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 Chapter 1
The Assignment
Tuesday morning in late September. The fifth floor of the Robert F. Kennedy Department of Justice Building at 950 Pennsylvania Avenue NW held its usual nine o'clock register, which was to say a low procedural hum punctuated by closing office doors and the soft chime of secure elevators arriving at the Civil Rights Division corridor. Imara Halberstam-Vandermeer crossed the marble at 9:14 with a leather portfolio tucked under her arm and the institutional badge already clipped at her hip, the lanyard tugged straight by long habit.

She had been a Senior Trial Attorney in the Disability Rights Section since 2014. Twelve years on this corridor. Before that, seven years downstairs in other Sections of the Civil Rights Division. Before that, nine years in the Southern District of New York, an Assistant United States Attorney in the Civil Division, an institutional career that had begun the September after she finished Yale Law in 1998. Twenty-eight years of federal service, counting the SDNY tenure. Her office on the fifth floor was the end-point of an career that had begun in another building in another city when she was twenty-four. She had stopped noticing the marble.

What she did still notice, on certain mornings, was the way the Civil Rights Division corridor held its temperature. The HVAC ran a degree cooler than the rest of the building. The framed Section photographs along the south wall went back to 1957, and the faces in the older photographs had grown more legible to her every year she had worked the corridor, the way the institutional-record always grew more legible the longer an attorney walked it. She passed the photograph of the 1968 Section staff on her way to her cubicle and did not stop. She rarely stopped. The photographs were the institutional-record. The institutional-record was the institutional-work.

What she noticed instead, on the way to her cubicle cluster, was the steady accumulation of paper on the credenza outside Cordelia Halsen-Brandbury's office. Two banker's boxes, taped, labeled in Cordelia's narrow handwriting: HCSD JOINT COMPLAINT, AUG. Two more behind them. The Section Chief had been working the weekend. The weekend's product was now sitting on the credenza in plain view of every attorney who passed.

Imara set her portfolio on her desk, hung her blazer on the back of her chair, and pulled up the Section calendar. The ten o'clock meeting was already in place with Cordelia's tag in the subject line: HCSD Pattern-or-Practice Assignment. M. Halberstam-Vandermeer, Senior Trial Attorney. Conference Room 5C.

It was not a surprise. Cordelia had floated the assignment to her two Fridays ago over a quick walk-and-talk on Pennsylvania Avenue, the kind of corridor conversation that allowed the Section Chief to put the question on the institutional-record before any formal calendar entry. Imara had said yes on the sidewalk. The ten o'clock was the formalization.

Her phone vibrated. A photograph from Tobias: Olafur asleep on the radiator cover in the front room of the East Capitol Street rowhouse, six years old and shamelessly settled, the tortoiseshell pattern catching the morning light through the bay window. Three colors, orange and black and white, the tortie distribution that her son had insisted on identifying by quadrant when they had brought the kitten home from the Washington Humane Society in 2021. The caption read: Olafur reports the radiator is warm. Imara smiled, set the phone face down, and opened the Section share drive.

The Joint Complaint had been filed on August 4th by fourteen parents of students with disabilities enrolled across the Halsen County School District, a forty-seven-school suburban Atlanta district serving approximately forty-seven thousand students in total. The fourteen parents had coordinated through the Atlanta office of the Council of Parent Attorneys and Advocates, COPAA, the national institutional-civil-rights advocacy organization that represented families of children with disabilities. The lead institutional-civil-rights advocate of record on the COPAA side was Adelheid Brock-Pemberton, fifty-four, twenty-two years at COPAA, a name Imara had known professionally for a decade and a half.

The Complaint ran to one hundred and sixty-two pages, with two hundred and forty exhibits attached in a separate appendix volume. It alleged a pattern of ADA Title II violations under 42 USC 12131, an pattern of IDEA Free Appropriate Public Education deficits under 20 USC 1400, and an pattern of Section 504 discrimination under 29 USC 794, all running across multiple HCSD schools and multiple cohorts of students with disabilities from the 2024-2025 school year forward.

Imara read the table of contents twice. Then she read the introduction. Then she opened the exhibit appendix and worked through the first twelve exhibits, which were redacted IEPs and Section 504 Plans from twelve of the fourteen complainant families, each with the services-not-delivered columns highlighted in yellow by Adelheid's hand. She closed the appendix at 9:52, pulled a legal pad from the drawer, and wrote three lines at the top of a fresh page in her angular block hand.

Records pull. Paired testing. Witness ladder.

Then she capped the pen, picked up the legal pad, and walked down the corridor to 5C.

Cordelia Halsen-Brandbury had been Disability Rights Section Chief since 2019, the second woman to hold the position and the only one ever promoted from inside the Section. Twenty-two years at DOJ Civil Rights Division. Fifty-six years old. Iron-gray hair cropped short, navy suit, the silver Civil Rights Division pin on her lapel that she had worn every day Imara had known her. She was already at the head of the conference table when Imara arrived, with the Joint-Complaint in front of her and a yellow legal pad of her own.

“Sit down, Imara.”

Imara sat. Cordelia slid the Complaint across the table.

“You read it.”

“I read it this morning. The exhibit appendix is what carries the weight. Adelheid Brock-Pemberton built the appendix to walk a trial attorney through twelve families in twelve hours.”

“She did. She has been doing institutional-civil-rights work for twenty-two years and she understands what a DOJ Senior Trial Attorney needs to see in the first reading.” Cordelia tapped the cover of the Complaint. “Halsen County School District. Forty-seven schools. Forty-seven thousand students. Approximately one in ten students with an IEP or a Section 504 Plan, which puts the affected-cohort at roughly four thousand seven hundred kids over the 2024 through 2026 school years. The Complaint alleges the pattern-or-practice runs across the district, not in two or three problem schools. That is what makes it a DOJ Civil Rights Division case rather than an Office of Civil Rights enforcement action at the Department of Education.”

“Pattern-or-practice authority. Title II of the ADA, 42 USC 12188(b), and the IDEA-FAPE overlay where the systemic-failure rises above individual-due-process complaints.”

“Correct.” Cordelia folded her hands on the legal pad. “I am assigning you as Senior Trial Attorney of record. The investigation framework is yours to build. The institutional-record is yours to assemble. The Section will give you four institutional-Civil-Rights-attorneys, two paralegals, and one data scientist. The Section will not give you a deputy. You are the deputy and the lead.”

Imara nodded once.

“Thank you, Cordelia.”

“Don't thank me. The Complaint has been sitting at the Section since August fourth. It has been sitting because we needed the right Senior Trial Attorney and the right investigation framework and the right cross-reference protocols to the Office for Civil Rights at the Department of Education and to the Georgia Department of Education special-education-monitoring division. The fourteen families have been waiting two and a half years for a federal investigation. They waited through two Office of Civil Rights complaints that went nowhere. They waited through a Georgia DOE monitoring cycle that produced a corrective action plan HCSD did not implement. They waited through their own counsel attempting individual due-process resolutions that the district stonewalled. By the time COPAA coordinated the Joint Complaint, the families had exhausted everything short of federal pattern-or-practice authority.”

“I read the procedural history in the Complaint. Adelheid laid it out in section three.”

“She did. She also called me on August fifth and walked me through the institutional-record one family at a time, on the phone, for forty minutes. She knows what she is asking the Department to do.”

“She does.”

Cordelia drew a clean piece of paper toward her and uncapped a fountain pen, an old Pelikan with a green barrel that Imara had watched her use for assignment-memoranda for seven years. The pen moved across the paper in Cordelia's narrow block hand.

“Framework. Records pull, 2024 through 2026 school years, all forty-seven schools, all IEPs and Section 504 Plans currently active or active at any point in the two-year window. That is the four-thousand-seven-hundred-student universe. We will sample down to a manageable institutional-review-cohort of approximately seven hundred files, stratified by school and by disability category and by service-hour intensity. The Section's data scientist will build the sampling protocol. You will sign off on it.”

“Understood.”

“Paired testing. We will contract through the DOJ paired-testing roster. Twelve paired testers, one per school cluster, evaluating physical-accessibility and program-accessibility and effective-communication delivery at the school site level. The paired-testing protocol takes six weeks to execute and four weeks to write up. Begin contracting next week.”

“I will draft the statement-of-work tonight.”

“Parent and student interviews. The fourteen complainant families plus an expanded witness-cluster of approximately forty additional families that COPAA will identify through their Atlanta network. The interviews run in November. You will conduct the lead interviews for the fourteen complainant families personally. Your team will conduct the supporting-witness interviews.”

“Understood.”

“Teacher and special-education-coordinator interviews. The Section has subpoena authority for the coordinator interviews if the district resists, which it will. We will start with voluntary cooperation requests and escalate. The interviews run in late November.”

“Understood.”

“Cross-reference. Office for Civil Rights at the Department of Education. Georgia Department of Education special-education-monitoring division. The Office for Civil Rights has jurisdiction over Title VI and Section 504 in education and has a parallel institutional-record on HCSD going back to 2022. The Georgia DOE has an institutional-record on HCSD going back to 2019. You will pull both records under the appropriate information-sharing protocols. December.”

“Understood.”

Cordelia laid the pen flat across the paper. “Four months. Late September through January. By the first week of February you will have an investigation-summary memorandum on my desk that the Assistant Attorney General can read in one sitting. The memorandum will recommend either pattern-or-practice filing or institutional-administrative-resolution. The Section will support whichever recommendation the institutional-record warrants.”

“The institutional-record will warrant filing.”

Cordelia looked at her over the top of the Pelikan.

“You think it will.”

“I read the exhibit appendix this morning. Adelheid Brock-Pemberton has been building this institutional-record for two and a half years. She does not bring DOJ a Joint Complaint of this caliber unless the institutional-record warrants filing. The investigation will confirm what the Complaint alleges. The question is the scope of the remedy, not the existence of the violation.”

Cordelia capped the pen.

“That is the right instinct, Imara. Hold it. The investigation has to walk the institutional-record the way the institutional-record walks itself. We do not file on instinct. We file on the institutional-record.”

“Yes.”

“Go assemble your team. The conference room is yours at one o'clock. I will send the assignment-memorandum to your inbox by eleven.”

Imara stood, picked up her legal pad, picked up the Complaint, and walked back down the corridor with the weight of the assignment held square in front of her. She did not pretend to herself that she was calm. She was not calm. She was the Senior Trial Attorney of record on a DOJ Civil Rights Division pattern-or-practice investigation against a forty-seven-school suburban Atlanta district that had failed roughly one thousand four hundred kids with disabilities over the last two and a half years. The institutional-record was hers to assemble. The line, as Tobias would put it tonight at the kitchen counter, was hers to hold.

She returned to her cubicle, set the Complaint on her desk, and opened a new memorandum template on her workstation.

The morning between the assignment and the team meeting moved at the pace at which DOJ mornings move when an institutional-record is opening. She drafted a one-page team-charter and routed it to Cordelia's deputy for typographic review. She emailed the Section's data scientist, Hyacinth Pemberton-Brandt, with a request for a preliminary HCSD sampling-protocol memorandum by Friday. She emailed the Section's paired-testing contracting officer to begin the statement-of-work conversation. She emailed the Office for Civil Rights at the Department of Education liaison and asked for an information-sharing call by the end of the week. She emailed the Georgia DOE special-education-monitoring division liaison and asked for the same. She drafted a one-page witness-protocol memorandum that would govern the November interview cycle.

At twelve forty-five she walked to the cafeteria, picked up a tuna sandwich and a coffee, and ate at her desk while she read the second half of the exhibit-appendix. The cafeteria-line that morning had been short, the Tuesday-cycle of senior Civil Rights Division attorneys still occupied in their offices with the first round of fall investigation work. She had nodded to two colleagues on her way through and had not stopped to talk. The assignment was already moving inside her, and she had learned twenty-eight years earlier that the first hours of a new investigation were the hours in which the framework set, and that the framework set best in institutional-silence. The stories in the exhibits were the stories the institutional-record always told in special-education cases. A first-grader with autism whose IEP required forty-five minutes of speech therapy four times a week and who received six minutes once a week for fourteen months. A fourth-grader with dyslexia whose Section 504 Plan required extended-time on classroom assessments and who was denied extended-time for the entire fall semester of 2024 because the school's testing coordinator had not been trained on the accommodation. A seventh-grader with cerebral palsy who could not access the middle-school's second floor because the elevator had been out of service for nine months and the district had declined to repair it. A tenth-grader with a hearing impairment whose IEP required FM-system amplification in every classroom and who had attended five classes without amplification for three full quarters.

Imara read the exhibits with the institutional-discipline she had learned at SDNY twenty-eight years earlier, which was to read each one as if it were the only one. The institutional-discipline kept the institutional-record sharp. The cumulative weight of the exhibits she let accumulate where the institutional-record would accumulate it, which was in the investigation framework she had begun to assemble in the legal pad at her elbow.

At ten minutes to one she finished the last exhibit, closed the appendix, and walked the legal pad and the Complaint to the cubicle cluster at the south end of the fifth floor.

Her team was already assembled around the table that the Section reserved for investigation-teams between the cubicles. Four Civil Rights Division attorneys: Pemberton Halsen-Brandt, thirty-four, four years at the Section, the junior-litigator; Adelaide Brandbury-Halsen, forty-one, eight years at the Section, an records-and-discovery specialist; Cassius Pemberton-Vandermeer, thirty-seven, six years at the Section, an statutory-framework-and-briefing specialist; and Persis Halsen-Pemberton, forty-five, twelve years at the Section, an deposition-and-witness-development specialist who Imara had requested by name. Two paralegals: Imari Brandbury-Pemberton, twenty-nine, and Tobias Halsen-Brandt, thirty-one, both disciplined records-management hands. And one data scientist: Hyacinth Pemberton-Brandt, forty-two, the Section's statistical-sampling lead.

Imara set the Complaint and the legal pad on the table.

“Thank you for the availability. Cordelia assigned me Senior Trial Attorney of record on the HCSD pattern-or-practice investigation an hour ago. I am asking each of you to commit to this investigation through the first week of February. The institutional-summary memorandum is due to Cordelia in eighteen weeks. The investigation framework breaks into five institutional-work-streams.”

She walked them through the framework. Records pull, Adelaide and Hyacinth. Paired testing, Persis with Cassius shadowing on the statement of work. Parent and student interviews, Imara with Persis and Pemberton supporting. Teacher and coordinator interviews, Persis and Pemberton with Cassius drafting subpoena instruments where cooperation failed. Cross-reference, Cassius and Imara with Imari and Tobias managing the inbound records. She named the deadlines for each work-stream. She named the meeting cadence: a forty-five-minute team-stand-up every Tuesday and Friday at nine-thirty, an investigation-summary memorandum review session every other Friday afternoon, an Section-Chief readout every third Monday.

“Questions?”

Persis Halsen-Pemberton, who had developed the witness-ladder for two of the Section's largest pattern-or-practice cases under Cordelia's leadership, looked up from the legal pad on her side of the table.

“Witness ladder. Are you comfortable with the fourteen complainant families as the anchor or do you want to expand the ladder to the COPAA-identified additional families before the November cycle begins?”

“Expand. Adelheid Brock-Pemberton at COPAA Atlanta is going to give us approximately forty additional families. I want the witness-cluster at fifty-four families minimum heading into November. The witness-ladder gets walked twice. First read in the next four weeks, second read in late October after the records pull. Persis, you and I will calibrate the ladder on October seventeenth.”

“Understood.”

Cassius Pemberton-Vandermeer, who was already running pen across his legal pad in the angular statutory hand he had developed at Stanford Law and refined at the Section, looked up.

“Statutory framework. Title II, IDEA, Section 504. Are we framing the pattern-or-practice action under all three or are we leading with Title II and treating IDEA and 504 as supporting frameworks?”

“All three. Title II is the DOJ-authority anchor. IDEA is the Department-of-Education statutory framework that the systemic-failure has violated. Section 504 is the federal-funding-conditional framework that binds HCSD because HCSD accepts approximately fourteen-point-seven million dollars in IDEA federal-funding annually. The Complaint will run three counts. Title II, IDEA, Section 504. Cassius, you have primary on the statutory framework.”

“Understood.”

She closed the meeting at one-forty. The team peeled off to their cubicles with assignments in hand. Imara returned to her workstation and pulled up the call calendar.

At four o'clock she had a phone call with Adelheid Brock-Pemberton at COPAA Atlanta. She had scheduled the call before Cordelia had even confirmed her assignment-of-record. She had scheduled it because Adelheid Brock-Pemberton had been waiting for the call for fifty-seven days, and Imara had resolved not to make her wait fifty-eight.

She used the intervening hours to read the Office for Civil Rights correspondence file on HCSD that the Department of Education liaison had pushed to her inbox at two-fifteen. The OCR file ran to four hundred pages and covered three complaints filed against HCSD between 2022 and 2024, each of which the OCR had resolved through a corrective-action agreement that HCSD had signed and failed to implement. The first agreement had been signed in March 2022 and had required the district to retrain all 47 testing coordinators on Section 504 accommodation delivery within ninety days. The retraining had not occurred. The second agreement, December 2023, had required the district to repair the out-of-service elevators at three middle schools within sixty days. Two of the three elevators were still non-operational at the date of the OCR file's last update. The third agreement, August 2024, had required the district to deliver compensatory services to a named cohort of 211 students-with-disabilities for service-hours missed in the 2023-2024 school year. The compensatory-services tracker in the OCR file showed delivery at twenty-three percent. The OCR-record was a road map, and it was also the prior-notice that HCSD had received and ignored. Imara made notes.

At three fifty-eight she closed the OCR file, picked up her desk phone, and dialed.

“COPAA Atlanta. Adelheid Brock-Pemberton speaking.”

“Adelheid. Imara Halberstam-Vandermeer at DOJ Civil Rights Division.”

A short pause on the line. Then a slow exhale.

“Imara. Thank you for the call.”

“I read the Joint Complaint this morning. Cordelia assigned me Senior Trial Attorney of record at ten. The investigation framework opened at one o'clock with my team. I am calling to walk you through the framework and to ask you for the coordinated-witness-cluster expansion through the COPAA network.”

“I will give you anything you ask for, Imara. The fourteen families have been waiting two and a half years for this investigation. Halsen County School District systemic-failure has affected approximately one thousand four hundred students with disabilities across the 2024 through 2026 school years. The institutional-record is the institutional-record.”

“I have the institutional-record, Adelheid. DOJ pattern-or-practice authority runs through me. I am bringing the institutional-record.”

Another pause. The kind a twenty-two-year COPAA institutional-civil-rights advocate took when the call she had been waiting fifty-seven days for had finally arrived.

“Thank you, Imara.”

They worked through the framework for thirty-eight minutes. Adelheid walked her through the COPAA-coordinated witness-cluster, fourteen complainant families plus forty-one additional affected families that COPAA had identified through the Atlanta network, fifty-five families total. She walked her through the key-witness readiness, which families had counsel of their own, which families would need coordination through the COPAA Atlanta office, which families had children currently enrolled at HCSD and which had withdrawn their children to private placements at out-of-pocket expense. She walked her through the superintendent-and-special-education-director institutional-history, which she had been watching for seven years. She walked her through the King-and-Spalding defense-counsel posture, which had stonewalled COPAA on three prior resolution attempts.

Imara took notes the whole time. When Adelheid finished, Imara read the framework back to her in summary form, which was the institutional-discipline that her first SDNY supervisor had instilled in her in 1998 and that she had practiced every working day since.

“I have the framework, Adelheid. Records pull begins next week. Paired testing contracts this month. The fourteen complainant family interviews begin November third. The expanded witness-cluster interviews run through November twentieth. The teacher and coordinator interviews follow. Cross-reference closes in December. Summary memorandum to Cordelia first week of February. I will call you every other Friday at four o'clock with an status readout.”

“Understood. Imara.”

“Yes.”

“The institutional-record is yours.”

“It is.”

She hung up at four thirty-six.

She closed her workstation at five-forty-two. She walked the marble corridor and the security perimeter and the south exit. She walked the four blocks to the Federal Triangle Metro station and caught the Blue Line east. She rode to Capitol South, walked north along First Street SE in the September dusk, and turned east on East Capitol Street to the 1899 Victorian rowhouse she and Tobias had purchased in 2014.

The kitchen window was lit. Tobias was at the stove. She could see the back-of-his-head through the bay window, the slight gray at his temples that he had grown into over the last three years, the navy sweater she had bought him for his fifty-second birthday in March. She climbed the front steps, let herself in, hung her coat on the hook by the door, and set her portfolio on the bench.

Olafur arrived first, the tortoiseshell processional that the cat had performed at her arrival every evening since 2021. Orange and black and white, six years of accumulated confidence in the rhythms of the East Capitol Street rowhouse, the soft mrowp at her ankles that the cat reserved for greetings. Imara crouched, scratched the cat behind the right ear in the spot Olafur preferred, and stood.

“Hi, Mom.” Cassius was at the kitchen table with an AP US History textbook open to the chapter on Reconstruction, a yellow highlighter in his right hand, a half-glass of water at his elbow. Sixteen years old, Wilson High School junior, the height he had grown into over the summer between sophomore and junior year that put him an inch taller than his father. He looked up from the textbook. “How was the assignment?”

“The assignment is the assignment I was waiting for. I will tell you and your sister about it at dinner.”

“Okay.”

She kept walking. Through the kitchen doorway. Imari was in the living room on the couch with her laptop balanced on her knees and a printout of the spring school-newspaper draft on the cushion next to her. Twelve years old, Stuart-Hobson Middle School seventh grader, the editorial-discipline she had inherited from Tobias already evident in the red-pen markup on the printout.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Hi, sweetheart. How's the paper?”

“Three good drafts, two that need work. I am almost done.”

“Good.”

She returned to the kitchen. Tobias turned from the stove. He held a wooden spoon in his right hand and the smile in his eyes that he had held in his eyes every Tuesday evening for twenty-three years of marriage.

“Imara.”

“Tobias.”

“Cordelia gave it to you.”

“She did.”

“The HCSD pattern-or-practice.”

“Yes.”

He laid the wooden spoon across the rim of the pot. The kitchen smelled of garlic and lemon and the Tuesday-evening chicken he had cooked every Tuesday since their second year of marriage.

“Walk me through it.”

She did. She walked him through Cordelia's framework, the four-month investigation window, the records pull and the paired testing and the witness ladder and the cross-reference and the summary memorandum. She walked him through her team, the four attorneys and the two paralegals and the data scientist. She walked him through the four o'clock call with Adelheid Brock-Pemberton, the fifty-five-family witness-cluster, the fourteen complainant families and the forty-one affected families that COPAA had identified through the Atlanta network. She walked him through the statutory framework, Title II and IDEA and Section 504. She walked him through the fourteen-point-seven-million-dollar IDEA federal-funding overlay and the Section-504 federal-funding-conditional posture that bound HCSD to the institutional-record.

Tobias listened the way he listened to every investigation-framework she had walked him through since 2007, which was with his full attention and the institutional-discipline of a Howard Law civil-rights professor who had spent twenty-three years thinking about the constitutional-and-statutory infrastructure of American disability-rights law. He did not interrupt. He did not nod prematurely. He let her walk the whole framework before he spoke.

When she finished, he picked up the wooden spoon and stirred the pot.

“Imara. ADA Title II plus IDEA-FAPE plus Section 504 pattern-or-practice. The institutional-record is yours to assemble. The line is the line.”

“Yes.”

“You have Adelheid Brock-Pemberton on the COPAA side and Cordelia Halsen-Brandbury on the Section-Chief side and your own institutional-record from twenty-eight years of federal service on the attorney side. The institutional-record will hold.”

“It will.”

He set the spoon down. He stepped across the kitchen and kissed her on the temple, the way he had kissed her on the temple every Tuesday evening for twenty-three years. Olafur wove between their ankles in the figure-eight the cat had practiced since 2021. The September dusk pressed against the kitchen window in the soft Capitol Hill way that Imara had trusted for twelve years.

“Dinner in ten,” Tobias said.

“Good.”

She turned, walked to the kitchen table, sat down across from Cassius, and watched her son finish his Reconstruction notes in the quiet of the kitchen with the tortoiseshell cat settled on the floor between her chair and the stove. The assignment was the assignment. The institutional-record would be the institutional-record. The investigation framework was already moving. By morning the records-pull memorandum would be on Adelaide's desk and the paired-testing statement of work would be circulating to contracting and the COPAA witness-cluster expansion would be queued for Adelheid's Atlanta network. By Friday the team would have its rhythm. By November the fourteen complainant families would have their interviews. By February the institutional-summary memorandum would be on Cordelia's desk.

Imara Halberstam-Vandermeer was the Senior Trial Attorney of record. She was bringing the institutional-record.



 Chapter 2
The Records Review
The records-pull went out on a Wednesday morning in early October. Imara had drafted the Section-3614 demand letter and the Subpoena-Duces-Tecum on the Friday after the assignment and had spent the intervening weekend walking the language through the Section's quality-control review with Cordelia's deputy. The product that left the Disability Rights Section at ten forty-seven on October second was a fourteen-page demand framed under the Department of Justice's pattern-or-practice authority at 42 USC 12188(b) and the Section's records-production authority at 42 USC 12188(b)(2), served by certified federal mail and by email transmission to the Halsen County School District general counsel and to the defense counsel of record at King and Spalding LLP Atlanta.

The scope of the demand was, by the Section's standards, on the wide end of the institutional-record. Two complete school years of special-education-services records for every student at HCSD with an IEP or a Section 504 Plan that had been active at any point between the start of the 2024-2025 school year and the end of the 2025-2026 school year. The affected cohort was approximately four thousand seven hundred children across forty-seven HCSD schools. The categories of records named in the demand ran to nine: current and superseded IEPs, current and superseded Section 504 Plans, evaluations and re-evaluations, FAPE-meeting-minutes, special-education-services-delivery records, related-services records (speech, occupational therapy, physical therapy, counseling, transportation), disciplinary records for students-with-disabilities, manifestation-determination-review records, and due-process-and-mediation records. The window was two school years. The cohort was four thousand seven hundred. The projected page count, by Hyacinth Pemberton-Brandt's pre-production estimate, was somewhere between one hundred fifty thousand and two hundred thousand pages.

The King and Spalding institutional-response landed in Imara's inbox at five-fourteen the same Wednesday. Cassius Halberstam-Pemberton, the firm's education-practice-leader, had been expecting the demand for forty-three days. His acknowledgment letter ran to two pages, was courteous, and proposed an records-production protocol structured around three deliveries: a first delivery of approximately seventy thousand pages by October ninth, a second delivery of approximately seventy thousand pages by October sixteenth, and a final delivery of the balance by October twenty-third. The protocol was reasonable, by the standards of defense-counsel responses to DOJ Civil Rights Division records-demands, which Imara had read for twelve years. Cassius Halberstam-Pemberton was a twenty-four-year King and Spalding veteran and a name she had known professionally for nine of those years. He did not waste her time and she did not waste his. She accepted the proposed protocol by reply email at five thirty-one, with one clarification on the Bates-numbering convention and one clarification on the protective-order framework that would govern the on-site review at the King and Spalding Atlanta office in the third week of October.

By Friday October fourth the first delivery had arrived. Two pallets of bankers-boxes and one encrypted-hard-drive of digital duplicates, transported by King and Spalding's secure-courier service and received in the Disability Rights Section's document-staging room on the fourth floor. Imari Brandbury-Pemberton and Tobias Halsen-Brandt, the two paralegals on Imara's team, took possession at ten that morning and began the intake protocol, which was the Bates-stamping and categorization and database-loading work that preceded the substantive review. The pallets occupied half the staging room. By Friday afternoon Imari had built the categorization spreadsheet that would govern the document-review framework, and by Friday evening Tobias had loaded the first eleven thousand pages into the Section's Relativity-environment for keyword and coding review.

Hyacinth Pemberton-Brandt was on the fourth floor by four o'clock Friday afternoon with the sampling-protocol memorandum she had promised by end of week. Forty-two years old, twelve years at the Section, a PhD in biostatistics from Hopkins and a J.D. from Georgetown that she had completed at night across four years of full-time Section work in the early 2010s. The sampling-protocol memorandum ran to fourteen pages. It proposed a stratified random sample of seven hundred student-files drawn proportionally across forty-seven HCSD schools and weighted across six disability-categories: specific learning disability, autism spectrum, other health impairment, emotional disturbance, intellectual disability, and speech and language impairment. The sample over-weighted the emotional-disturbance and autism categories because the disciplinary-disparity framework would require statistical-power in those subpopulations. Imara read the memorandum at her workstation on Friday evening, made three margin-comments, and emailed her sign-off at six-forty.

Imara called the records-review allocation meeting for Tuesday October eighth at nine o'clock in the fifth-floor conference room. She wanted the meeting on Tuesday because the second delivery would have arrived by then and the team would have a meaningful corpus to look at, and she wanted the meeting at nine because the allocation needed to set before the institutional-review work began in earnest. The institutional-discipline her first SDNY supervisor had instilled in her in 1998 was that document-reviews were won or lost in the first week, and that the first-week-discipline was the allocation discipline. The team that walked into the corpus without a clear allocation framework walked back out three weeks later with an undigested record. The team that walked in with a clear allocation framework walked out three weeks later with findings.

By Monday evening she had drafted the allocation memorandum. The framework named three institutional-finding-areas that the Joint Complaint and her preliminary read of the first delivery had suggested would carry the weight of the investigation. First, IEP-implementation-deficits, the pattern of services that the IEP-meeting-minutes recorded as agreed and that the services-delivery records did not reflect as delivered. Second, disciplinary-disparity, the pattern of students-with-disabilities disciplined at disproportionate rates relative to their non-disabled peers across HCSD's forty-seven schools. Third, evaluations-timeliness, the IDEA-statutory requirement that students-with-disabilities be re-evaluated every three years and the pattern of overdue re-evaluations across the cohort.

She slept five and a half hours and was at her desk at seven-twenty.

The team assembled at nine. Halsa Brandt-Pelletier walked in first, the Section's Senior-Trial-Attorney second-chair on the case and the attorney Imara had requested on Monday after she had finished the allocation memorandum. Halsa was forty-seven, fourteen years at DOJ Civil Rights Division, eight of those years in the Disability Rights Section. She had developed the IEP-implementation-deficit framework that the Section had used to resolve the Akron school-district investigation in 2021 and the Birmingham school-district investigation in 2023. She took her seat at the end of the conference table and set a black-cover legal-pad in front of her and uncapped a black fine-point pen.

Friedrich Pelletier-Halverson arrived second. Thirty-nine, seven years at the Section, three years on the disciplinary-disparity framework that the Section had pioneered in the 2022 Memphis school-district resolution. He took the seat next to Halsa and set a navy-cover legal-pad in front of him.

Persis Brandbury-Whitebear arrived third. Forty-three, eleven years at the Section, six years on the evaluations-timeliness framework. She took the seat opposite Halsa. The three institutional-finding-leads were now in the room.

Adelaide Brandbury-Halsen and Cassius Pemberton-Vandermeer and Pemberton Halsen-Brandt arrived together at three minutes past nine, the attorneys who had been on the original team-formation Tuesday and who had been folded into the allocation framework as supporting counsel. Imari Brandbury-Pemberton and Tobias Halsen-Brandt arrived next with the document-intake binders. Hyacinth Pemberton-Brandt arrived last, a laptop under her arm and the statistical-sampling memorandum already loaded.

Imara called the meeting to order at nine-twelve.

“Thank you for the availability. The first records delivery arrived Friday. The second delivery is scheduled for Wednesday this week. By the end of next week we will have all one hundred eighty-seven thousand pages loaded into Relativity. The allocation framework I am bringing to you this morning will govern the document-review through the end of the month. We have four weeks. The institutional-summary memorandum will need to reflect the institutional-record we assemble in those four weeks. I want the allocation locked by ten.”

She walked them through the three institutional-finding-frameworks.

“First framework. IEP-implementation-deficits. The question is whether HCSD's IEP-meeting-minutes record agreed-services that the services-delivery records do not record as delivered. The institutional-finding is paper-against-paper. The paper is HCSD's own paper. Halsa, you have lead on the framework. You walked the Akron analysis and the Birmingham analysis and the Section's protocol carries your handwriting. The framework is yours.”

Halsa Brandt-Pelletier nodded once.

“Understood. I will need Pemberton on the coding work and I will need Hyacinth on the sampling protocol for the seven-hundred-file institutional-review-cohort by Thursday. Imari and Tobias stay on the document-intake.”

“Confirmed. Second framework. Disciplinary-disparity. The question is whether HCSD disciplines its students-with-disabilities at disproportionate rates relative to non-disabled peers. The data is in the disciplinary records and the manifestation-determination-review records. Friedrich, you have lead. The Memphis framework carried your handwriting. The comparison-cohort sampling will need to come out of Hyacinth's protocol. Coordinate with Halsa on the sampling so the two frameworks draw from the same statistical-foundation.”

Friedrich Pelletier-Halverson made a note in the navy pad. “Understood. I will need Adelaide on the comparison-cohort coding.”

“Granted. Third framework. Evaluations-timeliness. The question is whether HCSD conducts the three-year-re-evaluations that the IDEA requires at 20 USC 1414(c)(5). The institutional-record is the evaluation-date record and the services-delivery-date record. The comparison is date-against-date. Persis, you have lead. The framework is the cleanest of the three from a document-review perspective. The institutional-record either shows timely re-evaluation or it does not.”

Persis Brandbury-Whitebear nodded. “Understood. I will need Cassius on the IDEA-statutory framing of the findings memorandum. The timeliness analysis will run cleanly through Hyacinth's database queries.”

“Confirmed.”

Imara set the allocation memorandum down. The three institutional-finding-leads were locked. The supporting attorneys were locked. The paralegals and the data scientist were locked. The Section had its document-review framework.

“One additional coordination point. The three frameworks are not independent. The students who experience IEP-implementation-deficits are disproportionately the same students who experience disciplinary-disparity, which the empirical-literature on special-education has documented for twenty years. The students who experience overdue re-evaluations are disproportionately the same students who experience services-delivery-deficits, which the IDEA statutory-architecture anticipates because the re-evaluation is the institutional-mechanism by which the IEP-services are recalibrated. The three frameworks are the three faces of one pattern. We will work them in parallel but we will write them up as one pattern. The institutional-summary memorandum will walk them as one pattern, not three. Locked?”

Halsa Brandt-Pelletier said, “Locked.”

Friedrich Pelletier-Halverson said, “Locked.”

Persis Brandbury-Whitebear said, “Locked.”

“Good. We meet again Friday at nine-thirty with the preliminary-findings from the first-week review. Halsa, your team will walk the IEP-implementation cuts. Friedrich, your team will walk the disciplinary-cuts. Persis, your team will walk the timeliness-cuts. Hyacinth, you will walk the sampling-protocol. We will lock the institutional-finding-frequencies by next Tuesday.”

She closed the meeting at nine fifty-eight. The team peeled off to their cubicles. Imara walked back to her workstation, sat down, and opened the Relativity-environment.

She spent the rest of the morning reading. The first ten thousand pages of the delivery were the IEPs from the first eight HCSD schools, alphabetical by school name, beginning with Acadia Elementary. Imara read fifty IEPs before lunch. The pattern that Halsa had named in the Akron analysis was already visible in the Acadia records. The IEP-meeting-minutes recorded an agreed-services schedule. The services-delivery records recorded what had been delivered. The two records did not match. The mismatch was not random. The mismatch was systematic. The related-services columns, in particular, were thin where the meeting-minutes had promised them thick. Speech therapy. Occupational therapy. Counseling. Transportation. The services that the IDEA classified as related-services and that the IEPs required as conditions of FAPE were the services HCSD was failing to deliver.

She made notes.

She read three specific IEPs across the Acadia Elementary file that set the pattern in her attention for the rest of the morning. The first was a kindergarten student with autism whose IEP required ninety minutes of speech-therapy per week and whose services-delivery log recorded thirty-one minutes total over the 2024-2025 school year. The second was a second-grade student with a institutional-specific-learning-disability designation whose IEP required resource-room support of thirty minutes daily for reading instruction and whose services-delivery log recorded delivery on approximately one of every three school days across the window. The third was a fifth-grade student with other-health-impairment designation for ADHD whose IEP required counseling-services of forty-five minutes per week and whose services-delivery log recorded one counseling session in October 2024, one in February 2025, and none thereafter. Three students in three grades at one school. The Acadia file had four hundred and eleven students with IEPs. The pattern was everywhere.

She kept reading after lunch. By four-thirty she had walked one hundred and forty IEPs across the Acadia and the Banister and the Carlisle files. The deficit-rate she was seeing in her margin-coding tracked closely to the fifty-one-percent Halsa had named in the preliminary cuts that morning. Imara closed Relativity at five-fifty and walked the corridor to Halsa's cubicle. Halsa was at her workstation with the Banister files open on her second monitor.

“Halsa.”

“Imara.”

“The pattern is uniform across Acadia and Banister and Carlisle. Three schools, three Title-One-quartile placements, three different building-administrations. The deficit-rate is constant.”

“It is. The Akron pattern was uniform across building-administrations too. The systemic-failure is systemic precisely because it is not building-administrator dependent. It is district-policy dependent.”

“That is the frame for the institutional-summary memorandum.”

“It is.”

Imara nodded and walked back to her cubicle.

By Friday October eleventh the second delivery had arrived and the first-week findings had set. Halsa's IEP-implementation-deficits framework was running at an deficit-rate of approximately fifty-one percent across the first sampled cohort, which Halsa cautioned was preliminary and would need the full Hyacinth sampling-protocol to stabilize. Friedrich's disciplinary-disparity framework was running at an disparity-ratio of approximately five-point-one, which was to say that students-with-disabilities at HCSD were disciplined at five-point-one times the rate of their non-disabled peers across the first-week cuts. Persis's evaluations-timeliness framework was running at an overdue-rate of approximately twenty-five percent, which was to say that one in four students-with-disabilities at HCSD had overdue three-year-re-evaluations as of the end of the 2025-2026 school year. The numbers were preliminary. The trend was clear.

Imara flew to Atlanta on Sunday October thirteenth. The on-site review at the King and Spalding Atlanta office was scheduled for Monday through Wednesday, October fourteenth through sixteenth, and the protective-order framework that Cassius Halberstam-Pemberton and Imara had negotiated by email required the on-site review to be conducted on King and Spalding's premises with DOJ-personnel only and with no copies removed from the firm's secure document-review-room. The additional-records-of-record that the on-site review would cover were the categories that the Bates-numbered delivery had not included, which were the HCSD-Board-meeting-minutes covering special-education-program governance, the Superintendent-correspondence file covering the Office-for-Civil-Rights resolution agreements that HCSD had signed and failed to implement, and the internal-counsel-memoranda prepared by HCSD's in-house general counsel that discussed the FAPE-compliance posture of the district.

She flew into Hartsfield-Jackson at six-forty Sunday evening and took a car service to the downtown Atlanta hotel that the Section used for out-of-town document-review. The hotel was a Midtown property the Section had blocked rooms at for the better part of a decade for Atlanta-based-document-reviews and depositions, and the front-desk staff knew the DOJ-rate-code by sight. She checked in at eight-twenty, took the elevator to the twelfth floor, called Tobias from the room at eight-forty, and read the on-site-review memorandum one more time before she slept.

Monday morning at eight forty-five she walked into the King and Spalding building at 1180 Peachtree Street and through the twenty-second-floor reception. Cassius Halberstam-Pemberton was waiting for her at reception.

“Imara.”

“Cassius.”

He was fifty-eight, six feet tall, a navy suit cut cleanly across the shoulders, the grey at his temples that he had grown into over the twenty-four years of his King and Spalding tenure. They had shaken hands eleven times over the prior nine years across resolutions and conferences and CLEs. The handshake at the twenty-second-floor reception was the twelfth.

“The institutional-review-room is ready. Coffee, water, lunch on the firm. Three days. The records are in the secure-document-room down the corridor. Helena will walk you down.”

“Thank you, Cassius.”

“I will check in at one o'clock each day. If you need additional categories, ask. If we can produce, we will.”

“Understood.”

He left her with Helena, the paralegal King and Spalding had assigned to the on-site review, and Helena walked her to the secure-document-room. The room was approximately fifteen feet by twenty feet, windowless, equipped with a long table and two ergonomic chairs and a secure-monitor terminal connected to the King and Spalding document-management system. The Bates-numbered binders covering the on-site categories were shelved along the north wall.

Imara began with the Board-meeting-minutes. Six years of HCSD Board-meeting-minutes, 2020 through 2026, paginated and indexed by date and agenda item. The Board had discussed special-education-program



























































