churches,” and that the administration trusted officers to use common
sense.

The rescission of these policies has heightened community concerns regarding immigration
enforcement near schools, altering the calculus for families making everyday decisions about
transportation and classroom participation.

Enforcement volume followed. Immigration and Customs Enforcement booked more than 43,000
people into detention in June, averaging 1,438 aday, and 1,593 a day over thefirst 11 days of July,
according to agency figures reported by Government Executive. Preliminary Homeland
Security data reported by CBS News in early August put July’s total above 46,000. School
attendance and deportation fear now collide inside districts that answer to state truancy law but
have no say over federal enforcement.

What “Protected Areas” Used to Cover

DHS's Protected Areas policy, issued in October 2021, prohibited arrests, interviews, searches
and surveillance at K-12 schools, early learning centers, school bus stops and school events, except
in extraordinary circumstances involving an immediate threat to public safety.

Its rescission in January 2025 left districts dealing with federal agents without any written limit on
where those agents could go.
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What Federal Law Still Guarantees Every Student

The constitutional floor has not moved. The U.S. Supreme Court precedent established in Plyler v.
Doe, 457 U.S. 202 (1982) continues to dictate that state and local education agencies cannot deny
K-12 public school enrollment based on immigration status. The court determined that withholding
basic public education creates a distinct subclass of residents, violating the Equal Protection Clause
of the 14th Amendment. Consequently, immigrant students’ rights in public schools remain
constitutionally protected across all 50 states, regardless of state legislative proposals or executive
directives attempting to restrict municipa funding.

Thislegal precedent guarantees education access regardless of immigration status, establishing that
local school districts are legally obligated to enroll all eligible children residing within their
geographic boundaries. School districts that attempt to impose conditions designed to deter
undocumented children or require proof of legal residency face immediate federal judicial
challenge.

What a School Cannot Ask For

Joint guidance from the Justice and Education departments defines what documentation a public
school may request at registration. School districts cannot require a Social Security number,
foreign passport details or specific citizenship documentation as a condition of enrollment.

Furthermore, administrative staff are prohibited from inquiring into the legal status of students or
their parents. The same guidance covers children of undocumented parents and enrollment:
districts must accept alternative proof of residency, such as a utility bill, a lease or a sworn
affidavit

Parents who read Spanish can consult a Spanish-language guide to immigrant children’s
rights that walks through enrollment documents and the privacy rules covering student records.

The Attendance Numbers Tell the Story

The Urban Institute surveyed immigrant families in December 2025 and found that 10% of
those with children had kept a child home from school, child care or after-school activities to avoid
drawing attention to a family member’s immigration status. Among mixed-status families the
figure was 18%, and 37% said they worried about sending their children, compared with 11% of
immigrant families made up entirely of citizens.

District records show the same pattern. Daily absences in one California district rose 22% after
ICE raids in early 2025, with the sharpest increase among the youngest students. In a UCLA
survey of high school principals conducted between June and August 2025, 64% said students
from immigrant families had missed school that year because of immigration policy or rhetoric.

The funding consequences follow the absences. States allocate money to districts largely through
average daily attendance formulas, so when families keep children home, districts lose revenue that
pays for teachers, special education staff and after-school programs.

What the Supreme Court Settled in June — and What It Didn’t

A separate change came from Congress, not the court. H.R. 1, passed by the 119th Congress,
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narrows Medicaid and CHIP eligibility for some immigrant households starting Oct. 1, 2026. The
cuts do not touch public school access, but they add paperwork for the same low-income families
managing the school year.

However, the court permitted the implementation of statutory restrictions regarding state-level
administrative access to federally funded safety-net benefits, including emergency healthcare
expansion and subsidized family coverage options. While these health coverage adjustments do not
alter public education mandates, they impose additional administrative burdens on low-income
households.

Preparedness Before the First Bell

Legal aid groups recommend that mixed-status households put a family preparedness plan for
detention in writing before the first day of class. In practice that means three things on file: a
signed caregiver authorization naming the adult who can pick a child up and consent to medical
care; copies of birth certificates, passports and any immigration paperwork held by someone
outside the home; and a written instruction to the school about who may be contacted and what a
district may release.

School boards now sit between a state mandate to educate every resident child and a federal
enforcement posture they do not control. Whether federal policy treats that enforcement as more
urgent than educational continuity is the question shaping the coming school year.
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