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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
At the Cisneros Research and Policy Colloquium on Immigration hosted on February 20, 
2026, experts from the Center for American Progress, the Migration Policy Institute, the 
Aspen Institute, New America, and the Presidents' Alliance on Higher Education and 
Immigration joined the Cisneros Institute to discuss recent policy shifts in K-12 and higher 
education and their intersections with larger issues such as immigration, research funding, 
and well-being. 
 
The “K-12 Education Pathways” panel featured experts from The Canizales Group, the 
Center for American Progress, and the Migration Policy Institute. This brief synthesizes the 
discussion from the Colloquium led by the Cisneros Institute and provides policy 
opportunities for policymakers, policy practitioners, researchers, and advocates. It also 
includes additional resources from The Canizales Group, the Center for American Progress, 
and the Migration Policy Institute for further engagement. 
 
KEY THEMES DISCUSSED 
 

• Fragility of the K-12 Education System in the U.S.: Federal funding cuts and 
efforts to the dismantle the Department of Education have exposed the fragility of 
the K-12 education system.  

• Educational Inequities Across Different Populations and Inequalities within 
Inequalities: Challenges in the K-12 system, exacerbated by recent policy shocks, 
disproportionately impact newcomers, dual language learners, students with 
disabilities, and students with intersecting identities. 

• Immigration Policy Impacts: Increased immigration enforcement creates fear and 
uncertainty for students, parents, educators, and broader communities.  

• Safety, Mental Health, and Well-Being Concerns: Federal policy shocks have 
created health and well-being concerns at schools.  

• K-12 Staffing Capacity: Funding cuts and policy stressors have also contributed to 
staff burnout and teacher shortages. 

 
BACKGROUND 
 

In 2026, the United States K-12 education system is facing a myriad of challenges 
stemming from drastic policy changes at the federal level. Historically, the K-12 system has 
stood out for its affordability and universal access. Public schools serve the majority of the 
population. Landmark Supreme Court decisions including Pyler v. Doe (1982) and Brown v. 
Board of Education (1954) have affirmed the right and equal access to public education for 
all children regardless of immigration status and race — jn recent years, states and 
localities have implemented policy changes that violate the spirit of these rulings. 

https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2024/06/06/us-public-private-and-charter-schools-in-5-charts/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2024/06/06/us-public-private-and-charter-schools-in-5-charts/
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/public_education_for_immigrant_students_understanding_plyer_v_doe.pdf
https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/brown-v-board-of-education
https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/brown-v-board-of-education
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• According to the National Center for Education Statistics, there were 49.6 million 

students enrolled in public schools in 2022. 
• Students are served by nearly 4 million teachers across the country.  
• Per analysis by Fwd.us, there are approximately 1.8 million undocumented school-

age children. 
• The percentage of English Language Learners in public schools increased over the 

ten-year period between 2011 (9.4 percent, or 4.6 million students) and 2021 (10.6 
percent, or 5.3 million students). 

 
KEY ISSUES ANALYZED 
 
Teacher Shortages and Working Conditions at Schools 

• Research by the Center for American Progress has found that 44 percent of new 
teachers leave the profession within five years.  

• Teachers across the country are organizing for better working conditions, 
compensation, and better protections revealing the importance of worker 
protections at schools. 

 
Increased Immigration Enforcement and Impacts to K-12 Education 

• Executive orders that have increased immigration enforcement in the interior of the 
country and the elimination of a policy prohibiting enforcement at sensitive 
locations has led to absenteeism and mental health and well-being concerns for 
students, parents, caretakers, and teachers.  

• Some teachers have also been arrested by immigration authorities, removing vital 
educators from communities.  

 
English Language Learners and Newcomer Populations 

• The demographics of English Language Learners and newcomer populations is 
constantly evolving, which demonstrates a need for language access and resource to 
support these populations. 

 
Federal Funding Cuts and Civil Rights Enforcement 

• While K-12 education is funded by a combination of local, state, and federal funding, 
funding cuts at the federal level have eliminated vital resources like aid for 
disadvantaged and special populations for schools and students. 

• Funding cuts have also had implications for civil rights enforcement in schools with 
7 of the 12 U.S. Department of Education civil rights enforcement offices closing in 
March 2026. 

 
INSIGHTS FROM THE COLLOQUIUM 
 
Federal funding cuts will have significant impacts for years to come. 
Millions of students are currently and will continue to be impacted by federal policy shocks 
drastically reshaping K-12 education.  

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/cga/public-school-enrollment
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/cga/public-school-enrollment
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/clr/public-school-teachers
https://www.fwd.us/news/the-power-of-plyler/
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/cgf/english-learners-in-public-schools
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/fact-sheet-how-to-increase-the-retention-of-early-career-teachers/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/fact-sheet-how-to-increase-the-retention-of-early-career-teachers/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/how-immigration-enforcement-is-harming-us-schools-and-students/
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/blog/immigration-enforcement-harms-students-schools/
https://chc.house.gov/media-center/story-week/miami-dade-county-public-schools-teacher-and-daca-recipient-deported
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/english-learner-changes-over-the-last-20-years/
https://www.k12dive.com/news/half-of-ocr-fired-after-trump-education-department-layoffs/742374/
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Holistics student needs become increasingly important amid policy stressors. 
Federal funding cuts and heighted immigration enforcement have limited access to basic 
needs and contributed to a “chilling effect” around accessing public benefits. 
 
Some states have stepped up to protect students, which may serve as a model for 
policymakers. 
Following changes to sensitive location directives around immigration at the federal level, 
states have enacted safe zone policies to protect students and their families.  
 
Practitioners are a critical part of the policymaking process. 
Teachers, principals, guidance counselors, and other school staff can have a voice in policy 
design, participating in discussions to ensure policies reflect on-the-ground realities. 
 
 
EVIDENCE-INFORMED POLICY OPPORTUNITIES 
 
Federal Level 

• Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) Evidence-Based Provision: Provisions in ESSA 
articulate the need for and encourage evidence-based education systems at the state 
level. Evidence-based policies ensures that students are served by education rooted 
in research and best practices. 

 
State and Local Level 

• Safe Zone and School Policies: More than a dozen states across the country have 
enacted safe schools policies that protect immigrant students and their families. 

• State Level Protections for Students: Some states have enacted protections that go 
beyond federal laws to protect against discrimination and promote civil rights.  

• Reimagining the Financing of Schools: Shifting from a reliance on property taxes to 
more state-based funding may help reduce inequities across school districts.  

 
Crosscutting Across Issues 

• Artificial Intelligence in Schools and Data Protections: As K-12 systems increasingly 
integrate data-driven technologies and expand their role in supporting student well-
being, overlapping challenges related to privacy, equity, and resource allocation 
raise concerns especially as student populations continue to change. The future of 
the AI in schools remains unclear, raising concerns that student data could be 
analyzed and potentially used for immigration enforcement. To protect students, 
clear firewall policies should be established, among other data privacy protection 
best practices. Similarly, the collection of school data including disciplinary records 
and information related to policing raises potential equity concerns.  

• Safeguard Against the Weaponization of Data Systems: Longitudinal “cradle-to-
career" data systems, which track students from early childhood through the 
workforce, have the potential to improve outcomes for marginalized students. 
However, they also raise privacy concerns, including the creation of permanent 

https://media.nilc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/Protecting-access-to-public-k-12-schools.pdf
https://edopportunity.org/docs/segregation/resources/Robinson%20-%20Protecting%20Education%20as%20a%20Civil%20Right.pdf
https://bellwether.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Bellwether_PandemictoProgress_SchoolFunding_Final.pdf
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digital profiles, some of which could be monetized. Stronger data privacy measures 
such as Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) reform, data 
minimization, and consent requirements are essential.  

• Supporting Student Mental Health and Well-Being: Schools are increasingly focused 
on supporting student mental health and well-being, prompting a need to reassess 
resource allocation to support wraparound student needs. 

• Understanding the Changing Needs of English Language Learners and Newcomer 
Populations: Research on English Language Learners also remains limited, 
underscoring the need for more focused studies that account for language 
proficiency, migration status, and other demographic factors. With immigrant 
populations and other demographics shifting rapidly, adaptable and responsive 
learning resources are key to navigating these changes.  

 
CONCLUSION 
 
The K-12 system is currently fragile, raising urgent questions about how to draw attention 
of both policymakers and the press to its challenges. One key insight emerging from the 
Colloquium is that there are “inequalities within inequalities,” meaning that education 
disparities exist not only between broad demographic groups, but also within them in 
layered and intersecting ways. As a result, these issues cannot be addressed in isolation; 
but rather they must be approached holistically.  
 
In particular, concerns surrounding student mental health and well-being have become 
increasingly prominent. Schools are now dedicating more time, funding, and staff resources 
to counselors, psychologists, and social workers in order to support students’ well-being. 
At the same time, shifting migration patterns continue to reshape communities, requiring 
schools to adapt to the evolving needs of their student populations especially around 
language access.  
 
Additionally, there has been a significant shift in how parents engage with their children’s 
education. Rather than being passive participants, parents are now active partners who 
help shape their child’s educational experience. They bring valuable expertise about their 
children’s needs, cultural backgrounds, strengths, and challenges. When schools, teachers, 
and families collaborate in this way, they are better able to support the whole child—not 
just their academic achievement, but their social and emotional development as well.  
 
ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 
 
Center for American Progress 
 
The Center for American Progress (CAP) is an independent, nonpartisan policy institute that is 
dedicated to improving the lives of all Americans through bold, progressive ideas, as well as 
strong leadership and concerted action. CAP aims not just to change the conversation, but to 
change the country. 

• 10 Policy Recommendations To Address Cellphone Use in Schools 

https://www.americanprogress.org/article/10-policy-recommendations-to-address-cellphone-use-in-schools/
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• Fact Sheet: How To Increase the Retention of Early Career Teachers 
• How To Increase the Retention of Early Career Teachers 

 
Migration Policy Institute  
 
The nonpartisan Migration Policy Institute seeks to improve immigration and integration 
policies through authoritative research and analysis, opportunities for learning and dialogue, 
and the development of new ideas to address complex policy questions. MPI provides analysis, 
development, and evaluation of migration and refugee policies at local, national, and 
international levels.  

• A Data Profile of Young Dual Language Learners in the United States and 
Implications for Early Childhood Programs 

• Early Education for Dual Language Learners: Promoting School Readiness and Early 
School Success 

 
 
The Canizales Group 
 
The Canizales Group partners with hope and determination to launch, strengthen, and expand 
Dual Language programs while actively cultivating a robust pipeline of Latino/x school 
leaders. 

• The Canizales Group 
• Power Autobiography: Mayra Canizales Cruz 

 
Cisneros Institute 
 
The Cisneros Institute draws on the intellectual strength of the George Washington University 
and the resources of the nation’s capital to cultivate citizen scholars and innovative research. 
Research produced by the Institute examines current issues facing our country to encourage 
the use of empirical perspectives in national dialogue and decision-making, while the 
Institute’s robust curriculum in leadership and professional development prepares scholars to 
make a difference as leaders for their communities. The Institute produces and elevates 
multidisciplinary, empirical scholarship, while building a pipeline for deeper engagement in 
research for everyone. 

• Current Issues and Opportunities in U.S. Immigration Policy Brief 
• Caminos al Bienestar 
• The Immigrant Youth Project 
• The Im/migrant Well-Being Scholar Collaborative 

 

https://www.americanprogress.org/article/fact-sheet-how-to-increase-the-retention-of-early-career-teachers/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/how-to-increase-the-retention-of-early-career-teachers/
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/publications/mpi-nciip-dll-fact-sheet-us-2025_final.pdf
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/publications/mpi-nciip-dll-fact-sheet-us-2025_final.pdf
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/early-education-dual-language-learners-promoting-school-readiness-and-early-school-success
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/early-education-dual-language-learners-promoting-school-readiness-and-early-school-success
https://www.canizalesgroup.com/
https://www.canizalesgroup.com/our-voices/getting-crafty-at-home-mn7z3
https://cisneros.columbian.gwu.edu/sites/g/files/zaxdzs4786/files/2025-12/Cisneros%20Institute%20Research%20and%20Policy%20Brief_November%202025.pdf
https://cisneros.columbian.gwu.edu/caminos-al-bienestar
https://cisneros.columbian.gwu.edu/immigrant-youth-project
https://iwbcollab.org/

