Mississippi School District Case
Background:

In March, the Office for Civil Rights at the Department of Education received a complaint
regarding the DeSoto County, Mississippi, School District, alleging that the district violated Title
VI of the Civil Rights Act by: separating Hernando High School students on the basis of race for
class elections and other elections for student body activities (such as the homecoming court),
requiring co-class officers (one white and one black), with no representational opportunities for
ethnic minorities; conducting school sponsored activities where no interracial couples are allowed
and racially mixed activities are discouraged; and continuing a system, (established at the time of
desegregation) requiring co-principals, one white and one black.

On Friday, OCR finalized a voluntary compliance agreement with the district, in which the district
pledged to discontinue its single-race elections and to eliminate the practice of having one black
and one white principal at the high school upon the retirement or reassignment of the current co-
principals. Prior to reaching the agreement, OCR had determined that there was no basis for the
allegations with respect to discouragement of interracial activities.

Q: Do you have any comment on the settlement agreement between the Department of
Education and the DeSoto County School District?

A We appreciate the cooperation of this district in agreeing to discontinue its discriminatory
practices concerning separation of students on the basis of race for student elections, and
with regard to hiring of school officials. These sensible steps help us to make progress
towards the President’s goal of becoming One America in the Twenty-First Century.
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UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
OFFICE FOR CI1VIL RIGHTS, SOUTHRRN DIVIGION, DaLLAG OFFICE

TEXAS, AK SAY, LOUISIANA, MISSISSIPPI, OKLAHOMA

Harwood Centor Sulle 2600 1999 Bryan Stroct  Dalles, Texar 75201 214-820.2463

October 31, 1997

Rof:06971345

Mr. Jexrry R. Baird, Superintendent
DeSoto County School District

425 East Commerce Street
Hernando, Missiesippi 38632

Dear Superintendent Baird:

On May 27, 1997, the United States Department of Education,
Office for Civil Rights (OCR) received the above referenced
complaint filed against the DeSoto County School District (DCSD).
The complaint alleged that the DCSD digeriminates on the basis of
race and national origin in violation of Title VI of the Civil
Righte Act of 1964 (Title VI) as amendea, and its implementing
regulation at 34 C.F.R. Part 100 in the following areas:

1)

2)

3)

4)

Separating students on the basis of their race fror
clasa elections and conducting student boay
electiona for school sponsored activities on the
basis of race/ethnicity (e.g. separate positions
only for blacks or whites;

.Requiring co-class officers, one white and one
black, and no representational opportunities for
ethnic minorities;

Conducting school sponscored activities where no
interracial couples are allowed to participate and
raclally mixed activities are. discouraged or not
permitted to occur;

Maintaining a personnsl practice established at
the time of desegregation requiring co-principais,
one white and one black, which perpetuates
vestiges of the former segregated school systen.
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Page 2 -~ Mr. Jerry R. Baird, Superintendent

Title VI states in part:

No person in the United states shall, on the
ground of race, color or national origin, be
excludaed from participation in, be denied the
benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination
under any program or activity receiving Federal
financial assistance.

OCR determined that the DCSD is a reciplent of Federal financial
assistance from the U.s. Department of Education which provided
OCR with juriediction to investigate the allagations under the
Title VI implementing regulation. However, during the course of
the investigation, the DCSD notified this Office that it would
like to forego further investigative activity and preceed
directly to a resolution of the complaint allegations.
Information had already been acquired indicating that there was
no evidence to support Allegation 3 and the complainant was
unable to provide any information in support of that charge.
Thus, no furthexr action was necessary regarding Allegation 3.

The DCSD subgsequently submitted the attached voluntary Commitment
To Resolve (CTR), received on october 27, 1997, which OCR has
determined will appropriately resolve allegations 1, 2 and 4
delineated above.

Submission of the resolution document demonstrates the DCSD
formal commitment to equal educational opportunity and ite
willingness to work preoactively to maintain compliance with the
applicable sections of the regulation implementing Title VI. The
CTR agreement, combined with the OCR determination that
Allegation 3 wag without merit provides a sufficient bhasis for
resolution of this case. Therafore, this case is being closed as
of the date of this letter.

Assistance is available through Federally funded Desegregation
Assistance Centers (DAC) to provide essantial guidance and
technical direction to school systems seeking to comply with
various Paderal civil rights statutes. The DAC office serving
the State of Misgissippi can be reached at the address provided
below:

Dr. Nancy Peck, Executivs Director
Desegregation Aseéistance Center
8603 south Dixie Highway, Suite 304
Miami, Florida 233142
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Page 3 - Mr. Jerry R. Baird, Suporintenéent

Actual implementation of tha CIR agreement will be monitored by
OCR through submission of periodic progress reports describing
the progress made toward implementation of specific CTR
initiatives as agreed. Pleage be advised that as a formal
document between the DCSD and OCR, failure to properly implement
all or a portion of the commitment could result in a reopening ot
the case and resumption of the investigative process.

Under the Freedom of Information Act, it may be necessary to
release this document and related correspondence and records upon
regquast. In the event that OCR receives such a request, we will
seek to protect, to the extent protected by law, personally
identifiable information which, if releagsed, could reasonably be
expected to constitute an unwvarranted invasion of personal
privacy.

This Office appreciates your commitment to civil rights
compliance. 1If you have any questions, please contact me at
214/880-2463. :

Sincerely,

ot oo

Taylor D. August, rectpr _
Southern Pivision, Dallas Office
Office for Civil Rights

Attachment
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Commicment To Resolve
Cese WNuaber 069713438
DeSoto County School Bisswiet

The Desoto County &chool District (DCID) submits the following
commitment To Resolve (CTR) document as u formalised agresment
between the DLCSD and tche Office for Civil nRrights (OCN).
Implementaction of 'the measures specified iz this document will
regolve compliance allegations delinsated in the above referenced
complaint. The agreemenc provides a uailwgorical framework from
which to addrese sach applicadle allegeation by the affected campus
and cthe pertinent actions that will bs taken to resolve the Lssve
in guestion. 1lmplementation of thisy agreement will be mouitored
chrough the vistricc’'s submigsion of & progress repors(s) o
delineataed in the moaitoring section of this document.

ACtioh Measures by Individual Ceampus
lorn Leke Middle Bschool

Clasa Yavoritas

1996~1997 practice -~ Selection of class favorites raquired a black
student and white student co-nominee from sach homeroom %O be votad
upen. .

Resolution Commicment - Sealection of clase faverites will Dbe
accomplishad through open studant elecciony without co-nominations
basad on .race tn the 1997-1998 asohool ywsr and sach school year
thereafter.

Hernando High S8cheol
Clasg Officere (Puepident)

1996~-1997 Practige - Co-nominavions woere requirsd for eash grade
£or a blacdk co-presideat and a white so-presidens. All studentcs
voted in beth categories. Co-preasidancs were sslected by etudent
election in the late spring of 1997 for the 1997-1998 gchoel year.

Regolution Commitment - Open studenc elections will he held without
co-nominations or co-presidencs and wichoul regard to race in the
dpring of 199y for one Class President poeitien for the 1990-1999
5chool ysar and each year thersafter.
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Page 2 - DeSoto County School Districc - Cowmmitments 7o Regolve

giees OCLicers (Viae-Presidens, Sesarmtayy/Treossuwes) o

1996-1997 Fractlice - Tha powitions of class vice-presidant and
SGATOTArYy/Creasurer weore designataed white oF blask on an
alcearnacing basie each year. If s studant of anccher ethnals owigin
sought one of cthe pogiticns adove, that student was allowed to
cnoosde wnich ballot (whita or BDlaak) that they wished to compese.
ALl aecudents in each grade would voce for thelr choice.

Resclution Commicment - Commencing in che 12908-1999 echool year and

- eoach school year tharxeafter, opwit studsnt eolegtions will be hald

. without ragard to0 Tace in the Spring of sach yeary for the posivion
Of Clees Vice-Pruvlildent and Sesretary/Treasurar.

Somecaoming Gueen

1996-1997 Practice -~ Senior vlasw choosers L£our reprasantasives

(cwo Dlack and ona white) to zZeopregent tThaiT ¢lass on she
Homeaoming Courc. TFrom ulis €four winners, two will be crowned
Homescomitiy Queend (ene black and oans whisa).

Resolution Commizmente - Commanding in ch. 19971998 eGliwol Yeuas and
onchéxnu: chareageer, og:n scudent elections will be held wichoue
rega to rave [or the nor of MNomeconing Queen.

Hemecouing Ceurc

1996-1997 Practice - Co-nominaciuns were required fov each
grede/class for whice and dimck student NHomeaoming Maids.

Bleax and viiita HOmecoming Maids were neslectad by student slecsion
held in cha fall of uwhiao 1996-1997 schoul year.

Regolution Commicmant - Cotmenaiag ¢ Lhe 1997-1998 achoo) year and
saoh schoel year thazaafeer, co-nominatione will be eliminased and
Qpen. dctudent alsotions will de hsld withdut ragarxd to seas in che
rall Of each oscnovol year for Homedoming Maid,

Beausy Review

199€6+1997 PYACTtIGa@ = Co~aominatiunes were requisred for sach grade
oy white and black student reprasentatives. All etudenss of a
gzngo vote £0r & black and white student representacive fox ushe
grade. -

Regolution commitmanc - Co-nomiacions will be eliminsted and epen
studanc elections will be held without raga:d ¢o race for the 1997~
2990 »chvel yoar and sach school year cthereafcer.

WEN VO VUOW U0 v e = -

- - —— - -

1996-1997 Practica - Co-nominations were required for each grade

for a minority and majerity Princess. drinvveses were selected by
a student eleccion held in cthe fall sach echool year.

Resolution Coummitmentc - wWinter Princesses will be selectsd by
open student elegtions without co-nominations or gegard to race in
che Fall of the 1997-1998 school Year and sac schocl year
theroafter.

1430
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Jage ¢ - Degoto Couaty Seheol Discrict - Commitment TO Rasolve

wo’e Whe (ClLams Faverites)

- - cions for
19961997 Pzastice <« Clage ravogises requised o9 ’g';,‘,‘f‘.‘ Whe wexe

s d wmine=icy etudents $or eack alaes. .
’2:1:&5’5 1‘33 ogudone {leczton neld in the fall of the 1#96-1997

echool Year.

who’e Yoo and

Ccanmaizrent - Ope= STtudent slections for
::::2‘;‘!:3‘;:3” will be n’.’.d wier.ou..: go-nouninations :x; d’;;z?.’:.::'
race in tha fall of the 1997-1998 qcr.ool. yu:laud eAC ,

thezealtez. \ |

Support Measures

Fuzthex, the DCSD Wwill Lnitviate ssteps to facilitate
tzansition from the former race based selection process to
an open, nonracial process that ensuzes that a competitive
election process will be established and maintained without
regard to race. To do so requires the DC3D to adopt the
following measures:

1. Provide guidance to adninistratozsd, faculty, students and
staff, which adequately asonveys the message that the
practice of race based sslection(s) for various student
honorse and recognition (s) i unacceptable  and
inconsistent with Federal law.

The OCSD’s strategy will include developing, publishing
and disseminating nonzacial, objective policies and
procedures for thege selections and elections.
Publicatian of the policies and procedures will ocour in
student/faculty handbooks.

.

Fuzther, the oCsO will identity student
“honor/recognition” positions (co=curzicular and extra-
curricular) where the norination/selection/ealection

process for the position is based on school-wide/class
open voting. The DCSD will also encourage, through
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administrators, faculrvy and cdunselors, pazticipatien of
students from diverse racial, ethnic groups.

2, Facilitate communication and group interaction within
atfacted DCSD schools among various ethnic groups to
promote “mylei~-racial awareness"” and. “winning
spirit/behaviors” chat support fair, effective and
racially/ethnically inclusive student nomination/eclection
procedures.

DeSoto County Public School District will, at all times,
be gensitive to the needs of all students. As
situationa/opportunities arise, the DeSoto County Public
School District will encourage through administrators,
faculty, and counselors participation of etudents from
racially/ethnically diverse groups working togethey
towazrd mutually compatible goals and objectives.

Monitoring Compenent

In order that the preceding resolution commitment 4s
implemented in an appropriate and timely manner, it s
necessary that the DCSD submit pericdic progress reports to
OCR providing sufticient specificity to ascartain that the
commitment has achleved its intended purpose. Accordingly
we ask that zeports be submitted to OCR on or before the
dactes indicated below to properly assess the DCSD's efforts
in this regard:

¢ Hy November 21, 1997, the DCSD will submit to OCR
evidence demonstrating that the former racially based
.gelegction process for all types/forme ot student
honors/recognition has been disconiinued at all affected
campuses in the DCSD,

e By November 21, 1997, the ODCSD will submit Lo OCR
evidenca demonstrating that e program has been developed
and implemented system-wide, aa delineated in item 1
above. Please include 1in =subject' report component,
documentation the revised policles/procedures have beon
developed and disseminated in appropriate publications to
students, faculty, and staff,

e By November 21, 1997, the DCSD will asubmit te OCR
evidence demoenstrating vhat the action measure
dascribed {n item 2 has been developed and implemented

0
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and Jimplemented system-wida, as delineated in 4item 1
above. Please include Iin subject report component,
documentation the revigsed pouliclies/procedures have been

» uc:z--‘

developed and disseminated in appropriete publications to

students, faculty, and staff.

By bNovember 21, 1997, the DCSD will submit to -OCR
evidence demonsirating that the action measure
described in Litem 2 has bean developed and Lmplemented
as a preliminary to actual student elsotion/selaection
activitiea to fecilitate open and diverse
reprepantation in all honor/recognition categories.,

The DCSD will elinminate the practice of having a white
and a black principa) at Hernando HAgh 68chool not
later cthan Septamber 1, 1998. Evidence to this effact
will be submitted to OCR within 110 working days
following either the ratirzament or reassignment of the
current (1997-1998 school year) Hernando High School
co-prinoipals. The DCSD commits that there will be no
co-adminletrative/professional positions in the DCSD
subsequent to discontinuation of the current practice
at Hexrnando High School.

Aneautive Appzovel:

Jerly R. \Baird, Superintendent
Dedcto County 9chool District
Hernando, Mississlippi



