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TRANSCRIPT
Press Call on 2013-14 Civil Rights Data Collection

with

U.S. Secretary of Education John B. King Jr.

2 p.m. ET June 6, 2016
Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by. At this time all participants will be in listen-only mode until the question and answer session of today's conference. During that time, to ask a question please press Star, followed by the number 1 on your phone and record your first and last name clearly at the prompt.

Today's call is being recorded. If you have any objections, you may disconnect at this time. I would now like to turn the call over to the Press Secretary at the U.S. Department of Education, Ms. Dorie Nolt. You may now begin.
Dorie Nolt:
Thank you and thanks everybody for joining us today. On the call we have Secretary John King, Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights Catherine Lhamon and Matthew Nelson, the chief operating officer of GreatSchools.

Each of them is going to give brief remarks and then we'll open it up for questions and answers. Everything on this call is embargoed until 12:01 am tomorrow morning.


And just a quick update - I know we told you guys we'd be able to have flat files and data online at 12:00, but we're having some technical difficulties. So it looks like they'll be online around 6:00 am. So in case anybody was planning on staying up super late and going through all the data flat files, you can get a little bit of sleep - hit the snooze button and do that tomorrow morning.

So with that, I will turn it over to Secretary King.

John King:
Thanks, Dorie. Good afternoon and thank you for joining our call today. Every two years the Department of Education releases data on the educational opportunities and experiences of millions of public school students.

This year, our survey covers more than 50 million students and they're all in nearly every school and school district in that space. The data goes to the heart of the department's mission to promote educational (and funds) for all students regardless of their race, religion, country of origin, gender, sexual orientation, disability or family income.

They are critical for monitoring the continuing barriers to equity that exists in our public schools and also for guiding educators, districts, states and the federal government as we all strive to remove those barriers.


In general, the data show that students of color, students whose first language is not English and students with disabilities are -- according to a number of indicators -- not getting the same opportunities to learn as are classmates who are white, whose first language is English or who do not have disabilities.

When we deny some students an access to a high-quality education, we all lose out in multiple ways. We lose out economically because people who are poorly educated earn less, pay less in taxes and need more services. They also are more likely to end up in prison. In fact, two thirds of state prison inmates are high school dropouts.

But we lose out in other ways that are not as obvious. Can't help but think of the art that is not created, the entrepreneurial ideas that may never reach the drawing board, the classrooms - these Americans will never lead the discoveries they'll never make.

Our systemic failure to educate some groups of children as well as others tears at the moral fabric of the nation. What sets the US apart from many other countries is the idea that opportunity is universal. These natives show that we still fall far short of that idea.

You've seen an early look at all the data we are releasing at this time. Today we'll also hear from Catherine Lhamon, the head of our Office for Civil Rights and Matthew Nelson, the chief operating officer at GreatSchools for an exciting announcement.

Before they speak, I want to share an overview of what the release of the 2013 '14 will look like this year and what this means in the larger picture. Today's release is the first in a series of documents of findings from the 2013, '14 CRDC that the department will be issuing over the course of the summer and fall.

For the first time, anybody will be able to access the whole data file and download it from our web site. I believe this is a significant step forward in our promise to provide transparency and empower a community to use data to make informed decisions.

We have to remember that these statistics are not just numbers. They represent the educational experiences of real students whose lives are affected in profound ways by what goes on in their schools, as well as their communities.

I also believe that this data makes clear - makes it clear that the work ahead of us with the Every Student Succeeds Act is critical. I'm excited that the Every Student Succeeds Act gives states and districts powerful tools, as well as the flexibility they need to craft solutions that fits the needs of schools and students.

The law also maintains its core purpose. It is focused on addressing some of the critical inequities the CRDC shows us. The law requires and we expect states and local districts to set college and career-ready standards for all students regardless of their background.


And to identify schools or schools with groups of students that are not performing well and to provide those schools and their educators with support in helping students reach those high standards.

Our drive to accountability regulation requires states and districts to look at resource inequities and expenditures and access to effective teachers and encourages them to look at other resource inequities such as access to rigorous course work.


Some have suggested the Department of Education is pushing too hard or asking too much of states as they implement the law. But to be clear, we will not compromise away the civil rights of all students to an excellent education.

Others argue that the department is being too insistent or too inflexible in requiring schools and districts to spend Federal Title 1 dollars in ways that truly benefit our highest-needs students at schools.

Money isn't everything of course, but every student has a right to their fair share of local and state spending and for those who need extra help, the additional support and attention that federal money can provide.


Those extra dollars might mean a school can hire the counselor who helps his students stay in school or out of trouble. It might mean a school can offer AP Physics and open the door to a future as an engineer. Or it might mean that a school can do what it takes to attract the most experienced teachers.

If there was any question about whether we have further to go to make good on the promise of a quality education for every child, these data should serve as a sobering reality check. It's important to remember we are making progress.


The nation's high school graduation rate is at an all-time high and low income students and students of color are attending college (at) ever greater numbers. We can celebrate our progress in some areas, but we must redouble our efforts to help all students.

I will now turn it over to Catherine Lhamon, assistant secretary in the Office for Civil Rights.
Catherine Lhamon:
Thank you, Secretary King. The Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC) shows us a picture of opportunity offered and opportunity denied and to whom in our nation's schools.

The data in the CRDC is universal and not a projection, so it represents the real experiences of actual students in actual schools. To be exact, in the '13-'14 collection, that's 50 million students -- more than 50 million students in more than 95,000 schools.

There is cause for celebration in some areas in this data including that nearly 20 percent reduction in students (suspended) compared to the 2011, 2012 school year. That represents tens of thousands more kids in schools learning, which is unbelievably exciting for all of us and reflects a real commitment of our educators to their students for which we in the department are deeply grateful.


And for the 80 percent that didn't change, we still see stark racial disparities including in preschool. We see in this data that our black children are 19 percent of public preschool enrollment, but 47 percent of preschool children receiving one or more suspensions.

And in K-12, our black students are 3.8 times as likely to receive one or more suspensions as our white students. These disparities beg for more districts to follow the lead of places like Baltimore and Chicago, which are dramatically limiting the use of suspensions in early grades.

At the same time that we witness this school push-up in continuing discouraging numbers, we see that 1.6 million students attend schools that employ sworn law enforcement officers, but do not have even one school counselor.

We also see concrete leaks in our data that we in this nation do not offer high rigor course work to our students across the board. Fully 52 percent of our high schools do not offer calculus to any student. That growing statistic means we do not prepare our students for productive workforce or for an effective future. And we know that race disparities and disparities by disability status are even worse in our schools.


Thirty-three percent of high schools with high black and Latino enrollment offer calculus. And black and Latino students are 36 percent of students enrolled in schools that offer Calculus, but only 21 percent of students enrolled in calculus. Our students for disabilities are 11 percent of students enrolled in schools that offer calculus, but only 1 percent of students enrolled in calculus.

And with these distracting statistics, there is one way - ray of good news and that is that our girls are not disproportionately represented in calculus course-taking. They're 49 percent of students nationwide and 49 percent of students enrolled in calculus.

These data tell us important information about our students' experiences in schools and raise critical questions about what more we can do as a nation to make the promise of educational opportunities a reality for all of our students.

We in the Office for Civil Rights of course use the data in our enforcement work. As an example, during this administration, we've resolved 664 cases that resulted in substantive closures on issues of race discrimination in school discipline.

And we in this administration have consistently made this information widely available to our full school communities so that it is not only an enforcement tool of the department, but it is a tool for every parent, every educator nationwide to be able to take a look at what's happening in schools and what, if anything, we want to see changed in our schools.

And we strongly encourage those of you on this call and those of us across the country in our communities to use this data as a promise as we do in the Office for Civil Rights. To that end, we are really thrilled that GreatSchools will include the CRDC data in their education profile greatly expanding the reach of the data going forward.

We also will share more information about analyzing the data in the CRDC over the course of the summer. And in August 2016, the data -- including downloadable school and district-level reports -- will be available on our CRDC (Reporting Tools) - about which we're really excited.

So, I'll stop by just encouraging you all again to use the data that they have done by (unintelligible) to use it myself. Matthew?
Matthew Nelson:
Thank you, Assistant Secretary Lhamon, and I also want to thank Secretary King for his - this opportunity to work with the amazing team at the Department of Education on making this important data collection broadly available.

Every year, millions of American families use greatschools.org to make sense of their K-12 school options. We help parents understand school quality. In part, we do this by publishing school ratings based on data from State Departments of Education.

We are incredibly grateful for the leadership of Secretary King, Assistant Secretary Lhamon and the staff at the Department of Education in making the 2014 Civil Rights Data Collection available to the public. This is a valuable and new resource that we will use to help parents gain the insight into their school options, as well as to advocate for higher quality schools.

With this information, parents will be able to identify the schools that do a good job educating children like their own. For example, a Latino family in the Bay Area where I'm from will be able to see how schools in their community achieve important college-readiness milestones like passing algebra 1 by eighth grade.

This will give that family critical information about their middle school options. If that family sees no good options for their child, they might see an opportunity to connect with the local advocacy group and engage in a conversation with local school leaders.


Conversations like this are essential for improving opportunities for kids and creating change at the grassroots level. The information contained in the CRDC is crucial to parents and community organizations that aim to improve local schools.

We are particularly interested in showcasing the degree to which individual schools provide equitable access to opportunities for all students. We know these data points will illuminate the pain and the hope - the pain that not all schools are giving our children a fair shot at providing the educational opportunities they deserve and the hope where we see schools serving children well regardless of their race, income or background.


Educational equity is a fundamental civil right of every child in America and this data collection will empower parents, educators, grassroots organizations and policymakers to work toward this goal.

Using school-level data contained in the 2014 Civil Rights Data Collection, we will showcase on greatschools.org access to rigorous coursework including enrollment in gifted and talented programs and advanced math and science courses -- as well as college-readiness milestones like passing algebra 1 by eighth grade -- and discipline rates and student absenteeism. Because of this new dataset, for the first time we will be able to showcase these school-level insights on a national level for all students and by student subgroups including race, gender, disability and English language learner status.

In addition, we will help parents understand the resources at individual schools by publishing information about staff resources, including teachers and counselors per student, athletics participation and early childhood program availability.

We will be launching these school-level insights on gradeschools.org later this year. Again, we are grateful for the leadership shown by the Department of Education and the Office for Civil Rights to publish the 2014 Civil Rights Data Collection.

This is a powerful example of the Department of Education's ability to foster open data that help parents support access to educational opportunities for their children. Thank you.
Dorie Nolt:
All right and now we're going to open it up for Q & A. Operator, can you let everybody know how to get in the queue for - to ask a question?
Coordinator:
Sure. Thank you. We will now begin the question and answer session. To ask a question over the phone please press Star, followed by the number 1 and record your first and last name clearly at the prompt. Your name is required to register a question. To withdraw your question in queue, please press Star followed by the number 2.

One moment please, for the incoming questions.

Dorie Nolt:
And Operator, please be sure to share both the person's name and their media outlet.

Coordinator:
Okay ma’am, as noted, thank you. We show no question in queue. Again, as a reminder if you would like to ask a question please press Star 1 and record your name at the prompt.

We have a question from Evie Blad from Education Week. Your line is now open.
Evie Blad:
Hi, I have two questions. The first being that civil rights has been such a bid push of the Obama Administration and we've been talking about equity for a long time now. I'm curious if there's any way that this data surprises you - that you expected the needle to have moved more after these years of effort?

And then I'm also curious about the suspension data - that we could see such a drop in suspensions, but the disparities still seem pretty (unintelligible). And what does that say about the efforts on the state and local level to change the way we're disciplining students?
John King:
This is Secretary King.  I'll start and then I'll let Catherine add. You know, I think we are encouraged by the places where we see progress. Certainly dropout rates being lower for African-American and Latino students - it's an important sign of progress.

Fewer suspensions is an important sign of progress. But I don't think there's any way you can look at this data and not come away with a tremendous sense of urgency about continuing to close our equity gaps.

I think the new law -- Every Student Succeeds Act -- creates some important opportunity. Certainly we -- as we think about the regulations and guidance that we provide -- are focused on supporting states and using the flexibility under the new law to advance equity and close some of the gaps that we see in this report.
Catherine Lhamon:
Thanks, and I'll add to that. Evie, I really appreciate the question and also the intense reporting about the civil rights' focus of the administration. I strongly think a 20 percent reduction overall in suspensions is breathtaking.

And a tremendous testament to our educators' commitment to making sure that students are in school and can learn. And responses to what this administration has been saying about supportive school discipline and effective tools for students.

We need to remember also that this is '13-‘14 data so that it is responsive to what this administration has said in the correct years it was only in '13-‘14 that for example we highlighted preschool suspension rates. So, but we haven't yet seen a drop in the data in the same year that we highlighted it.

Found it also surprising to me - I look forward to seeing that in the next CRDC round and to have already seen this overall reduction in the suspension rates.

I just think it is incredible and immensely gratifying to me - and not yet surprising - although dismaying to see the race disparities persisting.  That's - that is the hardest nut to crack.  It is something that we are seeing our schools aggressively working on and we're deeply grateful for.

But it should be expected and good news that we see this very strong reduction in overall (rates) first.
Evie Blad:
Great, thank you.

Dorie Nolt:
Operator, next question.

Coordinator:
Yes, we have a question for (us now). Emma Brown from the Washington Post, your line is now open.

Emma Brown:
Thanks for taking my call - my question. I am wondering about the chronic absenteeism rates and I just want to make sure I frame correctly that this - I believe that this is the first real national count as opposed to an estimate of this problem. And I wonder if you could react to the count -- was it higher, lower than you thought -- and what does it mean?
John King:
Yes, the chronic absenteeism data are distracting. It is very worrisome that we have 13 percent of our students who are chronically absent. This is one of the reasons the administration launched that Every Student, Every Day initiative.

You know, we're working with 30 communities around the country to match kids are chronically absent with mentors to help improve their attendance. You know that many schools around the country have used school improvement grants to focus on tackling issues of attendance, (unintelligible).

(HS Hawkins) has done powerful work on this and has been working with schools to address this. But I see these data as a call for action and a urgent call for action and particularly distracting, I think, the numbers for students of color.

When you think about the impact of more than one in five of students in high school - African - American students in high school for example being chronically absent.  That's just-- we have a lot of work to do. 

And there's no question - even the best teachers can't be successful with students who aren't in class - and so we've got work to do as a country on this issue.
Emma Brown:
And is (unintelligible) count actual count?
John King:
This is the first time that we've had CRDC reporting of chronic absenteeism, that's right.
Dorie Nolt:
Next question please, Operator.

Coordinator:
Yes, we have a question from Ms. Caitlin Emma from Politico. Your line is now open.
Caitlin Emma:
Hi, thank you so much for my question - for taking my question. I have one question and I actually have a follow-up question if there's time - about something that we just talked about.

But with the data releasing for the first time - we're highlighting for the first time chronic absenteeism and like access to advanced coursework. You know, I know that the Education Department has obviously, you know, not prescribing any, you know, fifth - the sort of like the extra accountability indicated that states can look at in their new accountability systems under the Every Student Succeeds Act.

But I mean I would say that like the data certainly warrants a look at these, you know, indicators within states. So I mean there - is the department sort of like officially encouraging states to, you know, take a look at chronic absenteeism or access to advanced coursework when it comes to accountability purposes? I mean are, you know, a safe - they're sort of struggling to figure out what they want to do with that accountability indicator.

I mean seems like these two areas are areas that, you know, warrant the - a second look.
John King:
Certainly all states should be working to combat chronic absenteeism and all states should be working to ensure equitable access to advanced coursework.

You're right that states could include those in their accountability approach of their Every Student Succeeds Act. I certainly (was) encouraged - they did talk about both issues with stakeholders as they determined with their stakeholders how to move forward in implementation of Every Student Succeeds Act.
Caitlin Emma:
Okay, thank you (unintelligible) I know that was what was highlighted the last time the CRDC (unintelligible). And I'm sorry; I haven't been able to look at the data comprehensively yet. But in terms - since overall (unintelligible) by 20 percent - has there been a decrease in the rate (unintelligible)?
Catherine Lhamon:
Caitlin, there hasn't been, but there wouldn’t be yet because we just announced in ‘13-’14 that what the public preschool suspension rates were a period.  So the first time ever from the ‘11-’12 data. So then this data is collected from the same year we made that announcement we look to see that in the next round.

(Katelyn):
Okay, thank you.

Dorie Nolt:
Operator, next question.

Coordinator:
Yes, we have a question from Joy Resmovits from the L.A. Times. Your line is open.
Joy Resmovits:
Hi, thanks for (unintelligible). I have a question about the (weak) requirements around the survey itself. Given that we are to have a new president by next year, to what extent are - is the way that you're asking the question of legal mandate?

Like what can change and what can't under the legal framework?

Catherine Lhamon:
So that collection is a - is to be done every two years. We publish in the Federal Register what questions we intend to ask and then live with that publication - and we've already done that for the next round - or the '15, '16 collection.

So the issues that were new in ‘13-’14 and optional will be required in '15, '16. And then in the - in two years thereafter we will - we - it will our - again make recommendation for what we will ask and publish that in the Federal Register and take comments.
Dorie Nolt:
All right Operator, next question.
Coordinator:
Yes, we have a question from Jennifer Kerr from the Associated Press. Your line is open.
Jennifer Kerr:
Hi, thank you. I just want to make sure I'm on the same page about the definition of chronic absenteeism. I thought I had seen stories last year where it was defined as 18 or more days. But this report says 15 or more, so I just want to make sure - has the definition changed or if someone could just explain that?
Catherine Lhamon:
This is the first time we've collected the data in the CRDC and we've defined it as 15 or more days in the CRDC. Different people may have different definitions, but that's the definition we use.
Jennifer Kerr:
Okay thanks.

Catherine Lhamon:
Sure.

Dorie Nolt:
Next question.
Coordinator:
Yes, we have a question from Mr. Frank Wolfe from Education Daily. Your line is open.

Frank Wolf:
Yes, hi, thanks for taking my question. I'm just wondering, how much does this - does the CRDC data point to intentional discrimination in the standard that was sort of upheld by the Alexander versus Sandoval decision by the Supreme Court back in 2001?

In terms - and I guess in terms of whether in terms of discrimination - whether minority students and students with special needs are more likely than white students to be disciplined at higher rates or more severely for the same offenses.
Catherine Lhamon:
The data are data, so it's a starting point for us in our analysis of whether there's intentional discrimination or not. So we take a look at the disparities and then we look underneath the data to find out why the disparities exist.

Data by itself are not a reason to think that there is intentional discrimination, but they are a reason to ask further questions.

Frank Wolfe:
Okay, so there's nothing in the data - so - that would say that there's (unintelligible) data to say that they're more likely to be (unintelligible) disciplined for the same offenses?
Catherine Lhamon:
Well, it - again, it does tell us whether students are more likely to be disciplined for the same offense or not. It doesn't tell us whether that likelihood equates to intentional discrimination or not.

That - that's what we have to look at more information to determine.

Frank Wolfe:
Okay. All right.
Catherine Lhamon:
Thank you.

Dorie Nolt:
All right, next question please.

Coordinator:
Yes, we have our last question in queue. It's from Sarah Sparks from Education Week. Your line is now open.
Sarah Sparks:
Hello, a follow-up on the chronic absenteeism. You specifically point to absenteeism in schools where the majority of teachers are also frequently absent. And you point out native Hawaiian and Pacific Islanders students.

I was wondering did you find generally higher rates of student absenteeism in the schools with high chronic teacher absenteeism?
Catherine Lhamon:
So Sarah, stay tuned for more detailed view of what is in the data. The two key points in the - in this first look are the native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders points and also the black students represents 15 percent of all students but that 21 percent of chronically absent students who attend schools where more than 50 percent of the teachers were absent for more than ten days.

So we will have more to say on what's in the chronic absenteeism data as we analyze the data further. And Sarah, I hope you will as well - as I hope you will analyze it further as well.
Sarah Sparks:
We (unintelligible). I'm sorry, was that 15 percent of all students who are chronically absent or 15 percent of all students total?
Catherine Lhamon:
Fifteen percent of all students total, but 21 percent of chronically absent students who attend schools with more than 50 percent teachers absent for more than ten days.

Dorie Nolt:
Sarah, she's reading from the first little document that you should have.

Sarah Sparks:
Right.

Catherine Lhamon:
It's a bullet under the Native Hawaiian bullet.

Sarah Sparks:
Okay, thank you very much.

Catherine Lhamon:
Thank you.

Dorie Nolt:
And just for everyone's awareness, you should have this already, but Friday we will have a deeper dive looking at chronic absenteeism. Okay.

Coordinator:
There are no further questions in the queue.

Dorie Nolt:
Okay, great, thank you to everyone. Thank you for joining as. As a reminder, this call has been (unintelligible) until 12:01 am tomorrow morning. If you need anything or have any follow-up questions, please Email press@ed.gov. Thank you.
Coordinator:
That concludes today's conference. Thank you so much for your participation, you may now disconnect.
END

