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Dear Chairman Chip Roy, Ranking Member Gary Scanlon, and Members of the Subcommittee:

The National Center for Youth Law (NCYL) submits this statement for the record in
advance of the Subcommittee’s March 18, 2026, hearing: “Immigration Policy by Court Order:
The Adverse Effects of Plyler v. Doe.” We respectfully request that this statement be included in
the hearing’s record.

NCYL is a national, non-partisan, non-profit organization that seeks to build a future where
every child thrives and is supported by families, communities, and a society that puts their rights
and well-being first. For more than 50 years, we have worked alongside young people to defend
their rights, confront inequities, and drive lasting change so every child can grow, dream, and lead
with dignity and opportunity.

Plyler v. Doe is a 1982 decision from the U.S. Supreme Court that arose from a Texas law
that allowed school districts to either deny enrollment or charge tuition to children who were not
“legally admitted” into the United States.! Pursuant to the law, several school districts across Texas
either excluded undocumented children or charged them tuition. One Texas district, the Tyler
Independent School District, used that law to enact a policy that charged a $1,000 tuition fee for
each undocumented student. In its landmark ruling, the Supreme Court rejected the Texas law,
holding that every child in the United States is entitled to a public education, regardless of their
immigration status. In reaching that conclusion, the Court recognized, “already disadvantaged as
a result of poverty, lack of English-speaking ability, and undeniable racial prejudices, these
children, without an education, will become permanently locked into the lowest socio-economic
class.”> The Court also explained:

[The Texas law] imposes a lifetime hardship on a discrete class of children not
accountable for their disabling status. The stigma of illiteracy will mark them for
the rest of their lives. By denying these children a basic education, we deny them
the ability to live within the structure of our civic institutions, and foreclose any
realistic possibility that they will contribute in even the smallest way to the progress
of our Nation.?

1457 U.S. 202 (1982).
2 Id. at 208 (citations omitted).
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Relying on the U.S. Constitution’s Fourteenth Amendment, the Court concluded that
undocumented children were entitled to equal protection and that the State of Texas failed to show
a “substantial state interest” that justified denying them access to education.*

Plyler stands for the principle that all students deserve access to public education. It also
reaffirms the central role that public education plays in advancing and sustaining American
democracy. As one commentor recently observed: “In four decades, Plyler’s promise of education
for all has overwhelmingly benefited American communities by cultivating immigrant children’s
learning so that they can become thoughtful, responsible, contributing neighbors and citizens.
We are a nation of immigrants, and our democracy is stronger and more enriched because of Plyler
and the contributions made by immigrant students.

Yet, despite this long legacy of success, recent years have seen growing attacks on Plyler.
Several states, including Tennessee, Idaho, and West Virginia, have considered or are considering
legislative proposals that would chip away at the holding in Plyler by requiring school districts to
collect immigration status and other similar information from their students. A recent Heritage
Foundation report reveals the true intention behind these legislative measures: a desire to overturn
Plyler and close the schoolhouse doors to immigrant students.® These efforts, if successful, would
severely undermine the economic, social, and educational opportunities for immigrant children,
and add yet another barrier to their successful integration into the United States.

Moreover, several research studies show that immigrants contribute far more in taxes than
in benefits and services received from state and federal governments. One recent study showed
that from the nearly 5 million undocumented children who benefited from a free public education
since Plyler, they generated over $633 billion in net state and local fiscal gains, after educational
costs.” Should Plyler be reversed and states were to begin excluding undocumented students from
public schools, states would likely see a significant increase in the cost of serving a less educated
community and a decrease in taxes paid by undocumented persons.

This attack on Plyler and the rights of immigrant students should not be viewed in a
vacuum. For example, the U.S. Department of Homeland Security’s aggressive immigration
enforcement practices have often involved schools and schoolchildren. During Operation Metro
Surge in Minnesota—where nearly 4,000 federal agents flooded the streets of that state—school
districts were a frequent target of their activities. The Minneapolis School District had to switch
to virtual learning to keep students safe. ® As one executive director of a Minnesota charter school
recently explained: “Our teachers and staff are exhausted . . . . [t]hey are supporting children who
are afraid while managing fear in their own homes.” And the image of five-year-old Liam Conejo
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Ramos, dressed in his bunny hat and Spiderman bookbag, being detained by federal agents on his
way home from preschool, has been etched in our collective memories. These unjust and
unnecessary practices are not limited to Minnesota: across the country, school attendance—
especially in districts with large immigrant populations—has plummeted due to fear of increased
federal immigration enforcement.” By stoking panic in immigration communities, the Trump
Administration has left many students and their families prisoners in their own homes.

At NCYL, we know the value and potential that immigrant children present to our country.
Since our founding we have been committed to ensuring that all children, regardless of who they
are or where they come from, are treated with the respect and dignity that they deserve. We served
as counsel in another landmark Supreme Court case, Lau v. Nichols, which established that public
schools must take affirmative steps to ensure that English Learners have meaningful access to
education.!® Through our work, including in the representation of the plaintiffs in Lau, we know
that despite the rhetoric from the Heritage Foundation and others, immigrant children are neither
a drain on our resources nor unworthy of public support. They strengthen our society and enrich
our democracy.

We appreciate the opportunity to provide this statement for the record. Congress should
affirm the critical importance of the Supreme Court’s holding in Plyler and oppose any efforts to
limit or restrict access to education based on immigration status. Our democracy succeeds when
everyone has access to meaningful educational opportunities.
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