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Lawmakers have reportedly reached a deal to resolve a government funding showdown as the temporary funding bill passed in November expires tonight.  Following the release of a bipartisan spending package earlier this month, the Senate was poised to pass remaining fiscal year (FY) 2026 appropriations bills this week after returning from a week-long recess.  However, in response to the killing of a U.S. citizen by Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) agents in Minneapolis last weekend, Senate Democrats and eight Republicans blocked the funding package from moving forward in its current form.  
The funding package that had been blocked includes the funding bill for the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), which includes ICE.  Senate Democrats announced earlier this week that they would not vote to advance the funding package to a final vote unless the DHS bill was removed or significant reforms to ICE were added to the legislation (the Senate needs 60 votes of support to advance legislation to a final vote).  The five other funding bills currently included in this package are: Defense, Labor-Health and Human Services-Education, Transportation-Housing and Urban Development, and State Department.  
The deal reached Thursday will split DHS funding off from the larger package so lawmakers can fine-tune provisions surrounding the use of body cameras and additional training for ICE agents.  Other members have taken the renegotiation as an opportunity to put forth policy proposals that were shot down earlier, but the narrow vote margins in both chambers make any amendments tricky.  And any changes made to the current funding package by the Senate – including the separation of some funding – will require a second vote on the legislation in the House.  The House will not be back in Washington until at least Monday, which means there will almost certainly be at least a short-term government shutdown of some agencies, including the U.S. Department of Education (ED), starting at midnight tonight.  
Only the agencies included in this funding package will be affected, as some funding bills for FY 2026 have already been passed into law.  Similar to the shutdown that occurred this past fall, the vast majority of staff at ED are expected to be furloughed for the duration of the partial shutdown.  However, we do not anticipate significant impacts on education funding since most formula programs have already received funding through the end of June.  School meals and Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program benefits will not be impacted since the Department of Agriculture was part of an earlier full-year funding bill.
Resources:
Katherine Tully-McManus, Jordain Carney, and Jennifer Scholtes, “Senators block funding package amid DHS standoff,” Politico, January 29, 2026.
Author: KSC

[bookmark: _Toc220660207]Draft Regulations Would Significantly Change Student Loan Systems

The U.S. Department of Education (ED) published new draft regulations Thursday to carry out provisions of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA) passed through reconciliation this summer.  The proposed regulations would add new annual and aggregate borrowing limits for the Direct Loan programs for graduate, professional, and parent loan borrowers.  The proposal also contains implementing regulations for two new student loan repayment plans for new borrowers that are intended to replace existing plans and makes changes to the Public Service Loan Forgiveness program.  Defaulted loans could be rehabilitated twice, rather than once, under the new proposal.
Professional degrees had not previously been defined in regulations, but the proposal suggests that such degrees come from programs that require at least two years of post-baccalaureate-level coursework, professional licensure for practice, and a specific instructional code assigned by the institution.  These include pharmacy, dentistry, medical and veterinary degrees, as well as law and theology, though the list is not exhaustive.  Furthermore, the regulations would state that students could not receive aid for graduate programs while finishing an undergraduate degree, leaving questions about how fast-track or combined programs would be impacted.  These categories would determine how and whether students face specific monetary caps for subsidized loans, including an annual limit of $20,500 and an aggregate limit of $200,000 for professional students (and $100,000 for other degrees).
The regulations would implement new limits on economic hardship deferment and forbearance for new loans.  They would also create new repayment tier periods for consolidated loans which scale according to the total loan amount and stretch over 10,15, 20, or 25 years.
The regulations came out of a negotiated rulemaking process that occurred over the summer.  Publishing proposed regulations is the next step of the Higher Education Act rulemaking process.  Comments on the student loan regulatory proposal can be submitted until March 2nd here.
Author: JCM
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The U.S. Department of Labor issued a new Training and Employment Guidance Letter (TEGL) this week on the requirements for updating Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) State plans for fiscal years 2026 and 2027.  The document notes the requirement for grantees to submit two-year modifications to their four-year WIOA unified or combined plan to the agency and allows States to request an extension – from the original March 3rd deadline to April 30, 2026.
States are “encouraged” to align their plans with the pillars laid out in an April executive order on workforce development: Industry-Driven Strategies; Worker Mobility; Integrated Systems; Accountability; and Flexibility & Innovation.  These pillars include priorities that promote artificial intelligence (AI) literacy and skills development as well as developing measurable metrics and outcomes.  The guidance encourages States to “reassess economic and labor market information” and “adjust strategies for what may now be a difference set of growing and declining industries.”  Accordingly, state plans must now include a list of in-demand sectors and occupations as well as employment needs of employers.  
In the letter, States are also “particularly encouraged to prepare for implementation of Workforce Pell Grants connecting jobseekers and students with high-quality short-term training.”  
The TEGL, which contains additional information on State plans and submission instructions, is here.
Author: JCM
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ED Issues Fact Sheet on School Voucher Tax Credits

The U.S. Department of Education has issued a fact sheet on the school voucher tax credit passed in the reconciliation bill this summer.  The bill provides for a new federal tax credit of up to $1,700 per person for contributions made to qualifying Scholarship Granting Organizations (SGOs).  In order for residents to receive the credit, a State has to opt into the program and send a list of qualifying SGOs by January 1st of each calendar year.  
Scholarships can be used for a wide range of educational expenses including those “incurred in connection with or required by any K-12 public, private, or charter school.”  The fact sheet suggests this includes not only private school tuition, but also equipment, uniforms, tutoring, or after-school enrichment.  While a large number of students could be eligible to receive school vouchers under qualifying programs – they must make grants to students from households with income less than 300 percent of the area’s median gross income – it is not clear that there will be enough qualified SGOs in States to provide those scholarships.
The fact sheet is careful to note that the program does not take money from public education, stating it “does not divert money from local or state taxes, which make up the large majority of school funding.”  The tax credit applies to contributions made on or after January 1, 2027.
The tax credit fact sheet is linked here.
Author: JCM
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On Monday, the U.S. Department of Education (ED) announced plans to establish a negotiated rulemaking committee to draft proposed regulations to govern accreditors. Before implementing proposed regulations for programs under Title IV, the Higher Education Act requires ED to establish a committee of stakeholders to provide advice and recommendations.  
According to the Federal Register notice, the Accreditation, Innovation, and Modernization (AIM) Committee will discuss up to ten issues, including allowing institutions to change accreditors that are “antithetical to their values and missions,” refocusing on student outcomes and academic freedom, and ending anticompetitive practices.  Two negotiated rulemaking sessions are scheduled for April and May.
Establishing the AIM Committee is the Department’s next step in complying with Executive Order 14279, “Reforming Accreditation to Strengthen Higher Education,” which requires ED to hold “accreditors accountable for unlawful actions” and align accreditation with student outcomes.  The President has previously called accreditation his “secret weapon,” and ED leadership has accused accreditors of collusion and forcing institutions to adopt ideological policies.  At the Council for Higher Education Accreditation’s annual conference, ED Undersecretary Nicholas Kent told attendees that accreditation is “no longer a reliable indicator of the gold standard of education.”  In ED’s Monday announcement, Kent also stated that the accreditation system, “has become a protectionist system that shields existing players, fuels rising costs, drives credential inflation, adds administrative bloat, allows undue influence from related trade associations, and promotes ideologically driven initiatives.” 
Some of the reforms the administration has proposed, such as the call for more competition, have been widely accepted by the accreditation community, while others have received pushback.  Of particular concern is the administration’s focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion practices.  “We need colleges to pay attention to systematic denials of opportunity, and if those systematic denials of opportunity are happening,” said Robert Shireman, a member of ED’s accreditation advisory committee.  Others agree with the administration's focus on “intellectual diversity” and “academic freedom,” but are concerned with how the administration planned to carry out those objectives, and if it would lead to the administration compelling institutions to include conservative voices and interfering with institutional autonomy. 
Resources: 
Rebecca Carballo, “Top Education Department official says organizations charged with overseeing colleges aren't 'reliable',” Politico, January 27, 2026. 
Jessica Blake, “ED Eyes Rewrite of Accreditation Rules,” Inside Higher Ed, January 27, 2026. 
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