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Dear Assistant Secretary Baesler:

The Intercultural Development Research Association (IDRA) submits this comment to
oppose the proposed rule to rescind the Equity Assistance Center Program Regulations. We
urge the Department of Education to withdraw the rescission proposal as it would
compromise critical supports for schools and protections that help to ensure equal access
to education for millions of children across the country.

For more than five decades, IDRA has worked with students, families, educators,
institutions of higher education, policymakers, and community organizations to strengthen
K-12 public schools through research, technical assistance, policy development, and
student and educator leadership programs. For much of that time, IDRA operated the
southern regional Equity Assistance Center (EAC) with great success, giving us a unique and
important perspective on the value of the centers and the harm of the proposed rescission.

IDRA’s mission with the IDRA EAC-South was to increase accessibility to a quality education
free of segregation through a transformative technical assistance and training program for
thousands of school districts and charter schools serving millions of students in the South.

The Critical Purpose of the Equity Assistance Centers

The EACs are well positioned to provide an array of high quality, research-based technical
assistance services, ranging from universal products such as surveys and accessible
research to comprehensive, ongoing training and technical assistance. These services
require the educational expertise and sufficient staffing capacity of the dedicated EACs,



which help to ensure schools meet their obligations under Title IV of the Civil Rights Act of
1964 (the authorizing legislation) and other federal civil rights laws in the following key areas.

Race Equity. We still have progress to make to ensure that students of color receive equal
educational opportunities. Issues related to racial discrimination and school segregation
negatively impact student success in nhumerous ways, from a lack of access to gifted
programs and advanced coursework, disproportionate student discipline, and unequal
resource distribution. Inequitable educational opportunities can lead to higher dropout
rates, lower graduation rates, and a lack of college and career readiness. Promoting access
to a high-quality education for students of all races helps schools ensure learning and
academic achievement, welcoming school climates, and meaningful parent and
community engagement for all students and families.

Sex and Gender Equity. Issues of gender equity can potentially impact all students, but
some of the most vulnerable students are those who are subject to discrimination based on

gender identity and actual or perceived sexual orientation. In addition to supporting these
students, schools must also have the tools to address less obvious biases, such as the low
representation of girls who pursue Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math (STEM)
studies and careers. Alleviating inequity based on sex and gender helps schools improve
learning and academic achievement by addressing serious concerns in bullying,
sexual/gender harassment, climate, and unfair disciplinary practices.

National Origin Equity. As the United States has become more ethnically diverse, it is
imperative that schools ensure that all student groups are welcomed and supported. Among
other needs, achieving national origin equity requires tackling the challenges that face

English learners (ELs) at all levels. This may include providing proper instructional support
to teachers of ELs, addressing the achievement gap, accessing higher-level courses,
ensuring equal access to co-curricular and extracurricular activities, preventing segregation
of ELs, and addressing the over- and under-representation of these students in special
education. Ensuring students are treated equitably regardless of national origin helps
spearhead positive student engagement, high expectations, and a robust learning
environment for all students.

Religion Equity. Religious equity not only involves protecting the rights of religious minority
students who may be subject to harassment or exclusion, but also safeguarding the free

exercise of religion of all other students and school staff. Much like other areas of equity,
ensuring religious equity requires providing the tools and supports schools need to promote
the safest, most inclusive learning environment for students.



During our tenure leading the southern regional EAC, IDRA assisted school districts with
building capacity to confront civil rights related problems in these key areas. The examples
of our work below—much of which was proactively requested by school districts seeking
resources to address inequities—provide concrete illustrations of the issues many schools
continue to face:

e reducing disproportionate school discipline for school districts;

e addressing English learners needs, including the provision of professional
development and other supports to schoolteachers and leaders;

e helping schools to address bullying and harassment and build safer, healthier
climates;

e assisting districts under school desegregation orders in creating unitary school
systems;

e expanding access to inclusive and welcoming school learning environments;

e increasing access to more rigorous courses for all students;

e increasing family and student involvement and engagement for underserved
families; and

e improving the capacity and distribution of teaching and staffing quality across a
school district.

The EACs have the ability help schools build the capacity to serve students and families
through a range of robust services, including online dissemination of materials,
comprehensive training, access to virtual platforms and communities of practice, and real-
time consultancy by experts. Defunding them or eliminating them through regulatory
changes would be devasting for ongoing desegregation efforts, for the schools across the
country that rely on technical assistance services, and for the students and families whose
right to access a discrimination-free learning environment is still under threat.

The Rescission is Unsupported

We are concerned that the reasons given for the rescission of the EACs in the notice of
proposed rulemaking are unsupported by data, research, or an accurate understanding of
the needs of students and schools today. Not only do issues of segregation and other forms
of discrimination persist, but, in many cases, the need for effective intervention and services
by providers like the EACs has increased.’

'See U.S. Government Accountability Office. (2022). K-12 education: Student population has significantly
diversified, but many schools remain divided along racial, ethnic, and economic lines
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-104737; U.S. Government Accountability Office. (2021). K-12
Education: Students’ Experiences with Bullying, Hate Speech, Hate Crimes, and Victimization in Schools.



To our knowledge, prior to issuingthe rescission proposal, the following critical actions were
not taken by the Department to provide an accurate landscape of desegregation and
discrimination issues in our nation’s schools, and furnish information about the impact of a
recission of the EACs to all concerned parties:

e abipartisan national needs assessment, with input from Congress, states, districts,
parents, students, civil-rights organizations, rural communities, tribal communities,
English learner advocates, gender justice, and disability rights advocates;

e a broad assessment of the current evidence of unequal access and school-based
discrimination, in addition to a count and assessment of desegregation orders;

e the publication and assessment of current data on requests for EAC assistance,
unmet needs, denied requests, regional gaps, Office for Civil Rights complaint trends,
Department of Justice education cases, and civil rights indicators affecting diverse
student groups;

e the creation of a clear, accessible process for students, parents, and community
organizations to request assistance and report intentional discrimination;

e the provision, to Congress, of a clear transition plan for all EAC services currently
provided;

e the consideration of a less disruptive alternative.

These fundamental inquiries and actions have not been made to our knowledge, leading us
to not only have grave concerns about the impact of proposed rule itself, but the
justifications that have been made for it and the process by which the rescission proposal
was undertaken.

We urge you to withdraw the proposal to rescind the EAC program regulations. Schools,
students, and families across the country rely on the programs, technical assistance, and
supports provided by the EACs to advance desegregation efforts and address discrimination.
Instead of eliminating these programs, we should instead invest in strengthening a federal
civil rights infrastructure that provides meaningful protections for all young people. Thank
you for your consideration.

Sincerely,

IDRA

Report to the Chairman, Committee on Education and Labor, House of Representatives. Government
Accountability Office. https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-22-104341.pdf; U.S. Government Accountability
Office. (2024). K-12 education: Nationally, Black girls receive more frequent and more severe discipline in
school than other girls https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106787; U.S. Department of Education, Office
for Civil Rights. (2024). Fiscal year 2024 annual report.



