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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by. At this time all participants are on a listen-only mode until the question and answer session of today’s call.

If you’d like to ask a question please press Star 1 on your touch-tone phone.


Today’s call is being recorded. If you have any objections you may disconnect at this time.


I would now like to turn the meeting over to Mr. Kevin Lewis, Press Secretary of US Department of Justice. Thank you. You may begin.

Kevin Lewis:
Hello everyone. Thank you for joining the call. We are joined today by Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan and the Attorney General, Eric Holder.


At the top - this call is all on the record. As you’ve heard from the conference line this is all going to be recorded. At the end of the call we’ll give you instructions on how to access that recording.


The - due to scheduling the Attorney General and Secretary Duncan are going to deliver remarks at the top and then they are going to hop off the call.


But then were also join on the call by Catherine Lhamon, Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights at Education and Jocelyn Samuels, acting Assistant Attorney General for the Civil Rights and the Justice Department. With that I’ll turn it over to the Attorney General, Eric Holder.

Eric Holder:
Thanks Kevin. Good morning and thank you all for joining us for today’s call. It’s a real privilege to speak with you about such an important issue. And it’s a particular pleasure for me to do so alongside my good friend Arnie Duncan who has been an innovative and steadfast leader throughout his career in ensuring access to education for everyone in this country.


Three decades ago the Supreme Court issued a historic ruling in the case of Plyler versus Doe that legislation denying children an education based on immigration status and I want to quote “does not comport with fundamental conceptions of justice”.


Now building on crucial constitutional principles like the equal protection clause of the 14th amendment and reflecting the values of critical laws like the Civil Rights Act of 1964 the landmark Plyler decision has driven national efforts to ensure access to public education for every child in America regardless not only of race, color, and national origin but also of the immigration status of a child or that child’s parents.


In 2011 the Departments of Justice and Education issued guidance designed to help schools understand their responsibilities under Plyler and federal civil rights law more generally.


In the three years since we have worked with scores of school districts to ensure that they are fulfilling their obligations under both constitutional as well as federal law, yet we have continued to hear troubling reports of actions being taken by school districts around the country that have a chilling effect on student enrollment, raising barriers for undocumented children, and children from immigrant families who seek to receive the public education to which they are entitled.

Now such actions and policies not only harm innocent children they also markedly weakened our nation.


As the court recognized itself in Plyler by leaving young people unprepared and ill equipped to succeed and to contribute what is in many cases the only home that they have - they’ve ever known.


Now our experience has generally shown that school districts are very eager to make their enrollment processes consistent with the law and to maintain welcoming environments for all students.


Public school districts have an obligation to enroll students regardless of immigration status and without discrimination on the basis of race, color or national origin.


The Justice Department will do everything it can to make sure that schools meet this obligation. We will vigilantly enforce the law to ensure that the schoolhouse door remains open to all.


We know that educators more than anyone understand just how much every school day counts in the life of a young person.


And that’s why we are issuing newly updated guidance today to address the issues we has seen since the release of our last guidance and to provide districts with additional tools and practical information that they can use to meet their federal obligations so that no child, no child is denied his or her basic right to public education.


For example our new guidance emphasizes the need for flexibility in accepting documents from parents to prove a child’s age and to show that a child resides within a school’s attendance areas.


It provides specific examples of the types of documents that many schools have accepted. And it reminds schools that they may not require certain document such as a parent’s state issued driver’s license where such a requirement would prevent a student from enrolling because of his or her parent’s immigration status.


Now especially as we approach the 60th anniversary of the Supreme Court’s landmark decision in Brown versus the Board of Education in which Chief Justice Earl Warren called education again I quote “a right which must be made available to all on equal terms”.

It is imperative that we do everything in our power to end policies or practices that deny this right to those who are constitutionally entitled to it. I hope and I expect that this new guidance will aid in our effort to do just that.


I want to think the Justice Department’s Civil Rights Division and my friend Secretary Duncan and his colleagues once again for what I think is their exemplary work on this issue.


The Justice Department looks forward to continuing to work with the Department of Education, its partners, and leaders at the state and local levels to provide education and opportunity for all.


It is now my pleasure to hand things off to Secretary Duncan.

Arne Duncan:
Thank you so much Attorney General Holder. I just want to thank you and your team at justice for being amazing partners.


You guys consistently do what’s legally, what’s morally, and what’s educationally right. And whether it’s around this Plyler guidance, or it’s a school distance guidance we did earlier this year your partnership is having a profound impact on increasing educational opportunity across the country, and I can’t tell you how much that means to me personally.


As the Attorney General said three years ago our Departments of Justice and Education released important guidance on the Supreme Court’s 1982 Plyler versus Doe ruling to help elementary, middle and high schools understand the equal rights of every child no matter of their immigration status to enroll in public education.


That guidance aimed to help schools and school districts comply with the law and help ensure that thousands upon thousands of talented, and hardworking, and productive young people in this country will more fully contribute to our nation by having basis assess to a public education.


But sadly too many schools and school districts are still denying rights to immigrant children. In fact the Office of Civil Rights at our education department has received 17 complaints since our 2011 guidance was released. And we are provided technical assistance to multiple districts where we’ve been alerted to problems.


In several instances school leaders are inappropriately requiring information that may be barring or discouraging students from ever enrolling in school. That behavior is unacceptable and it must change.


For students this can include information such as Social Security numbers, country of birth, date of entry to the US, visa status, and requiring their parents to provide similar information. As Eric talked about like state issued ID cards, and drivers licenses in order to enroll their children.


Some of those problems stem from simple confusion over what types of documentation should or must be used for proof of age for children. So we are providing further clarification on that specific point.


We want to ensure that every school leader understands the legal requirements under Plyler. And it is our hope that this update will address some of the misperceptions that are out there.


The message here is simple and its crystal clear let all, all children who live in the district enroll in your public schools.


Our goal must be to educate not to confuse, not to intimidate and not to exclude. Every child has an equal right to public education at the elementary, middle and secondary school levels. This was decided by the Supreme Court more than 30 years ago.


We need to ensure that our schools are welcoming environments for all children and families living in this country no matter their race, income or ZIP Code. We must live up to the American ideal as being the land of opportunity.


The revisions to these documents are not new requirements but both Attorney General Holder and I hope that this clarification will bring new attention to the critical message that all school age children must be able to enroll in public school where ever they reside.

Our administration is deeply committed to upholding the promise of the Plyler decision. And we will continue working vigorously to ensure that the American educational system remains open to all young people who reside in this country.


All right, thank you so much. And our teams are happy to take your questions now.

Coordinator:
Thank you. At this time if you’d like to ask a question please press Star 1 on your touch-tone phone. You will be announced prior to asking your question.


To withdraw your request press Star 2. Once again that’s Star 1 for questions and one moment as we retrieve our first question.


Okay and our first question comes from Jeremy Redman with the Atlanta Journal-Constitution. Thank you. Your line is open.

Jeremy Redmon:
Good morning. Thanks for doing this. Can you provide specifics on where these problems are occurring? You mentioned 17 complaints, which states are these happening in? And also could you provide some specifics on the guidelines a little more detail on what they say?


Hi Jeremy, this is Catherine Lhamon, at the Office of Civil Rights at the Department of Education. The 17 complaints are with us. But there’s also been just a ton of work that the Department of Justice has done. And I want to make sure that (unintelligible) Department of Justice efforts.


But the 17 complaints that have come in to the Department of Education have really been from all over the country.


They’ve been in Washington, DC, where I am now.  They’ve been in Colorado, in North Carolina, in Ohio, Michigan, New Mexico, Louisiana we’ve (unintelligible) that this has been not specific to any particular region and has been at a level that’s raised significant concerns for us.

Jocelyn Samuels:
And this is Jocelyn Samuels, I’m the acting Assistant Attorney General for Civil Rights at the Department of Justice.


We both together with the Department of Education and on our own through our educational opportunities section have been doing investigations and responding to complaints - around the country.


Some of the states that we have looked at our Georgia, and Florida, Virginia, Texas, North Carolina, Alabama but I, you know, think it is fair to say that this is a problem that is cropping up and about which we receive complaints from many areas around the country.


With regard to your second question about the specifics and the guidance, you know, this guidance is really intended to help school districts identify the ways in which they can satisfy their need to identify students who live within the districts that they attend school in and fit within the age parameters of the school in ways that ensure that they are not inadvertently or otherwise excluding children based on their or their parents immigration status.


So it provides very specific examples of the kinds of documents that schools can request to evaluate residency or students aid.


It also identifies things that school districts should not be requesting to the extent that those operate to exclude or chill the attendance of undocumented students.


So for example if school districts choose to request Social Security numbers they must inform parents that disclosure of them is voluntary, they must identify the basis for their request and what they’re going to do with the information, and they must recognize that a parent’s refusal to provide a Social Security number will not bar the student from school.


So our hope is that this guidance package which includes both the Dear Colleague letter, and a fact sheet, and questions and answers will provide very concrete assistance to school districts in ensuring that they make education available to every child within their district.

Jeremy Redmon:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Thank you. Our next question is from Kim Hefling with AP.

Kim Hefling:
Hi. Thanks for your time this morning. Unfortunately, I couldn’t hear when the first individual spoke answering the question about the 17 complaints from all over the country.


Are those complaints the same ones that the Justice Department has also been involved in? And can you please repeat again what states those are in? I’m sorry I just wasn’t able to hear at all.

Catherine Lhamon:
Sorry, Kim.  I’m not usually accused of being too quiet, so I’m glad to know that I was this time. And I apologize for that but the complaints are not the same complaints that have...
Kim Hefling:
I’m sorry I’m still not able to hear really. Would you mind just speaking a little bit louder? I apologize.
Catherine Lhamon:
Sure. Can you hear me now? Okay great. So this is Catherine Lhamon, at the Office of Civil Rights. And the complaints are not the same complaints that are coming to the Department of Justice. We have concurrent jurisdiction and so both of our offices are investigating.


But the complaints that we have seen have come all over the country just as the complaints to the Department of Justice also have come from all over the country.


And that the variety of states have been for example Washington DC where I am now, Colorado, North Carolina, Ohio, Louisiana, Michigan and New Mexico. Could you hear that Kim?

Kim Hefling:
Yes thank you. And so are those - just so I understand are those - the 17 total between the Justice and Education or is that just 17 just on education?
Catherine Lhamon:
Kim no, there are 17 complaints that came to the Department of Education. And in addition the Department of Justice has been doing its own investigative work in litigation in this area as well.

Jocelyn Samuels:
Correct.

Kim Hefling:
Okay. And would it be possible to get that number as well?

Jocelyn Samuels:
Well Kim I think they, you know, we are currently - this is Jocelyn Samuels -- we are currently investigating a number of complaints over the course of the last three years since we issued the original Dear Colleague letter will in conjunction with the Department of Education.


We’ve undertaken a number of investigations for example in one state we evaluated the enrollment procedures for 200 school districts within the state.


So we have been working extensively with school districts in various parts of the country to ensure that they understand their obligations to make education available to all students and so that we can provide assistance in ways that they can meet their needs in nondiscriminatory ways.

Kim Hefling:
Okay. Now what state was that in with the 200 districts?

Jocelyn Samuels:
That was in Georgia. And we ended up working very collaboratively with the state Department of Education there to address some of the concerns that we had about enrollment procedures and ensure that they would adopt processes going forward that did not bar or chill the attendance of undocumented students.

Kim Hefling:
Okay. Thank you.

Coordinator:
Thank you. Our next question comes from Julia Preston with the New York Times.

Julie Preston:
Yes. I’m sure you’re aware that the state of Alabama not long ago passed state legislation that would have required additional documentation of the type you’re signaling here.


And I’m wondering if there are other states that have done that and whether there is still a litigation process going on out there over these issues?


And in addition if you are considering legal action against any of the - on the basis of any of the complaints that you have received?

Jocelyn Samuels:
So this is Jocelyn at the Department of Justice, you know, as you may know we were involved in litigation about the Alabama legislation.


The provision requiring that parents identify their immigration status was stayed by the court but not before it actually imposed significant barriers on the ability of immigrant students to attend schools when we notified the Alabama Department of Education about that effect.


They worked very cooperatively with us to issues school - guidance to school districts around the state explaining that the district could not prevent students from attending school and should not be using policies that discourage students from attending school.


I am not aware of other similar legislation that is currently pending in the state but certainly it is a matter that we’re watching because enforcement of the rights guaranteed to students by the civil rights laws is an extremely high priority for both of our departments.


And in terms of our own work we always hope to work collaboratively with school districts and have been very successful in the course of the work that we’ve done on this issue over the course of the last three or four years to have gotten very responsive reactions from the school districts and the state departments of education with which we’ve worked.


But that said we do have legal tools at our disposal and if necessary will consider taking legal action if we believe that there is a violation of the law that isn’t being addressed.

Catherine Lhamon:
Yes. This is Catherine Lhamon at the Office of Civil Rights. And just to be clear the 17 complaints that came to us are legal actions.


So when we administratively enforce the law what we are doing is taking legal action to make sure that we do have their rights protected.


So as far as the complaints that we have resolved we typically resolve them with change to require changes in those districts.

Jocelyn Samuels:
And operator we need to limit to one question per reporter because we have a lot of questions and we want to make sure we have time for everyone.

Coordinator:
Okay. And our next question comes from Evan Perez, with CNN. Thank you. Your line is open.
Evan Perez:
Hi. Can you just - I just wanted to just see if you could repeat the - or clarified what you said with regard to Alabama.


There was a there was an earlier legislation there that was enjoined by the court. Is there still something that you guys are looking at their as far as, you know, what the current law is in Alabama?
Jocelyn Samuels:
So this is Jocelyn. You know, if you are right that the provision relating to education was enjoined early on but even after that we continued to hear reports of problems that families were encountering in trying to enroll their students in school.


We also discovered problems with students who were being withdrawn from school because of their families concerns about the consequences of continuing to keep them enrolled.


So the letter that we sent to the Alabama Department of Education was designed to highlight those problems.


And as I said earlier we were delighted that we were able to work collaboratively with the Alabama Department of Education to send guidance to the school districts around the state making clear that they could not engage in practices that deterred students from enrolling or staying in school.

Coordinator:
Thank you. Our next question comes from Caitlin Emma with Politico. Thank you. Your line is open.

Caitlin Emma:
Hi. Thank you for taking my question. I was wondering if you could talk a little bit more about some of the technical assistance that you’re providing to districts and working on this and talking about it?


I was working with someone from the Southern Poverty Law Center and, you know, they were saying that they’ve gone to district support to tell them that their enrollment processes are out of compliance with the law and they might hear in an excuse like well, you know, we just printed out all our enrollment forms and it’s going to cost too much money to reprint them.


You know, what are you hearing from school districts when you say hey you’re out of compliance and how do you - how are you topically working with them to get them into compliance?

Jocelyn Samuels:
So this is Jocelyn again. You know, in each of the cases that we have resolved to date we have been able to work either with the school districts or with the state Department of Education once we alert them to the barriers that their enrollment practices may be arresting. They have worked with us to familiar rate those and to eliminate problematic requirements.


I think it’s a tribute to educators around the country that they recognized how important it is for kids to be able to attend school and are willing to take the steps necessary to ensure that they’re not even inadvertently chilling students’ willingness to attend or family’s willingness to send them.

Catherine Lhamon:
And Caitlin this Catherine Lhamon. And we also are providing technical assistance in addition to investigating the complaint - in addition to the complaints that come into us.


And so the kind of technical assistance we offer is that to hold conferences. Our most recent one was in March in Atlanta with school districts where they can come and they can ask us their questions on the topic, we can let them know what the law is, give them some guidance about what they can do to change it.


Sometimes at these conferences people at the conference let us know about concerns that they have. We can inquire with the school districts and help them come into compliance.


It is like with the Department of Justice our experience typically when we tell school districts that we have a concern that may lead to withholding federal funds they do come into compliance as we appreciate.

Coordinator:
Thank you. Our next question comes from David Nakamura with the Washington Post.

David Nakamura:
Hi. Yes, my question is: Two days ago the Department of Homeland Security and Commerce Department announced that spouses of some H-1B type visa holders might be allowed to work in the future as the administration (unintelligible) a rule change regarding to that.


Now you have a - you guys are making an announcement related to immigration. Is this a coordinated effort by the administration to make immigration announcements that keep pressure on sort of subtly on from Republicans to do more? Is that why this - is that why you guys are announcing this now and the way you doing it?

Catherine Lhamon:
No. We’re not announcing this now because kids are being hurt and we want to make sure that kids are served in school and that’s a critical role for us.

Jocelyn Samuels:
And this is Jocelyn. Just following up on what Catherine said. We have been doing this work now for at least the last three years since we issued the original Dear Colleague letter on this.


We continue to see problems around the country with regard to enrollment practices that deter kids from enrolling in school and we really hope that these new guidance documents will provide the kind of concrete technical assistance that states and school districts need to ensure that they are not engaging in these practices.

So this work we’ve consistently been doing we’re delighted to be able to provide these additional tools.

Phil Rosenfelt:
This is Phil Rosenfelt, I’m the acting General Counsel at Department of Education. I would just add that schools are getting involved and enrolling students for the next school year and we really want to get guidance out in a timely way so that children do not encounter the kind of difficulties that we’ve seen in the past. So the timing is about students, and school districts and the upcoming school year as well.

Coordinator:
Thank you. Our next question comes from Suzanne Gamboa with NBC News.

Suzanne Gamboa:
Yes. I have just a quick question. If you did this in 2011 and you’re still seeing problems crop up around the country not just in select areas I’m just wondering how real enforcement there is how do we know that this is going to work this time does - is there a need for something much stronger considering this continues to crop up despite three years of work? Thank you.

Catherine Lhamon:
No, they’re saying to them that the price of liberty is eternal vigilance. So we know that there still will be problems that will crop up. And we have to still be there aggressively ready to enforce a law which we stand ready jointly to do.


And that’s why we’re here to send a message, that’s why we’re here to do the technical assistance, that’s why we’re doing the enforcement work that we’re doing around the country.


But we do think it’s important to speak with one voice, to send a clear and consistent message, and then to continue the enforcement work that we’re doing because we do see it having success.

Jocelyn Samuels:
And this is Jocelyn. I would just add to that that, you know, we hope that these documents will be widely publicized and that they will be shared both with school districts and school administrators but with parents and community members so that communities understand the rights of their students and school districts and states understand their obligations.


Our goal here is to provide an enhanced set of tools to school districts so that they can abide by what I am confident is our shared goal which is ensuring that every student gets a quality public education.

Coordinator:
And our next question comes from Elham Khatami with CQ Roll Call. Thank you. Your line is open.

Elham Khatami:
Hi. I apologize. My question was already asked. Thank you.

Coordinator:
Thank you. Our next question comes from D. L. Chandler with News One.

D.L Chandler:
Thanks for taking the call. I just had a quick - I just wanted to know is this new measure that’s being undertaken would it have anything to do or does it have any relation to the DREAM Act that all?


And just another point that I wanted to add in here in the D.C. area I’ve noticed that there’s been several organizations on the ground speaking about the upcoming school year in undocumented parents sending their kids to school and the concerns that are being voice.


Is there anything being done on the state and local level with these organizations to help understand the new processes that are becoming - will be coming down the pike? Thank you.

Jocelyn Samuels:
This is Jocelyn. This is not related to the DREAM Act. This deals with the right of students to public education at the K-12 level.


It really is about ensuring access to educational opportunities. And as both Secretary Duncan and the Attorney General said that’s a critical foundation that all of our children need.

D. L. Chandler:
Right.

Jocelyn Samuels:
So that’s why we are re-issuing this enhanced guidance, that’s why we’ll be doing the enforcement and the technical assistance work around the country but that is independent of the DREAM Act.

Coordinator:
Thank you. Our next question comes from Bart Jones with Newsday. Thank you. Your line is open.

Bart Jones:
Yes. Do you have an estimate on the number of undocumented students in this country or, you know, students from undocumented families?

Catherine Lhamon:
The most recent estimate from the Department of Homeland Security are that there are over 1.1 million undocumented children under age 18 in the United States.

Coordinator:
Thank you. Our next question is from Ruben Barrera with MoneyMex.
Ruben Barrera:
Yes. Good morning and thanks for doing this. I would like to know if you have a regional or ethnic breakdown on those 20 complaints, I mean I’m trying to find out if there is more Hispanic people complaining about this or more African American people?

Catherine Lhamon:
You know, we haven’t collected the data - certainly our office hasn’t collected the data by the breakdown of the races of the families who were complaining.


We do know that there are children from many nations who are being hurt by the kinds of concerns that we’ve been investigating.

Coordinator:
And our final question comes from Shawna Thomas with NBC News. Thank you. Go ahead.

Shawna Thomas:
Hi. Thanks for doing this call guys. I just wanted to clarify was there like a specific incident or a cluster of incidents that made you all think okay we need to re-issue this?


And just because I’m not in education reporter this is not a new regulation, this is not a new law, this is just a clarification of a law and regulation already on the books correct?

Catherine Lhamon:
Yes correct. And this is a clarification. And the set of concerns that led us to release a clarification were the volume of questions that we received of - and clear ongoing confusion about what it is that schools can and should be doing.


And so we thought it was just really critically important to make sure that we send a message that all of our kids should be enrolled in school, should be learning in school and should be supported at school.

Shawna Thomas:
And was there increased volume from like a specific state or city?

Catherine Lhamon:
We did not see that.

Jocelyn Samuels:
And this is Jocelyn. I would say that it is the cumulative effect of the issues that we has seen arise in the last several years that led us to think that enhanced guidance would be helpful and appropriate.


You are right that this is not a new law. The civil rights laws have been in effect for decades. The Plyler decision was 30 years ago. But where we has seen widespread noncompliance we recognize that additional technical assistance and enforcement activity if necessary is beneficial to ensure that all of our children get the opportunity to attend school.

Dorie Nolt:
Okay operator that was the last question we had. So we can wrap the call up. Everyone this is Dorie Nolt with the US Department of Ed.


Thanks for joining us. If you have follow-up questions you can get in touch with the press office at DOJ or the press office here at the Education Department.

Coordinator:
Thank you. What does conclude today’s conference. Thank you for your participation and you may now disconnect.
END

