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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you all for standing by. At this time, all participants are in a listen-only mode. To ask a question during the question-and-answer session, please press star 1 on your touch-tone phone.


Today’s conference is being recorded. If you have any objections, you may disconnect at this time. Now I will turn the call over to Mr. Justin Hamilton, Press Secretary. Sir, you may begin.

Justin Hamilton:
Thank you very much operator and thank you everyone for joining today for what is a very important announcement from the Department of Education on civil rights and education in America.


Secretary Duncan is joined today by Russlynn Ali, our assistant secretary of education in the Office for Civil Rights. The secretary will give a brief opening statement and then we will open it up for Q&A so with that, Secretary Duncan.

Arne Duncan:
Thanks all of you for joining us this afternoon. We couldn’t be more honored to be in Selma for the 45th anniversary of Bloody Sunday. The events of that day are not just a story of courage, of standing up for justice, or of making America live up to its better self.


They are also a reminder of dreams yet to be fulfilled and of bridges yet to cross. Despite how far we’ve come as a country over the past 45 years, we know that there are still ongoing barriers to equal educational opportunity in this country.


That’s why today we’re announcing the Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights will reinvigorate equity and enforcement activities across the country.


Civil rights laws require vigorous enforcement, not just because they are the law of the land but because the data paints a stark picture of educational inequalities.


At the end of high school, white students are about six times more likely to be college-ready in biology than African-American students and more than four times as likely to be college-ready in algebra.


White high school graduates are also more than twice as likely to take AP calculus classes as black or Latino high school graduates. The glaring inequities are even worse once you look at the population of all students and not just those that actually stay in school.


We’re losing more than a quarter of all students before graduation day and in many urban communities, half or more students of color are dropping out of school. Just 12 percent of our high schools or about 2,000 high schools total produce half of the dropouts in this country and three-quarters of the dropouts among African-American and Latino students.


This is the civil rights issue of our generation. The battle for a quality education is about so much more than education. It’s a fight for social justice. In the last decade, the Office for Civil Rights has not been as vigilant as it should have been in combating gender and racial discrimination and protecting the rights of individuals with disabilities but that’s about to change.


In the coming weeks and months, we’ll be issuing a series of guidance letters to school districts and post-secondary institutions that will address issues of fairness and equity. We’ll be announcing a number of compliance reviews to ensure that all students have equal access to educational opportunities including a college prep curriculum, advanced courses and STEM classes.


We will review whether districts and schools are disciplining without regard to skin color and we will collect and monitor the data on equity. We will also provide technical assistance so schools and colleges know their responsibilities and we will reach out to parents and students so that they know their rights too.


In America, education must be the great equalizer. It doesn’t matter what your race, wealth, special needs or zip code. Every child is entitled to a quality education. Today we’re making it clear that we will enforce laws to ensure that all children have a fair chance at a good future.


Also pleased today to be joined by Russlynn Ali, our assistant secretary for civil rights who is leading this effort on behalf of the Department and Russlynn and I are ready to take your questions. Thank you.

Coordinator:
Thank you. If you’d like to ask a question, please press star-1. Please unmute your phone and record your name clearly when prompted. Your name is required to introduce your question. To withdraw your request, please press star-2. Once again to ask a question, please press star-1. One moment, please. Our first question comes from (Sarah Sparks) from LRP. Your line is open.

(Sarah Sparks):
Hi. I’ve been wondering about the - a particular one of your guidance documents - that districts have been expecting for awhile on how the districts that have integration orders should be applying them now that the Supreme Court has ruled out using specific race. Do you know when that guidance will be coming out and when we can expect it?

Russlynn Ali:
Hi. Thanks for the question. We are reviewing all of the Department’s past policies on use of race and thinking deeply about Supreme Court jurisprudence. I would expect that over the next few months, we will inform recipients about what’s possible in light of the 2007 Supreme Court case parents involved as well as the 2003 Michigan cases in (Gratz and Greter).

Coordinator:
Our next question comes from (Christine Armareo) from AP. Your line is open.

(Christine Armareo):
Thank you, Secretary, for taking our questions. As you’ll be pointing out in your speech, there’s a quote from Kennedy about how sometimes discrimination is indirect. Can you talk about how you will be identifying indirect discrimination and how that can be resolved?

Russlynn Ali:
Sure, by indirect we means disparate impact, those seemingly neutral policies and practices that lead to disparate impact in terms of access and results for students of color and other students compared to their more affluent counterparts.


As you might know, in 2002 the Supreme Court in Sandoval held that there was no longer a private right of action to enforce disparate impact standards. It left it to the federal agencies with jurisdiction over the statutes to employ that disparate impact analysis and we will be doing just that.

Coordinator:
Our next question comes from (Amanda Paulsen) from Christian Science Monitor. Your line is open.

(Amanda Paulsen):
Hi, thanks so much for taking our questions. Wondering if you could talk a little bit about any specific policies you feel, you said some of them have not been as stringently enforced as you think they should have been in the past decade.


Are there certain examples you can point to where it really hasn’t been enforced as much and where you hope to do a much better job and provide stronger guidance to districts?

Russlynn Ali:
We just talked about one and that is disparate impacts. For several years, the Department had not been using the disparate impact analysis in its examination of complaints or compliance reviews.


We will continue to do that. You can also expect to see our compliance reviews be a little broader in terms of issue so we will be looking at things like access to college and career-ready curricula, not just AP courses for example but the full sequence of courses students need to have access to in order to succeed in this new global and competitive and knowledge-based economy.

Arne Duncan:
Another quick example might be if you’re doing an ELL review, just not finding out is there a program in place, what are outcomes for students, all right, this is really about us trying to close achievement gaps and are strategies in place that are helping students fulfill their tremendous potential and given the reality of how different outcomes are today amongst white high school graduates and African-American and Latino high school graduates, those kinds of questions we need to continue to ask and to push on.

(Amanda Paulsen):
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Our next question comes from (Emily Johns) from Star Tribune. Your line is open.

(Emily Johns):
Hi. I was wondering about - it looks like the Department is focusing on districts within five states to look at the specific discipline policies and Minnesota is one of those and I was wondering how the states or districts are going to be picked out or why.

Russlynn Ali:
It’s broad. We will be choosing districts to work with and join together in compliance reviews with based on a number of facts, what the data say, what we’re hearing in the field, the kind of impact we can have to model good practices for the nation. There are a number of factors that will drive our choices. It’s certainly not just five states. We have a nationwide agenda.

Coordinator:
Our next question comes from (Linda Litton) from Chicago Public Radio. Your line is open.

(Linda Litton):
Hi, Secretary. Hi, Arne. Thanks for taking the - hello?

Arne Duncan:
Go ahead, (Linda). How you doing?

(Linda Litton):
I’m all right, thanks. I’m wondering if you could talk about how your policies might affect a district like Chicago which is overwhelming minority.

Russlynn Ali:
Chicago like all urban districts around the country are really struggling with closing the achievement gap and raising student achievement for all students. We hope that using all of the tools within our disposal including the Office for Civil Rights we can weave equity into our work and ensure that kids get the education they deserve.

Arne Duncan:
(Linda), we ought to partner with districts who were looking for technical assistance or looking for guidance. We’re going to be sending guidance to all districts and Russlynn and her team of about 600 are going to be working on the country to help districts get where we need to go as quickly as possible with a particular focus on closing the achievement gap.

(Linda Litton):
Arne, can you imagine that might mean reallocation of resources, access to different schools? What do you envision in a district like Chicago which you know well?

Arne Duncan:
Well, again assuming many different forms and facets this is going to take and to be partnering with those local districts, working with local districts to figure out what would be most beneficial for them, so this is not going to be a cookie-cutter approach.

Coordinator:
Our next question comes from Mary Ann Zehr from Education Week. Your line is open.

Mary Ann Zehr:
Hi. I was just wondering if you can name some of the other specific areas that you will release new guidance. For example, I spoke to someone today that is hoping you will have more guidance on where English language learners and special students with disabilities overlap, in other words how to serve English language learners who also have disabilities. Will there be guidance in that area and can you name other specific areas where there will be new guidance?

Russlynn Ali:
There will be guidance on Title VI obligations for ELL students generally including where they overlap, not just with special ed but also with talented and gifted.


You can expect to find guidance ranging on issues from food allergies and training for school nurses around issues like diabetes through sexual violence at our nation’s colleges and universities and in elementary and secondary schools as the secretary mentioned, access to stem and college and career-ready courses.


We’ll be releasing about 17 guidance letters over the course of this fiscal year and they will cover a broad range of issues for the statutes under our jurisdiction.


You can expect to see them in Title VI which protects against discriminations based on race and national origin, Title IX protecting against discrimination based on sex and Section 504, protecting against discrimination based on disability status.

Coordinator:
Our next question comes from Michelle Diament from Disability Scoop. Your line is open.

Michelle Diament:
Hi. I’m just wondering if you can talk a little bit more about how this might affect students with disabilities both in terms of guidance and also in terms of enforcement.

Russlynn Ali:
We will continue to ensure that students with disabilities are protected from discrimination in the same way that we’re working to protect all students so you will see guidance letters that inform districts about their responsibilities for and obligations for students with disabilities, technical assistance and outreach to parents and advocacy groups and the release of several pieces of guidance again that range from food allergies to responsibilities for students with ADHD to seclusion and restraint.

Michelle Diament:
Can you talk more about that seclusion and restraint issue?

Justin Hamilton:
This is Justin. If you e-mail me at justin.hamilton@ed.gov I’ll be happy to get you some more information on that.

Coordinator:
Our next question comes from Paul Baskin from Chronicle of Higher Education. Your line is open.

Paul Baskin:
Hi, thank you very much. Can you help us out with some sense of where this is going to be looking on the higher ed level? I saw the reports talked about six colleges. Can you identify them and say what in particular you’re going to be looking for there? Thanks.

Russlynn Ali:
We’re not going to identify the colleges at this time or the school districts. We’ll go through our notification process with both the superintendents and college faculty as well as members of Congress. We will be producing guidance letters to help colleges and universities know their responsibilities under these statutes.


You can expect to see them across all three of the statutes under our jurisdiction that we’ve been talking about on this phone call in the athletics area as well as sexual violence to name a couple under Title IX and their responsibilities for access, for students with disabilities as well as Title VI.

Arne Duncan:
Operator, we have time for a couple more questions.

Coordinator:
Our last question comes from Norman Draper from Minneapolis Star Tribune. Your line is open.

Norman Draper:
Yes, thank you. In the Wall Street Journal, it stated that and I quote, “The administration has scheduled specific compliance reviews this year for 27 states on civil rights issues ranging from short school days to the availability of English language instruction for non-English speakers and also that the Department plans to examine disciplinary practices in districts within five states.” Those states include Minnesota which is our special interest.


Could you say whether those particular figures are correct and why Minnesota has been chosen for a compliance review on disciplinary practices?

Russlynn Ali:
The states that you are speaking of, we are not identifying which particular districts. We will be investigating on these issues or launching compliance reviews with. We will likely cover about five states when it deals with discipline issues in particular but we are not at this time ready to identify any more specifics about those disciplines and compliance reviews.

Norman Draper:
Can you say whether the 27 is also correct; 27 states slated for compliance reviews for any number of civil rights issues?

Russlynn Ali:
We will be looking at the country as a whole and ensuring that where we choose compliance review sites, we are both working with those district and state leaders and ensuring that students’ needs are met.

Justin Hamilton:
This is Justin Hamilton. Just to clarify very quickly. The Department has a process in place whereby it notifies and works with local education stakeholders on the ground as well as community leaders and elected officials to give them due notice when the Department is considering looking into something so before that process has been fully executed, we can’t make publicly known the places where we’ll be going beforehand to the press.


They want them to hear it from us before they hear it from you.

Norman Draper:
I understand but could you confirm what was in the Wall Street Journal today?

Justin Hamilton:
If you want to e-mail me offline, I can talk to you about the Wall Street Journal article. It’s justin.hamilton@ed.gov.


Thank you very much for your participation today, everyone. We appreciate it. Again, if you have any follow-up questions from this, I’ll be happy to work with you and we’ll be giving a speech shortly. If you need copies of the speech, we can get that to you as well. Thanks again.

Coordinator:
Thank you for participating in today’s conference call. You may disconnect at this time.

END


