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[bookmark: _Toc212808472]Federal Benefits Impacted as Government Shutdown Persists 
Week five of the government shutdown began on Wednesday, and several key federal benefits programs will no longer be able to operate beginning November 1st.  Food benefits under the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Programs, services under the Women, Infants, and Children program, and over 130 Head Start programs nationwide will be halted in the coming days due to the lack of funding.  A judge indicated on Thursday that she is likely to issue an order requiring the U.S. Department of Agriculture to use available contingency funding to allow SNAP benefits to continue, but that order has not yet been released. 
Pressure related to the pause of federal benefits programs, as well as a letter this week from the federal government’s largest union urging Congress to pass a “clean” funding extension have resulted in slightly ramped up discussions to end the shutdown.  Lawmakers have still not reached an agreement though, and it remains unclear how much longer the shutdown may continue.  Majority Leader John Thune (R-SD) has said that Republicans would be willing to advance some bipartisan annual appropriations bills in the coming days or weeks if Democrats lend support to reopen the government.  Those appropriations bills would likely include legislation that has already been passed by the Senate Appropriations Committees to fund the U.S. Departments of Labor, Health and Human Services, and Education.  Whether such bills would be approved in the House, however, remains to be seen, as funding proposals from that chamber differ significantly from Senate versions. 
In a late night social media post on Thursday, President Trump encouraged Senate leaders to take action to eliminate the filibuster in the Senate – which would allow Republicans to pass a funding bill with only a simple majority and no Democratic support.  The President wrote that “BECAUSE OF THE FACT THAT THE DEMOCRATS HAVE GONE STONE COLD ‘CRAZY,’ THE CHOICE IS CLEAR — INITIATE THE ‘NUCLEAR OPTION,’ GET RID OF THE FILIBUSTER AND, MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN.” Majority Leader John Thune, as well as other Republicans senators, however, have rejected that idea in the past, as it could be disadvantageous to Republicans the next time they are the minority party. 
Lawmakers are considering passing a different funding extension than the one passed by the House in September, which would expire on November 21st.  A November deadline would not provide lawmakers with enough time to pass all 12 appropriations bills, and potential deadlines in December or as late as March 2026 have been floated.  Democrats, however, have remained steadfast that a vote on extending healthcare subsidies under the Affordable Care Act must take place before or in conjunction with reopening the government.  Republicans, however, have only offered a vote on the subsidies after a funding extension is approved. 
The House has remained in recess since passing a funding a funding extension on September 19th.  Amid negotiations, the Senate was in session this week and took action on some non-funding related items.  If an agreement for a new funding extension is reached, House lawmakers will be required to return to Washington to pass the legislation.
Resources:
Jordain Carney and Meredith Lee Hill, “Shutdown-ending stopgap will have to move first in any deal, Thune says,” Politico, October 30, 2025.
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[bookmark: _Toc212808473]Sen. Cassidy Introduces Bill to Create Guardrails for AI Use
Senator Bill Cassidy (R-LA) introduced legislation Tuesday that would amend several federal laws to provide additional guidance and restrictions around the use of Artificial Intelligence (AI) in K-12 education. 
The legislation, known as the “Learning Innovation and Family Empowerment with AI,” or LIFE Act, would set limitations on how K-12 schools and districts could contract with education technology companies.  Under the bill, federal funds could only be used for expenditures where the school or district provides public notice of the information to be accessed by AI, creates a right to opt out, and prohibits AI systems from using facial recognition and student images to build algorithms without parental permission (including yearbook production services that sell data collected during the creation process).
It would also amend the definition of “education records” under the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) to include “data related to academic performance, attendance, health, and discipline” as protected under the law.  Any services contracted by an institution covered by FERPA would have to comply with the privacy law, as well as provide public notice of the contract and an assurance that student data will be protected.
The legislation would also require the U.S. Department of Education to create a list of entities that maintain sound student data privacy practices.  Entities on this list would receive a “Golden Seal of Excellence”.  The Department would also be required to create a public list of ed tech companies that are problematic or are reported to have violated federal privacy laws.
In addition, the bill would require ED to create a model student data privacy agreement to include in covered contracts (though ED had previously published a “model terms of services” document in 2016) and a technical assistance center to “build the capacity of educational agencies and institutions.”  .  ED would also be required to develop resources and training guides for teachers on how to integrate AI into education.
Finally, the legislation would amend the allowable uses of funds under Title II-A of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act to allow funds to be used for professional development on how to integrate technology like AI into instruction, as well as teach about proper use of the technology.
Cassidy and some of his colleagues on the Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions have expressed their discomfort over widespread use of AI and chatbots by young people, and the potential impact on mental health.  While Congress had earlier considered – and rejected – a ban on State regulation of AI, some lawmakers feel an urgency to try and limit negative impact on children.  Industry groups have already raised objections to the bill.  A spokesperson for the Software Information Industry Association told reporters that the group is “concerned this bill steps away from the American principle of local control in education” and will “make it harder for students and parents to access learning materials.”
Author: JCM
[bookmark: _Toc212808474]ED Finalizes Student Loan Forgiveness Rules
The U.S. Department of Education (ED) has published a final rule for federal student loan programs that imposes new limits on student loan forgiveness based on employer activities.  The rule states that employees who work for employers with a “substantial illegal purpose” or that aid or abet illegal activities will not be eligible for the Public Service Loan Forgiveness program.  Illegal activities under the rule include supporting or facilitating terrorism, trafficking, discrimination under Title VI of the Civil Rights Act or others, and child abuse (which includes providing or endorsing gender affirming medical care to individuals up to age 19).  The regulatory text states that the rule is meant to “ensure that taxpayer dollars are not misused.”  
Borrowers can continue to receive credit for loan payments while employed by the organization until the effective date of a disqualifying decision by ED.  If an employer is judged by ED to be ineligible, it can reapply after 10 years or enter a corrective action plan approved by the Secretary.  
Nonprofits and advocates say the definitions of “substantial illegal purpose” are too broad and open groups up to political attacks, singling out groups that advocate for causes at odds with the administration.  Meanwhile, they have pointed out that Congress set parameters for public service which were already defined by non-taxable status.  Advocates for LBGTQ causes and groups like the NAACP say they fear they will be targeted because of changes in how the administration interprets civil rights laws.  They have also raised concerns about whether the rule violates the first amendment by squashing free speech – an allegation that a spokesperson from ED denied.  
The final rule document is here.
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[bookmark: _ggr13ial007m][bookmark: _Toc212808476]Judge Halts Mass Firings At Federal Agencies 
A judge on Tuesday issued an order temporarily halting the firing of thousands of federal employees through a process known as “reductions in force” or RIFs.  Typically, RIFs provide federal employees with at least 60 days of notice in advance of their separation, during which time they consult human resources staff about retirement options and the continuation of health benefits.  Due to the government shutdown, however, thousands of employees fired earlier this month do not have these opportunities.  The judge’s order requires each agency to pause RIFs that began on or after October 1st as the case proceeds.
The plaintiffs in the case are comprised of a coalition of labor unions representing federal employees and are led by the American Federation of Government Employees (AFGE).  The plaintiffs argued that the shutdown-related RIFs were arbitrary and capricious, in excess of the President’s authority, and contrary to federal statutes.  The judge agreed with each of those arguments.
Importantly, the court drew attention to the President’s statements that the RIFs would “lay off a lot of people … and they’re gonna be Democrats,” which according to the judge “exemplifies arbitrary and capricious action” because it invoked partisan motivations.   
The judge also agreed that the RIFs likely violated the Anti-Deficiency Act, which prohibits the government from incurring obligations that have not been funded by Congress, like salaries.  An example of a potential violation brought up during the hearing was human resources staff who were “called back [over a weekend] to work on RIFs and then [were] ordered to RIF themselves.”  
The administration may appeal the decision.  Until then, the agencies, including the U.S. Department of Education, will not be able to conduct new RIFs or carry out those that began after the shutdown started. 
You can read the injunction here.
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[bookmark: _Toc212808477]States Win Restoration of Mental Health Grants
In a decision Monday, a federal judge ordered the U.S. Department of Education (ED) to restore funding to school-based mental health grants.  The grants were discontinued in April, because ED said they were promoting diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts due to the fact the funding was being used to identify a diverse pool of candidates for school psychologist positions.
In a suit brought by 16 States, a federal judge in the Western District of Washington said that Congress repeatedly approved and reaffirmed the principles of the grant and that ED may not terminate them.  In the decision, she said that the discontinuations were “arbitrary and capricious” because they were not based on individual reviews or reasons but rather a generic determination that the grants were “not in the best interest of the federal government.”  She also pointed to “numerous irreparable harms flowing from the discontinuation decisions,” especially the impact on students in rural areas who may not have other opportunities to seek mental health services.  
The grants, initially created under the Bipartisan Safer Communities Act, were intended to increase the pipeline of mental health professionals working in rural and underserved areas.
ED has said it would appeal, and it has already started soliciting and accepting applications for new grantees to replace the discontinued grants.  For the time being, however, ED must restore the grants to the plaintiff states.
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