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A Timeline Spotlight: Undermining 
Children’s Access to Education  
KIND’s “Timeline Tracking How the Second Trump Administration Is Rolling Back Protections for Unaccompanied Children,” 
catalogues recent and emerging Trump Administration measures that undermine unaccompanied children’s safety and 
welfare. This Spotlight focuses on a recurring subject of KIND’s Timeline: the escalation of U.S. Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) and Customs and Border Protection (CBP) enforcement actions that, in practice, can deter or disrupt 
children’s access to public education. This Spotlight also outlines another concerning development: The emerging attacks 
on the right of all children in the United States to attend public school, regardless of their immigration status, as enshrined 
in the Supreme Court ruling Plyer v Doe. 

For more than 30 years, federal policy treated schools as “sensitive locations,” limiting immigration enforcement in and 
around educational settings to safeguard students, recognizing that fear of immigration enforcement undermines children’s 
emotional safety and limits access to education for all. In January 2025, the Trump Administration rescinded these long-
standing protections, granting federal immigration officers broader discretion to conduct enforcement at or near schools. 
This change has prompted concerns from educators and child-advocacy groups about student safety, access to education, 
and trust within school communities. For immigrant youth, school is not only an academic environment but also a primary 
resource for emotional safety, trusted relationships, stability, and identity formation. Policies that destabilize school 
environments threaten children’s mental health as much as their educational access and success.

History of Sensitive Locations  
Beginning in 1993, the Clinton Administration issued guidance discouraging officers to avoid enforcement actions in 
or around schools except in exceptional circumstances and only with prior approval from senior leadership. Successive 
administrations maintained and refined this approach, which was formalized in 2011. By 2021, the Biden Administration 
issued new guidance and further broadened the concept of “sensitive locations” to include additional sites such as food 
pantries and playgrounds, recognizing how enforcement might deter access to essential services and harm community life. 
Although no fixed physical distance was set, officers were directed to evaluate the potential chilling effects their presence 
would have on access to these services. 

With these protections no longer in place, families report heightened fear about school attendance and pickup/drop-
off routines, and school districts have increased efforts to clarify procedures and reassure families. School attendance 
fears also impact children’s safety net because trusted adults beyond their vulnerable caregivers are out of reach. School 
settings allow children to connect with adults in charge of monitoring their emotional and physical safety, which can deeply 
impact overall wellbeing for children and their families. Public reporting has also documented high-visibility enforcement 
surges that intensified these concerns, including operations that have become increasingly harsh, violent, and deadly. As 
fears of separation continue to mount, families are left with little hope for accountability as the Justice Department has 
failed to investigate the killings of Renee Good and Alex Pretti, Minnesota residents and U.S. citizens killed by ICE agents. 

https://supportkind.org/resources/a-timeline-tracking-how-the-second-trump-administration-is-rolling-back-protections-for-unaccompanied-children/
https://www.ice.gov/about-ice/ero/protected-areas
https://www.ice.gov/about-ice/ero/protected-areas
https://www.ice.gov/doclib/foia/policy/10029.1_EnforcementActivitiesSchoolsPlacesWorship_05.17.1993.pdf
https://www.ice.gov/doclib/ero-outreach/pdf/10029.2-policy.pdf
https://www.ice.gov/doclib/news/guidelines-civilimmigrationlaw10272021.pdf
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2026/01/07/ice-minneapolis-shooting-renee-good
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/13/us/prosecutors-doj-resignation-ice-shooting.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/13/us/prosecutors-doj-resignation-ice-shooting.html
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Immediate Effects After the Rescission of Protected Areas     
 
The policy reversal, announced on January 21, 2025, immediately raised concerns among educators and 
immigrant advocates who warned that the change would heighten fear among the roughly 5.5 million children 
living with an undocumented parent and erode trust in schools as safe environments. While Administration officials 
framed the directive as necessary to apprehend dangerous individuals, education and child welfare advocates 
cautioned that removing protections near schools could undermine community safety and access to education.  
 
Education groups urged school districts to reinforce legal obligations under Plyler v. Doe, a Supreme Court ruling 
which guarantees a free public education regardless of immigration status, safeguard student records under 
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), train school staff on how to respond to potential ICE 
interactions, and develop protocols to support children whose caregivers might be detained. Immigrant‑serving 
organizations emphasized that students retain constitutional protections and encouraged districts to provide 
rights-related information and multilingual resources.   
 
Reactions remained polarized: advocacy groups warned of risks to student well-being and campus stability, while 
others framed the change as advancing enforcement goals. Amid this polarization, education leaders sought clarity 
while balancing legal compliance, student safety, and rising anxiety among mixed-status families.   
 
Following the rollback of “sensitive‑location” protections, state responses have been inconsistent, contributing to 
a fragmented national landscape. Reviews of state and district policy actions show significant variation: half of all 
states offer no identifiable guidance to schools on how to respond to immigration enforcement, while fewer than 
one‑third have developed comprehensive policies that include legal protocols, staff procedures, and family‑facing 
resources. A smaller group of states—California, Delaware, New Jersey, New York, Oregon, Washington, plus the 
District of Columbia—have adopted more detailed frameworks on staff responsibilities, privacy protections, and 
family-facing resources.   
 
The resulting gaps are consequential. In many places, schools lack clear directives for responding to immigration 
agents, have limited or no trauma‑informed training for staff, and lack robust protections around student 
information, all while families report heightened concern about enforcement activity near campuses.  This 
imbalance deepens disparities in safety and educational access for immigrant and mixed‑status families.  

Federal legislation has been proposed to limit immigration enforcement in and around designated “sensitive 
locations.” Until any such measures are enacted, states and school districts face the urgent task of establishing 
uniform, comprehensive policies with legal clarity, step‑by‑step protocols, privacy safeguards, and culturally 
responsive resources to ensure all students can learn in safe and supportive environments. Educators and unions 
in several localities have also pursued litigation and emergency motions to preserve protections and clarify limits 
on campus-adjacent enforcement.

Attendance Declines and School Avoidance    
 
In the absence of legal protections, school administrators warn that the long-term consequences of immigration 
raids are emerging as a new educational crisis, comparable in scale to the disruptions caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic. A recent study of the 2025 Operation Return to Sender raids in California’s Central Valley found a 22 
percent increase in daily absences, especially among younger children (Pre-K and K-5), with elevated absenteeism 
persisting for at least two months as families feared family separation. Public reporting from Minneapolis–St. Paul 
describes a large federal surge, widespread family fear, and school district measures including temporary remote 
learning to keep students safe. Community groups and parents have organized safety patrols, illustrating how 
enforcement visibility can reshape school routines and depress attendance. 

These absences have instructional and financial consequences. Increased absenteeism disrupts learning and 
compounds post-pandemic learning challenges. In states like California and Texas where aid is tied to attendance, 
districts also face immediate financial losses. National trackers have documented already elevated chronic 
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https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/frequently-requested-statistics-immigrants-and-immigration-united-states-202#unauthorized
https://www.aasa.org/resources/blog/trump-administration-reportedly-rescinds-protected-areas-designation-for-schools
http://encouraged districts to provide rights-related information
http://encouraged districts to provide rights-related information
https://immigrationinitiative.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/IIH_PolicyBrief_Vol2_Issue3_2025_FromSafeZonestoUncertainty_July-1_25_FINAL-1.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/1061/text
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Furl4763.email.politicopro.com%2Fls%2Fclick%3Fupn%3Du001.Q6ij-2B6lCBUOmLoIECmNeydSushEKwDu2WKferf4XVpSQtwqSZUF47Hcvc0WaxQI8jdr9k-2FT8p-2BY0nUvQuZlmKt71Qsmp1WsI-2BEfGu0qxEvir1PUP32Qe0bbv-2F-2BQ2TB1EAx2C0x7qeRz3lq4oISEMZQ-3D-3D_U6S_0VDJ0KNLid9LU2AWQsfmy6dTOc7gXSbc44HRd9ixxoMC7V78LJioB-2Fj7lxsen1J-2BLrOzel61-2FL-2FMgv9yStHk9s5nK3vR5Kfa4i3-2FAySpFOHUfPz1uDhLejo-2FfmHQsUYa-2B8aCRXCnEfksG4VwYOLdr8hXSKZL2qyK-2FA0nJmR792UfjmuLW07m70-2Bu-2BtXyj-2BitTNcLsEk6afgsy-2BF-2B-2BFPgC6LaahW57jgSIf96jbz3kVduYqBaP-2B6Aet234qo45eCVVlfC7lrgaBEaog84ORRdrmL9ZO-2FkGSVVDFiKUINO97uegApgWOsb4QvTlE35JfNqC-2F0gE2JfPqvgGZv7ma6MGfm1-2BFJfRaz-2B8j-2FS7FwDmmY4Iy0O-2B7lBawx-2BHjHophbZfiiGP5P3J6nk6vE7D6dP0UhHj7Aq2Xp-2FQtgcall7XY-2BKdLcPS8zof1MbPzcVoDsKA2weCU0KM2m-2F44mqQM5H-2FnJ5PDv4-2BKc27-2FOARUAeXFYpiDN5KlTtRG-2BoWj3ZgKItOc3eLx9VVul3MjfEOOAA6j5xmqAOVi7XVjVRyjNAM9Mp6Fl4FllAEpVJA151iaN6&data=05%7C02%7Clcorchado%40supportkind.org%7C7cadf13695da464381fa08de739bacf1%7C103be3e30c5944bdbee95e25d26dcbdb%7C0%7C0%7C639075309649516895%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=h9nv9c%2BmxA6Fp1oRl3TSA91%2Fqr0klpB7FIVjMteT9ko%3D&reserved=0'
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Furl4763.email.politicopro.com%2Fls%2Fclick%3Fupn%3Du001.Q6ij-2B6lCBUOmLoIECmNeyeU3u1HSs7RK3Z3M0Rb66VSBu0lgPOQF1DLi61fpWT9YE-2B13YUOWZ9ZsizZTLHIv4DpVBLRtdFPQ7gnFB2nRhF7AYr1Zxmlm5r73ja-2FKkOMb3XMvAawNam9JSLMuMTGjpu0GczcnkMlb-2BQ4Rq9FYd7zvk1h2pU62XdtYyAImRlEp76WkKegUY0RdhtsMbqpZngSBsJYlpdcinaQkGN0Qfe0zlzcHPAYaBgazcevtr0iKoaraE8LZw0zrD-2BVls3AYWA-3D-3DausV_0VDJ0KNLid9LU2AWQsfmy6dTOc7gXSbc44HRd9ixxoMC7V78LJioB-2Fj7lxsen1J-2BLrOzel61-2FL-2FMgv9yStHk9s5nK3vR5Kfa4i3-2FAySpFOHUfPz1uDhLejo-2FfmHQsUYa-2B8aCRXCnEfksG4VwYOLdr8hXSKZL2qyK-2FA0nJmR792UfjmuLW07m70-2Bu-2BtXyj-2BitTNcLsEk6afgsy-2BF-2B-2BFPgC6LaahW57jgSIf96jbz3kVduYqBaP-2B6Aet234qo45eCVVlfC7lrgaBEaog84ORRdrmL9ZO-2FkGSVVDFiKUINO97uegApgWOsb4QvTlE35JfNqC-2F0gE2JfPqvgGZv7ma6MGfm1-2BFJfRaz-2B8j-2FS7FwDmmY4Iy0O-2B7lBawx-2BHjHophbZfiiGP5P3J6nk6vE7D6dP0UhHj7Aq2Xp-2FQtgcall7XY9ns2yhKQdC4oRslFaxe2N-2FUPVg8pnTYRMxHH1GeafaGg0zbVAmsbiPSIa9v47n-2Fs94atAASxLitL2j-2FLBbJNcZ85FSD-2BbzYUuFfnTJ-2BDcRc8trNKXe-2BrL-2BG17u8uXnICMv2dB8aewX0ilET2mL2gqs&data=05%7C02%7Clcorchado%40supportkind.org%7C7cadf13695da464381fa08de739bacf1%7C103be3e30c5944bdbee95e25d26dcbdb%7C0%7C0%7C639075309649502949%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=V1dUnZFffK%2FMqsXa7yZ%2BaTD20StsAy8H7lNxsKeaHGI%3D&reserved=0
https://subscriber.politicopro.com/article/2026/02/school-officials-wrestle-with-how-to-protect-students-from-ice-00793035?site=pro&prod=alert&prodname=alertmail&linktype=headline&source=email
https://tom-dee.github.io/files/dee-2025-immigration-PNAS.pdf?source=email
https://theconversation.com/federal-immigration-enforcement-near-schools-disrupts-attendance-traumatizes-students-and-damages-their-academic-performance-273325
https://www.alvarezandmarsal.com/insights/financial-impact-chronic-absenteeism-k-12-districts
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absenteeism since the pandemic, with new enforcement related barriers exacerbating recovery. Schools and 
service providers working with immigrant youth and children of immigrant parents report that children are not 
attending school. Many youth resort to attending school through online options, some which are not free or 
available in all states. Early childhood learning spaces are also impacted. Many parents may opt to delay enrolling 
young learners in school due to the many interactions needed for enrollment such as vaccines and placement 
evaluations.   

The effects are not confined to immigrant families. When school avoidance rises, the educational environment and 
resource picture shift for all students, reducing district revenues, straining intervention capacity, extra-curricular 
programs face cuts and tough decisions are made about teacher salaries and retention, impeding efforts to 
address interrupted learning. The well-being of immigrant children is inseparable from the well-being of the broader 
school community. 

Socio-Emotional Impacts   

Rescinding protections of “sensitive locations” and attacking protections for children to attend schools affects 
more than attendance – it disrupts students’ socio-emotional stability. Children may experience chronic stress, 
hypervigilance, fear at pickup/drop-off routines, and diminished trust in adults and institutions. Parents and 
pediatricians have reported a broad array of impacts of increased fears among children, including behavioral 
changes, psychosomatic symptoms, and mental health issues, such as depression and anxiety. Children report 
stomachaches, headaches, and nightmares. Some refuse to separate from their parents, even for school. Others 
shut down in class or lash out. Counselors describe “freeze” responses during unexpected knocks at the door or 
sirens near school. Simple safety drills can trigger panic in children who have seen a parent detained.  

Lack of access to schools also harms socio-emotional development by removing children from peers, teachers, 
mentors, sports, and other protective factors that can bolster resilience and well-being. For many youth, school 
may also be their most stable access to consistent nutritious meals, essential mental health support, mandated 
reporters, and supportive adults. Schools also play a critical role in a youth’s sense of belonging, identity, and 
purpose. 

Bullying, Harassment, and School Climate Deterioration    

A nationally representative survey of more than 600 U.S. high school principals found that intensified immigrant 
enforcement has worsened bullying, harassment, and overall school climate for immigrant students, contributing 
to a pervasive “culture of fear.” Many administrators described a broad climate of distress, with 70.4 percent 
reporting that students from immigrant families express fear for their own or their families’ well-being, and more 
than half noting that families have left their communities because of enforcement actions.  

The survey revealed a major rise in bullying and harassment: Over one-third of principals reported that immigrant 
students were being targeted with xenophobic taunts such as “Can I see your papers?” or “Go back home.” 
Examples included Minnesota students directing hostile comments toward Hispanic peers and Nebraska students 
increasingly using derogatory language.  

This persistent anxiety is reshaping school environments nationwide. Principals across the country report 
similar experiences to those in the survey: more derogatory comments, exclusionary behavior, and hostile peer 
interactions, hallmarks of a deteriorating school climate fueled directly by heighted enforcement actions. One 
principal described hallways turning openly hostile, with immigrant students becoming more isolated. Youth who 
feel targeted or unsafe are more likely to withdraw, avoid asking for help, or disengage academically. 
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https://siepr.stanford.edu/news/student-absences-increased-under-threat-deportation-efforts-study-finds
https://siepr.stanford.edu/news/student-absences-increased-under-threat-deportation-efforts-study-finds
https://www.kff.org/racial-equity-and-health-policy/potential-impacts-of-mass-detention-and-deportation-efforts-on-the-health-and-well-being-of-immigrant-families/
https://www.visaverge.com/immigration/anxiety-attacks-and-tears-how-2025-immigration-sweeps-harm-childrens-mental-health/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/dec/10/immigrant-students-ice-crackdowns
https://everyday-states.com/ice-raids-fuel-schoolyard-tensions-a-new-study-uncovers-rising-bullying-and-ghosting-classrooms/#google_vignette
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-race-to-good-health/202508/beyond-the-backpack-cultivating-belonging-and-mental-health
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Threats to Educational Rights and Access   

Advocates are closely monitoring White House–Tennessee coordination, which is now becoming a central vehicle 
for mounting state‑led challenges to Plyler v. Doe, the 1982 U.S. Supreme Court decision that held states cannot 
deny undocumented children a free public K–12 education because doing so violates the Equal Protection 
Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. Reporting indicates that senior presidential adviser Stephen Miller met 
with Tennessee House Speaker Cameron Sexton in Washington, D.C., to develop model legislation, followed by a 
package of eight bills that would give local actors like educators and judges, who are not traditionally immigration-
enforcement officials, new responsibility that support or facilitate immigration enforcement. Tennessee lawmakers 
and leaders have publicly stated that the president supports the effort and that “Tennessee will go first,” signaling 
a strategy intended to provoke constitutional litigation that could place Plyler back before the Court.  

In parallel, the Heritage Foundation has released a detailed blueprint encouraging states to challenge Plyler, 
including model provisions to charge tuition to undocumented K–12 students, verify or report immigration status, 
and reframe equal protection arguments around fiscal prioritization. The report surveys 2025 state bills, from 
status‑data collection to tuition requirements. 

The article includes a section on unaccompanied children and uses Department of Health and Human Services 
Office of Refugee Resettlement release figures and per‑pupil costs to argue that unaccompanied children drive 
substantial state education expenses—evidence the author cites to justify charging tuition or otherwise restricting 
all undocumented students’ access to free K–12 schooling. The report does not propose any carve‑outs for 
unaccompanied youth; instead, it presents them as central to the fiscal case for overturning Plyler, applying the 
same status‑based tuition and verification requirements uniformly to “illegal alien children.” 

The case is being made that circumstances have shifted since 1982: post‑1990s federal statutes and policies, 
rising migration flows, and increased numbers of unaccompanied children have, in its view, altered the fiscal and 
legal landscape. It contends these developments warrant a “second look” at Plyler and backs a strategy for states 
to pass laws (tuition charges, immigration‑status verification, and reporting) designed to provoke Supreme Court 
reconsideration—explicitly positioning unaccompanied children as a key reason Plyler should be revisited now. 

Taken together, the White House‑aligned push in Tennessee and the Heritage blueprint illustrate a two‑track 
strategy—political shepherding plus legal templates for replication—that is actively laying the groundwork for 
state‑initiated challenges to Plyler v. Doe. 

If such bills proliferate, districts could be pressed to verify immigration status, charge tuition, or otherwise deter 
enrollment, chilling attendance and eroding trust in schools well beyond any one state. For advocates, this is a 
critical inflection point to defend the baseline norm that every child belongs in school and to prevent copy‑cat 
measures and prolonged litigation that would destabilize students, families, and school communities. 
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Conclusion: A Critical Inflection Point for Children’s Right to Learn 
The convergence of intensified immigration enforcement near schools and coordinated efforts to invite a  
Supreme Court reconsideration of Plyler v. Doe marks a decisive moment for educational access. Highly  
visible operations such as the Twin Cities surge have chilled attendance, disrupted instruction, and 
damaged trust, demonstrating how quickly access can erode when “protected areas” are no longer honored. 
At the same time, the Tennessee test case strategy and model legislation circulating nationally indicate a 
near- term pathway to broader legal challenges. Efforts to challenge Plyler v. Doe not only jeopardize legal 
access to school – they threaten children’s developmental and socio-emotional health. Lack of access 
to schools would cut them off from essential support and services. This is the moment to reinforce legal 
safeguards, implement consistent school-district protocols, and maintain the foundational principle that 
schools must remain open, safe, trusted, and accessible to every child.  

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2026/feb/04/stephen-miller-trump-immigration-plan
https://www.heritage.org/border-security/report/every-state-should-challenge-plyler-v-doe-time-end-free-education-illegal-0

