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Protection of students from discrimination on the basis of 
sex, race/ethnicity, and disability, although enshrined in 
law, needs active enforcement from federal agencies. As 

such, the Office for Civil Rights (OCR) plays an integral role in 
identifying, addressing, and preventing discriminatory policies 
and practices through multiple enforcement activities, including 
the investigation of civil rights complaints (Lewis et al., 2019). 
Although the data-monitoring function of OCR (e.g., Civil 
Rights Data Collection) is well known, we know much less 
about the complaint process, despite its scope and reach.

In our national longitudinal data set, we find that roughly 
41% of all school districts have received at least one civil rights 
complaint against them between 1999 and 2019. Indeed, in our 
panel, 10%–40% receive at least one complaint each year. Many 
school districts have multiple complaints, many of which involve 
various civil rights statutes.

Through a Freedom of Information Act request, we sought 
information on all OCR complaints filed against school dis-
tricts between January 1, 1999, and December 31, 2019. In this 
data set, we compile information on the nature of the com-
plaint, the associated civil rights law (including the specific sec-
tion of the statute), the outcome of the complaint, the time for 
resolution, and the school district identifier. As a preliminary 
look at this data set, we ask (a) what are the trends and patterns 
in complaints filed over the last 20 years, and (b) what are the 
structural district and neighborhood factors that drive the like-
lihood of a school district receiving a discrimination-related 
complaint?

Methods and Results

After creating the complaint data set, we link that database with 
other publicly available information on structural factors— 
specifically, the Common Core of Data—at the district level. 
Building on limited existing analyses, (e.g., Groeger & Waldman, 
2018; Perera, 2021), we first carry out a descriptive characteriza-
tion of the patterns and trends in the number and types of com-
plaints received, the number of investigations carried out, the 
various complaint outcomes across time, and the time associated 
with each complaint.

Preliminary results, presented in Figure 1, show that disabil-
ity-related complaints form the single-largest majority of com-
plaints filed against districts in our sample, closely followed by 
complaints related to race and then sex. In 2016, OCR received 
a significant number of complaints (6,157 Title IX complaints 
related to athletics) that were filed by one individual (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2016). Although we are unable to 
determine which complaints were filed by this one individual, 
we include a sensitivity analysis (see Table A3 in the Online 
Appendix) that accounts for this outlier by dropping 2016 from 
the analysis; our baseline results are robust.
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Trends also reveal that a large number of complaints are 
administratively closed before moving further into the process; 
this administrative closure is more frequent in the later years of 
our analytical sample time, loosely coinciding with political 
regime changes and related changes in approaches to complaint 
investigations. More specifically, an increase in resolution time 
corresponds with the Obama administration’s systemic approach 
designed to address root causes of discrimination, while the 
Trump administration aimed to close complaints as quickly as 
possible (see the Online Appendix for more context).

Second, we explore associations between various structural, 
district-level factors and the likelihood of a district receiving a 
complaint (a) overall and on the basis of (b) sex, (c) disability, 
and (d) race/ethnicity. Because districts received multiple 
complaints that often span civil rights statutes, we collapse the 
complaint-related data to the district level. We create four binary 
outcomes (any complaint, disability-related, sex-related, and 
race-related) to indicate whether a district received a discrimina-
tion-related complaint (Yes = 1, No = 0) in each year. We then 
regress each binary outcome on a vector of district-level covari-
ates to explore the structural factors associated with discrimina-
tion and educational disparities in past research (see the Online 
Appendix for more details on the measures used). We present 
these regression results in Table 1.

Overall, structural factors—specifically, the overall size (mea-
sured by the size of student enrollment) and segregation1 in the 
district—are significantly associated with the likelihood of a dis-
trict receiving a discrimination-related complaint. Indeed, we 
find that a 10% increase in the percentage of Black students in a 

district is associated with an approximately 0.16 percentage 
point increase in the probability of receiving a complaint.2

Of note and concerningly, although the strength of associa-
tion in terms of magnitude between segregation (specifically, 
Black student body composition) and likelihood of complaint is 
higher for race-related discrimination complaints, this pattern is 
also observed across other forms of complaints, even after adjust-
ing for several other structural factors, such as socioeconomic 
segregation (percentage of students in the district receiving free/
reduced-price lunch) and other inequities affecting minoritized 
students (e.g., percentage of Emergent Bilingual students and 
those receiving special education), locale, secular time trends, 
and other time-invariant, state characteristics.

We also find similar patterns when we examine the associa-
tions between the structural factors and (a) the number of com-
plaints filed in districts and (b) the likelihood of complaints 
scaled for student enrollment (per 1,000 students). Our results 
are robust to several alternative specifications (see the Online 
Appendix for results from these supplemental analyses).

Discussion

OCR’s complaint investigation process represents a significant 
policy lever for reducing educational disparities. Past research 
clearly shows that segregated districts, specifically where Black stu-
dents are overrepresented, face other systemic inequities, such as 
higher race-based discipline gaps, disparities in special education 
identification, higher grade retention, and reduced access to 
advanced placement and gifted and talented programs (Gopalan, 

Table 1
Coefficients and standard errors from multivariate regressions

Any complaint
504 Title II: disability 

-related complaint
Title IX: sex-related 

complaint
Title VI: race-related 

complaint

Urbanicity (suburban; city – omitted 
category)

0.012***
(0.003)

0.005
(0.003)

–0.004*
(0.00177)

–0.004
(0.002)

Urbanicity (town or rural; city – omitted 
category)

–0.007*
(0.003)

–0.014***
(0.002)

–0.006***
(0.001)

–0.008***
(0.002)

Total enrollment (natural log) 0.089***
(0.0007)

0.072***
(0.001)

0.0213***
(0.0005)

0.044***
(0.001)

Percentage of Black students in district 
(natural log)

0.017***
(0.001)

0.011***
(0.001)

0.003***
(0.0003)

0.014***
(0.0004)

Percentage of Hispanic students in 
district (natural log)

–0.004***
(0.001)

–0.005***
(0.001)

-0.002***
(0.0004)

0.0001
(0.001)

Percentage of free/reduced-price lunch 
receiving students in district (natural 
log)

–0.006***
(0.001)

–0.007***
(0.001)

0.001
(0.001)

0.0004
(0.001)

Percentage of emergent bilingual 
students in district (natural log)

0.007***
(0.001)

0.007***
(0.001)

0.002***
(0.0003)

0.006***
(0.0004)

Percentage of special education students 
in district (natural log)

0.012***
(0.002)

0.009***
(0.002)

0.001
(0.001)

0.003*
(0.001)

R-squared 0.129 0.160 0.068 0.121
Number of observations 

(district-year)
140,554 140,554 140,554 140,554

Note. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. All models include year and state fixed effects. To economize on space, we do not report the coefficients on those fixed 
effects.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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2019; see the Online Appendix for additional resources). Similarly, 
we find that such districts face a much higher likelihood of experi-
encing discrimination-related complaints. Although a complaint 
is not the same as a violation, our findings relate to the fact that 
discrimination is systemic and institutional in nature and that sys-
tems of oppression and discrimination (racism, sexism, ableism, 
and so forth) are interlocking (e.g. Crenshaw, 2017).

Several researchers have relied upon CRDC data. However, a 
systematic analysis of a nationwide, longitudinal data set of all 
civil rights complaints is virtually nonexistent. Existing analyses 
examine complaints within a single state, review a specific type 
of complaint, cover a shorter time period than our study, or do 
not combine data sets to examine structural predictors of civil 
rights complaints (e.g., Groeger & Waldman, 2018; Perera, 
2021; Worthington, 2017). 

Studying complaints dismissed on substantive3 or nonsub-
stantive grounds,4 in addition to findings of noncompliance or 
violations, relates directly to OCR’s interpretation and enforce-
ment of the law within a given time frame (e.g., within and across 
presidential administrations) and can broaden our understanding 
of the complaint process as a mechanism to promote equity. We 
recognize that the complaint process does not capture all instances 
of discrimination, thereby underestimating civil rights violations. 
This could be due to underreporting, inequities in access, disen-
franchisement, or resolution through other means, such as infor-
mal district-level processes or litigation (e.g., Rhode, 2001).

By making this data set publicly accessible (Gopalan & Lewis, 
2022), we hope to encourage scholars to analyze and link it with 
other relevant data sets to further our understanding of systemic 
discrimination, the impact of the complaint process—including 
state- or region-level differences in complaint investigations and 
resolutions—areas of underreporting, and policy changes 
between presidential administrations. Most importantly, under-
standing this arm of OCR’s work is critical to promoting equity 
and protecting students’ civil rights (Scott et al., 2020).
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1It is important to note here that we operationalize segregation by 
using Black (Hispanic) student composition in the district throughout the 
manuscript. Our reason is twofold: (a) School district demographic data 
is not a natural occurrence; it is result of systemic discrimination in all fac-
ets of life, including education and housing. As such, referring to student 
demographic data solely as student composition fails to attribute respon-
sibility appropriately; and (b) segregation of Black students, in particular, 
has a long history in the United States (e.g., Brown v. Board of Education).

2Log (1.10)*0.017 = 0.0016. Alternatively, the use of predicted 
probabilities provides a better context to interpret the results—for 
example, a district with 10% Black student composition has a 17.1% 
predicted probability of receiving a civil rights complaint, as compared 

to a 19.8% predicted probability for a district with 50% Black student 
composition (all other covariates set at mean levels).

3A finding of no violation following a full investigation would 
constitute a dismissal on substantive grounds.

4A dismissal due to a lack of consent to begin the investigation 
process would be an example of a dismissal on nonsubstantive grounds.
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