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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by. At this time all participants are placed on listen-only. During the question and answer session, please press star 1 to ask a question. Today’s conference is being recorded. If you have any objections, you may disconnect. Now I would like to introduce the Press Secretary of the U.S. Department of Education Mr. Justin Hamilton. You may begin, sir.
Justin Hamilton:
Thank you operator and thank you everyone for joining the call today. Just to give you the run of show, we’re joined today by the head of the President’s Domestic Policy Council Melody Barnes as well as Secretary Duncan, Assistant Secretary Russlynn Ali who heads up our Office for Civil Rights. We’re also joined by Kevin Jennings who’s the Assistant Deputy Secretary for the Office for Safe and Drug-Free Schools.

We will open with Melody, move to Secretary Duncan and then Assistant Secretary Ali and then open up for questions and answers. So with that, Melody Barnes.

Melody Barnes:
Great. Thanks so much Justin and thanks to all of you for joining us this afternoon. In recent years we have come to realize that bullying in schools is much more destructive than a simple rite of passage. It is instead a widespread phenomenon that can have devastating consequences on its victims both academically and otherwise.

And we also know that it can foster low self-esteem and academic underperformance which is bad enough but unfortunately it has also led to acts of violence and as we’ve seen in recent weeks, most tragically suicides.

Among the thousands of U.S. students who kill themselves each year, we know that many of them have been harassed by bullies and no one came to their defense. And let’s also remember that bullies all share one characteristic. They prey on others who appear vulnerable.


And as a country we all have to confront bullies, we have to stand up for each other and we have to stand up for ourselves. That’s why today we’re announcing next steps to address bullying and harassment in schools.

Early next year the White House will host a conference to raise awareness and equip young people and parents, educators, coaches and other community leaders, people who work with and are in community with our students, with our kids, and we’re going to talk about tools to prevent bullying and harassment.

This conference is going to build upon the wonderful efforts led by the U.S. Department of Education and other federal agencies and we hope to spark a dialogue on the ways in which communities can come together to prevent bullying and harassment. We all have a responsibility to respect each other no matter what differences and background or personal beliefs. And to turn away or to remain silent when someone is being bullied is simply unacceptable.

Today our administration is releasing guidance to provide educators with real-world examples about how to spot and address harassment based on race, color, national origin, sex, disability.

And at this point I want to turn it over to our wonderful Secretary of Education who is focused on this issue and to have Arne discuss these efforts and what the Department of Education is putting on the table today. Arne.

Arne Duncan:
Thanks Melody for all of your leadership and I’ll be quick and turn it over to Russlynn Ali and her team is just doing an extraordinary job working through these issues.

Simply put, we think in this country bullying should not exist and we need to work all of us together as fast as we can to eliminate this issue. We want to partner and work with schools and districts to dramatically reduce this and do that by offering guidance around warning signs as well as remedies and resources.

We also feel we must get directly involved when bullying crosses the line and becomes discriminatory harassment and violation of federal civil rights laws. These laws protect against harassment based on race, color, national origin, sex or disability.


And as Melody said, today we’re issuing guidance in the form of a Dear Colleague letter to school administrators outlining their responsibility with respect to bullying and harassment and our role here with respect to enforcing civil rights laws.

Even apart from civil rights laws, a school must address bullying no matter what the basis of the hostility. Students simply cannot learn if they feel threatened or harassed or in fear. Students must feel safe and secure and free to express themselves.

Responses to bullying are always best addressed at the local level among educators, parents and students themselves. These responses should not inconvenience the target of bullying or deny him or her educational opportunities.

The best approach to confront bullying openly, honestly and quickly and put every student on notice that it simply won’t be tolerated. Every adult in the school from principals to custodians, cafeteria workers to teachers must intervene and act when they see bullying for whatever reason.


Students themselves also have a really important responsibility to respect each other no matter what their differences and backgrounds or their personal beliefs. And to turn away or remain silent is simply unacceptable.


We must work together and make sure that the laws enforced by the department do not protect against harassment based on religion or sexual orientation. The facts surrounding these kinds of harassments can trigger enforcement actions under federal civil rights laws. And I want to explain that.

For example, anti-gay bullying can often take the form of harassment for not conforming to gender stereotypes such as boys with effeminate mannerisms or girls participating in traditional male activities. Harassment on the basis of these stereotypes is prohibited sex discrimination.


Similarly bullying against members of religious groups sometimes takes the form of harassment based on shared ancestry or ethnic characteristics both real or perceived which amounts to prohibited harassment on the basis of race or national origin.

The federal government has an important role to play here in combating harassment. But let’s be clear. If the federal government has to get involved, if we have to step in, that means the problem was ignored for far too long and that means that the adults and the students missed the warning signs or chose not to act and there’s simply no excuse for that.


As I stated at the start, bullying is a problem that simply shouldn’t exist. No one should ever feel harassed or unsafe in a school simply because they act or think or dress differently than others. To every student who feels threatened or harassed for whatever reason, please know that you are not alone. Please know that there are people who love you and please know that caring adults all over the country will stand with you and do everything we can to protect you.


Thanks and I’d like to turn it over to Russlynn Ali. Russlynn.

Russlynn Ali:
Thank you, Mr. Secretary. As the secretary noted, the problem of bullying and harassment in our nation’s schools is absolutely avoidable and we are committed to giving states and districts this guidance so that they can deal with these issues in the best way possible.

Schools and districts know their community best and to help them we are ensuring today both students and parents are aware of their rights and that schools, districts, colleges and universities are aware of their responsibilities under the federal civil rights laws.

At this point why don’t we open it up for questions.

Coordinator:
At this time if you would like to ask a question, please press star 1. You will be prompted to record your name. Please ensure your phone is unmuted and do so. Again, that’s star 1 for questions. To remove your question, press star 2. And we’ll wait here just a moment for incoming questions.


Our first question comes from (Todd Haywood). Your line is open.

(Todd Haywood):
Good afternoon and thank you for taking my call. Secretary Duncan, you pushed the Race to the Top funding and Michigan did not receive that funding. What role did the lack of anti-bullying legislation in the State of Michigan play in that? And is the federal government interested in or looking at pushing to have all the states pass comprehensive, enumerated anti-bullying legislation?

Arne Duncan:
That was not a part of the Race to the Top criteria to be clear. And we think there’s a lot of hard work going on at both the state level and the district level around the country. I think this has been unfortunately or even tragically a huge wake-up call for the nation. There are many states, there are many districts that are doing a great job of addressing these issues openly and honestly and courageously.

We want to continue to highlight those places who are being proactive and really stepping up and shine a spotlight on them and learn from them. Working hard in this area is not something that districts or states have to do in isolation. We’re all facing the same challenges; we’re all facing the same battles.

And so we want to both highlight those places that are doing this well and with courage and with urgency and frankly we’re going to really challenge places that have their heads in the sand and aren’t displaying the courage to move forward in the right direction.

Coordinator:
All right. Our next question comes from (Roy Thompson). Your line is open.

(Roy Thompson):
Yes. I’d like to address this to the panel. Is the issue of bullying a significant issue in the minority community?

Arne Duncan:
I think it’s a significant issue in every community. And if you look at surveys of how young people are feeling, and we can get you data, as you survey young people and ask them do they feel safe, have they been threatened, a staggering number of young people are worried about their safety, don’t feel secure.

And I’ve said repeatedly that if we’re serious about students thinking about college and thinking about AP Biology and Chemistry, we have to put in place a foundation that allows them to do that. And it’s a huge part of that foundation being free of fear in class, in the hallways, at recess, at lunch, to and from school, is a part of that.

And far too many children from every community don’t have that feeling of safety and security today and I worry tremendously about their ability to fulfill their academic and social potential because they’re living in fear.
Russlynn Ali:
Arne, I could also add that we get about 800 complaints on harassment and bullying every year. This year, in fiscal year 2010, we received over 800. As we investigate those complaints we are seeing instant after instant where students are harassed and subjected to bullying environments based on their race, whether they are African American, whether they are Native American for not acting Indian enough, and whether they are white or Latino.

So yes, the problem of racial harassment continues to abound in our schools, colleges and universities across the country and this is true across all races.

Coordinator:
All right. Our next question comes from Angie Sandoval from NBC. Your line is open.

Angie Sandoval:
Yes. Hi. Good afternoon. What are these guidelines? And also do these guidelines include any type of penalties for schools that do not listen to parents and take action?

Russlynn Ali:
The guidelines are intended to make clear for schools, colleges, universities and school districts across the country what their obligations are when they know or should’ve known about harassing our bullying happening in their schools and what to do about it.


They are charged with stopping it, with fixing the problem and with preventing it so that it never happens again and students have a safe place to learn. We work with schools and districts, colleges and universities across the country to help them come into compliance with these laws where we receive complaints or conduct compliance reviews and find discrimination occurring.

Our first step is to work collaboratively with officials to come into compliance with the civil rights laws. If after those efforts, compliance is not found and there continues to be a hostile environment for students at that particular institution, we could refer to the Department of Justice to go through the courts or go through our own administrative processes. In the end in very extreme cases where compliance is not found, school districts and universities could be subject to losing, terminating or conditioning their federal education fund.

Angie Sandoval:
One follow-up question. Are these guidelines going to be sent to the schools and when will that happen?

Russlynn Ali:
This morning - yes. This morning they were sent to over 15,000 schools and school districts and over 5000 colleges and universities across the country.

Angie Sandoval:
Thank you.

Arne Duncan:
So everyone has the information. There are no new laws or regulations here. It’s simply clarifying all of our roles, clarifying our role but really challenging schools to fully understand their responsibility to stop bullying and harassment.

Angie Sandoval:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
All right. Our next question comes from Fawn Johnson from National Journal. Your line is open.

Fawn Johnson:
Thanks a lot guys. A question from one of the people who is an expert on this in universities. What is a school supposed to do if the victim of any kind of bullying, I think they were specifically thinking sexual harassment or gender harassment, doesn’t want to come forward, absolutely refuses to come forward, what is a school required to do especially if there’s a civil rights angle to it?
Russlynn Ali:
If the adults on that campus knew or should’ve known about the harassment or discrimination regardless of whether the victim actually complains, they have an affirmative duty to remediate and alleviate the harassing behavior.

Fawn Johnson:
How would they do that?

Russlynn Ali:
Every instance is specific and special to what’s happening on those campuses. We have developed resolution agreements that sometimes require counseling for victims, that requires good policies and notification procedures. It really depends on what gives rise to culture that gives rise to the kind of bullying and harassment and then we will work together with school leaders to help cure that culture.

Justin Hamilton:
This is Justin. For others on the call, if you read through the Dear Colleague letter you’ll see that they - that the Office for Civil Rights has laid out several real-world cases and potential steps that a school district could have taken to remedy the situation, so I think you’ll find those informative.

Fawn Johnson:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
All right. Our next question comes from Alison Burns from Cox Television. Your line is open.
Alison Burns:
Hi. Thank you. I have just a couple of questions. I wanted to clarify, is this letter essentially warning school administrators they could face a civil rights investigation from the Department of Education if they ignore harassment and bullying?

Arne Duncan:
I think we want to absolutely raise awareness. So are we putting people on notice? The answer is yes but I think it’s raising the stakes for all of us to accept our shared responsibility to end this behavior. And we’ve had what may be characterized as a silent epidemic. And I think we together have the capacity and the power to stop this and we have to do it.

So if we have to, we’re more than prepared to step in. But again, as I said earlier that’s, you know, a last resort when everything else hasn’t worked and we have many schools, many districts, many states really proactively trying to do the right thing and we’re trying to give them the tools and the strategies to prevent anymore children from being hurt as they have been.
Alison Burns:
And that’s my follow-up. What are some examples of schools that you see - what does it mean to address the problem well? And what does it mean to then, you said, also have your head in the sand? Can you give us a couple of examples?

Arne Duncan:
Well again, if you look at the Dear Colleague letter there are several examples of where things have worked and haven’t worked and potential remedies there. And one thing that we’re going to do moving forward is, again, unfortunately due to recent tragedies, many folks are moving very proactively, very quickly to change behavior and change culture. And we’re going to work hard to highlight those places, again, those states or those institutions of higher education or those schools or school districts that are doing a great job.

And as we move forward we’re going to proactively really shine a spotlight on those places that are doing a great job. But again, in the Dear Colleague letter you have concrete real-world examples of where things haven’t worked great and some steps folks can take to dramatically improve the culture there.

Alison Burns:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
All right. Our next question comes from Natalie Herron from the New York Times. Your line is open.

Natalie Herron:
Thank you. I just joined the call so if my question is redundant I apologize. Are you referring to the Safe at School Act that was presented recently in Washington, D.C. as far as the outline of the different forms of bullying?

Russlynn Ali:
Today’s guidance is focused on the importance of confronting bullying openly, honestly and quickly under the federal civil rights laws.
Natalie Herron:
Okay.

Russlynn Ali:
The President and we are supportive of the goals of both the Safe and Healthy Schools Act as well as other goals pending - other legislation pending in the Congress that ensures that students are safe in all schools.

Natalie Herron:
Okay.

Russlynn Ali:
But...
Natalie Herron:
I’m sorry. Go ahead.

Arne Duncan:
Does that answer your question?

Natalie Herron:
It kind of does. We were in Washington, D.C. a few weeks ago at the National Education Office. They gave us copies of the Safe at School Act. That’s a 50-page document that outlines the types of bullying and the ramifications that schools would endure.

We actually got copies of that and made that available to over 400 teachers, parents, advocacy groups and counselors and universities at an event that we had last night at the Times Building about bullying. And...
Arne Duncan:
We really appreciate your outreach there and we absolutely support the goals there.

Natalie Herron:
Thank you so much. We’ve made this booklet available as a link on our site as well as eight different advocacy sites. So...
Arne Duncan:
Thank you.

Natalie Huron:
You’re welcome. So The Times has a concerted effort and a concerted interest in stopping bullying and we are going to actually duplicate this event to other universities and schools. We filmed the event yesterday so (unintelligible)...
Justin Hamilton:
Ma’am, I’m sorry in the interest of time we’d like to get to some additional questioners. Thank you.
Russlynn Ali:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
All right. Our next question comes from Christina Samuels from Education Week. Your line is open.
Christina Samuels:
Hi. Thanks for taking my call. I had a question that I was reflecting on when there was a case fairly recently about a young woman who had wanted I think to take her same-sex date to the prom and the school I believe in that case was the one that said no that that couldn’t be done.

And I wondered if under the guidance release, is there perhaps schools that need to look at their own policies. Could this have possibly risen to the level of a civil rights violation based on not adhering - you know, punishing somebody for not adhering to gender norms?

Russlynn Ali:
We certainly encourage schools to look at all of their existing policies in accordance with the Dear Colleague that we are issuing today. The case that you are referring to, Christina, was a discrimination case, not a harassment case...
Christina Samuels:
I see.
Russlynn Ali:
...but, yes, the same legal principles apply.

Christina Samuels:
Sure.

Coordinator:
All right. And our next question comes from Alice Maggin from ABC News. Your line is open.
Alice Maggin:
Could schools be stripped of federal funding if they don’t have an adequate response to bullying?

Russlynn Ali:
In extreme cases schools could be stripped of their federal education monies if they don’t comply with all of our civil rights laws, this being one of them.

Coordinator:
All right. Our next question comes from (Dan Barrett) from Inside Higher Education. Your line is open.

(Dan Barrett):
Hi. Thank you very much. I’m wondering how you see this guidance playing out in higher education. I mean while I read in the letter that the legal principles also apply to post-secondary institutions, I’m curious about how the department sees this guidance playing out in reconciling student safety and a safe learning space with such issues as free speech and the unfettered exchange of sometimes unsavory views?

Russlynn Ali:
Yes. We interpret our regulations both at the elementary and secondary level and the college and university level consistent with constitutional principles in the first amendment. Hereto though, colleges and universities have a real responsibility when they know or should’ve known that harassment or bullying is happening on their campus to stop it, to fix it and to prevent it from happening again.
Coordinator:
All right. Our next question comes from Liz Goodwin from the Yahoo! News. Your line is open.

Liz Goodwin:
Hi. Yeah. This question is for Secretary Duncan. You mentioned resources for schools to come into compliance with not only the civil rights stuff but also just anti-bullying in general. Can you be more specific?
Kevin Jennings:
Sure. This is actually Kevin Jennings, the Assistant Deputy Secretary for Safe and Drug-Free Schools. In conjunction with the bullying summit, which the Secretary keynoted in August, we unveiled a new Web site called bullyinginfo.org which consolidates all federal resources in one place for parents, teachers, students and community members to find what they need.

So I would urge people to go to bullyinginfo.org and to do what they can to prevent bad incidents from happening so that this guidance never becomes relevant in their school.

Arne Duncan:
So this information that we want to provide resources as well as significant budgetary resources that we’re looking for in our budget and Russlynn will walk you through that.

Russlynn Ali:
In fact we’ve proposed $410 million in the 2011 budget for successful, safe and healthy students. That’s a 12% increase over FY 2010.

Liz Goodwin:
Okay. Thank you.

Coordinator:
All right. Our next question comes from Ms. Lauren Smith from the Congressional Quarterly. Your line is open.

Lauren Smith:
Hi. Thanks for taking my call. You said that this should be addressed mainly on the local level but that the federal government may have to step in and take a role. Have you talked to education leaders in Congress and if so, what would you like them to do? Are you asking them to address it with ESEA reauthorization?

Arne Duncan:
Well I think this is just something again all of us have to step up, you know, nobody gets a pass here. So we don’t get a pass. Congress doesn’t get a pass. You know, institutions of higher education, you know, K to 12 schools, whatever, might be parents and really important to students themselves. We can either point fingers or we can fix this thing.

And so I think everyone who cares about our nation’s young people has a responsibility to step up and be part of the solution. So we’re trying to provide leadership and guidance here. We’re seeing real leadership and guidance again in many places around the country which we absolutely commend and appreciate and want to continue to shine a spotlight on. And having Congress address this openly and honestly and in full partnership with use would be extraordinarily beneficial.

Lauren Smith:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
All right. The next question comes from Candace Chellew from Religion Dispatches. Your line is open.

Candace Chellew:
Oh, hi. I just wanted to ask a question on how you might balance enforcement of these anti-bullying measures with the claim by some, especially religious groups, who say these sorts of measures violate their right of religious free speech?
Russlynn Ali:
Each case is fact specific. And these investigations are very fact intensive, Candace. But although the department does not hold jurisdiction over religion, much of the anti-religious, if you will, bullying that we’re seeing across the country is not because students are Jewish or because students are Muslim or any details about their faith or their worship.

It is about the harasser perceiving them as being members of a special ethnic group or a national origin. It is there where we will vigorously enforce the civil rights laws to protect those students from a harassing environment.

Candace Chellew:
Also - I’m sorry, go ahead.

Justin Hamilton:
No, no. After you.

Arne Duncan:
Go ahead, ma’am. Finish up.

Candace Chellew:
I’m also interested on the other angle though, especially on the anti-gay bullying, usually it’s religious groups who say, “Well we have the right to say homosexuality is a sin and that’s not bullying.”
Russlynn Ali:
All of these are, again, very fact intensive. We would look at the circumstances of that case. We would balance first amendment protections of that case. But together working with school and faculty officials we would work to make sure that all students had a safe place and healthy place to learn.

Candace Chellew:
Thank you.

Justin Hamilton:
Operator, we have time for one more question.

Coordinator:
All right. So our last question comes from Mr. Mark Sherman from LRP. Your line is open.

Mark Sherman:
Thank you. Mr. Secretary, you said this merely clarifies existing laws. Is there no new legal principle being annunciated today?
Russlynn Ali:
Mark, there are no new legal principles or regulations. These are long-standing principles, that is same-sex harassment constitutes sexual harassment, that is sex stereotyping, gender stereotyping can be a violation under Title IX, that is students that share ethnic ancestry are a protected class.

So there are no new laws in that way being defined here. However, this is the first time to our knowledge that Department of Education has put forth such comprehensive guidance on bullying and harassment across all of its statutes. It is the first time that we have presented it in these very real-life hypothetical ways.

As you read the guidance and you read the hypotheticals that Justin and Arne mentioned, they’re all based on actual life circumstances, complaints that we receive. And it is certainly the first time that the department has made it clear that students that are members of the gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered community are protected by Title IX if they are bullied or harassed for not conforming to traditional gender roles.

Mark Sherman:
Thank you very much.

Justin Hamilton:
Thank you everyone for joining the call today. If you have any follow-up questions, you can email us at press@ed.gov and we will be happy to work with you on follow-up questions or facts or any kind of clarification that you may need to help you when shaping your stories. So thanks again and we’ll be in touch soon.

Coordinator:
Thank you for everyone’s participation. Please disconnect at this time.
END

