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This document should not be construed as legal advice. It is provided by the Wisconsin Institute for Law & Liberty (WILL), a 501(c)(3) 
nonprofit organization, as a public resource for informational purposes.

If your child has been treated unfairly at school because of their race, color, national origin, sex, or 
disability, you may be able to file a complaint with the U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil 
Rights (OCR). Federal civil rights laws protect students from discrimination in schools that receive federal 
funding. OCR investigates complaints and can require schools to correct violations and ensure compliance 
with federal law. This process is separate from any complaint you may file with your local school district.

My child has experienced discrimination at school. Can I file a complaint with the 
federal government?
Yes. If you believe your child has been discriminated against based on race, color, national origin, sex, or 
disability, you may file a complaint with the U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights (OCR). 
Students have protection against discrimination under federal law. 

OCR has authority to investigate complaints involving public schools, charter schools, and any private 
schools or programs that receive federal funds. You can learn more about the types of discrimination OCR 
investigates here.

How to File a Complaint with OCR
The complaint must be filed within 180 days of the date the discrimination occurred.

There is no requirement to file a complaint with the district prior to submitting a complaint to OCR. 
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LEGAL E XPL AINER #10

FILING A FEDERAL DISCRIMINATION 
COMPLAINT WITH THE OFFICE FOR 
CIVIL RIGHTS (OCR)

https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/complaintintro.html#:~:text=You%20may%20also%20contact%20us,confirm%20receipt%20of%20your%20correspondence.&text=This%20page%20provides%20specific%20and,at%20the%20Department%20of%20Education.
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Parents may also file complaints with both district and OCR simultaneously (although OCR may stay its 
involvement if it anticipates the district will provide a resolution). 

OCR offers an electronic complaint form or fillable PDF complaint form. 

When submitting your complaint, be sure to include:

1.	 School or district you are complaining about;

2.	Who has been discriminated against and when; 

3.	A description of each discriminatory act, including:

a.	Date(s) of the incident

b.	Name(s) of individual(s) involved

c.	What happened 

d.	Witnesses (if any)

e.	What you believe the discrimination was based on and why

4.	The remedy you are seeking.

5.	Plan to also include whether you have documentation that you believe will help OCR understand your 
complaint, as well as your contact information.

What does the Office of Civil Rights do with the complaints? 
OCR evaluates complaints to determine whether the complaint is subject to further processing and may 
decide to conduct its own investigation. OCR will contact you if it needs more information. If that happens, 
you will have 14 days to respond (unless you request additional time to provide the information).

If OCR opens an investigation and determines a school district failed to comply with federal civil rights 
law(s) that OCR enforces, then OCR will contact the district and attempt to secure its willingness to 
negotiate a voluntary resolution agreement. This involves a written resolution agreement and monitoring 
by OCR of the implementation of its terms.

If the district does not agree to a voluntary resolution or does not comply with the terms of a resolution 
agreement, then OCR may initiate administrative enforcement proceedings or refer the case to the 
U.S. Department of Justice for enforcement.

https://ocrcas.ed.gov/
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/complaintform.pdf
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My child has a disability – Are there other laws that protect them from discrimination? 
Yes, children with disabilities that impact their learning have additional protections under state and federal 
law. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) requires school districts to provide education 
and accommodations to students with disabilities. 

If a child is determined to have a disability that impacts their learning, a child will receive an Individualized 
Education Plan (IEP). Federal and state law requires districts to follow protocols and procedures to 
identify, implement, and change the IEP for each child. 

The IDEA also has its own processes for administrative appeals if the parent is unhappy with the district’s 
determination of the educational services for the child. 

WILL is a legal resource for parents, students, and school districts. If you believe your rights have been violated, you can contact us 
at www.will-law.org/contact-a-lawyer. Depending on your situation, we may be able to help further. 

This document is part of the WILL Parental Rights Toolkit. Explore the full toolkit at: www.will-law.org/parenttoolkit

https://will-law.org/contact-a-lawyer/
http://www.will-law.org/parenttoolkit



