What Is the Office for Civil Rights (OCR) and
Why Is It Important?

e The Office for Civil Rights safeguards the nation’s commitment to equal
educational opportunity for all. When its staff are dismantled, that
commitment collapses. Families lose their recourse. Schools lose guidance.
The country loses one of the few federal mechanisms that turns the promise of
equality into a lived reality.

e This impacts students, parents, employees, and community members with
disabilities, students facing sex discrimination, older learners, and
students of all races and national origins.

e Thousands of discrimination complaints remain pending, and without staff to
process those complaints, the process for current and future oversight will
come to a complete halit.

¢ Discrimination within the education system will increase, and students will have
less access to quality education, potentially leading to segregation.

On a school morning somewhere in the U.S., a parent sends yet another email about
her child’s math class being held on the second floor of a building with no elevator. In
another district, a student is repeatedly disciplined for behavior linked to a disability. A
college freshman files a complaint that her campus ignored her sexual-assault report.

All of those stories end up in the same place — the U.S. Department of
Education’s Office for Civil Rights (OCR).

Though relatively small, OCR carries one of the federal government’s most significant
promises: that no student will be denied an education because of who they

are. The office investigates discrimination based on race, color, national origin, sex,
disability, or age. Each year, its investigators, attorneys, and data specialists handle
tens of thousands of complaints — more than 19,000 in 2024 — and negotiate legally
binding agreements requiring schools and colleges to correct violations. OCR also
enforces disability rights laws in state education and vocational rehabilitation
departments, as well as in public libraries.

Beyond casework, OCR leads nationwide compliance reviews, issues policy guidance
on civil-rights protections, and publishes the Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC) —
the federal survey tracking how students of different races, genders, and abilities
experience school discipline, advanced coursework, and safety.

Since its creation, civil-rights enforcement in education has transcended party
lines. The Americans with Disabilities Act, for instance, was signed in 1990 by
President George H. W. Bush, who called it “a declaration of equality.” Every



administration since has relied on OCR to uphold that same principle — that equal
opportunity in education is non-negotiable.

What Is Happening Now?

In March 2025, the Department of Education conducted a reduction-in-force (RIF) that
eliminated roughly 240 positions — about 43 percent of OCR’s workforce —

and closed seven of its twelve regional enforcement offices, including major hubs
in Boston, New York, Philadelphia, Chicago, Cleveland, Dallas, and San Francisco.

Then, on October 9, 2025, the White House authorized a second round of layoffs that
reportedly resulted in the firing of nearly all remaining enforcement staff. Only a small
number of senior managers and policy personnel now likely remain. Because layoff
notices were sent to official email accounts that staff were barred from accessing during
the furlough, even basic information about who remains employed has been difficult to
confirm. It is likely that almost all staff in the remaining offices in the District of
Columbia, Atlanta, Kansas City, Denver, and Seattle have been fired. Most staff were
required to leave their government laptops locked in offices, leaving them unable to
check messages or confirm their status. The lack of transparency has bred confusion —
and perhaps, intentionally, paralysis.

Civil rights unions and advocacy organizations challenged the earlier cuts in federal
court, arguing that they violated civil service protections and crippled the government’s
ability to enforce anti-discrimination laws. A federal judge temporarily blocked the RIF
and ordered staff reinstated, but in late September 2025, the First Circuit Court of
Appeals overturned that injunction, allowing the administration to proceed with the
March layoffs. No court has yet considered the October layoffs.

As of October 2025, thousands of discrimination complaints remain

pending. Investigations and compliance monitoring have slowed dramatically, and the
Department’s RIF notices indicate the offices have simply been abolished and positions
have been eliminated.

OCR’s statutory mandate covers more than 79 million individuals and tens of
thousands of institutions — from every state and local education agency to almost all
public and private colleges and universities, vocational-rehabilitation programs, and
public libraries.

The Laws OCR Enforces

OCR’s jurisdiction comes directly from Congress. It enforces:



« Title VI of the Civil Rights Act (1964): Prohibits discrimination based on race,
color, or national origin (including shared ancestry).

o Title IX of the Education Amendments (1972): Prohibits sex discrimination in
education.

« Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act (1973): Prohibits disability discrimination
in federally funded programs.

o Title Il of the Americans with Disabilities Act (1990): Extends disability
protections to all public educational entities.

« The Age Discrimination Act (1975).

« The Boy Scouts of America Equal Access Act (2001): Ensures equal access
for designated youth groups in public schools.

Understanding Key Terms

« Regional Enforcement Offices: The front-line branches that conduct
investigations, negotiate settlements, and serve as local federal contacts.

« Resolution Agreement: A legally binding settlement between OCR and an
institution requiring corrective action.

« Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC): A national survey on equity indicators
such as discipline, advanced coursework, and access to resources.

e Reduction in Force (RIF): A permanent elimination of federal positions;
employees are not guaranteed reinstatement.

e Furlough: A temporary unpaid leave; workers typically return once funding
resumes, though even back pay is uncertain under the current administration.

Impact of OCR Staff Losses

Function What Could Fail or Be Consequences
Weakened q

Nearly all enforcement staff
have been released; new
complaints are unassigned, and
ongoing cases have been
paused.

Thousands of discrimination
complaints remain unresolved,
delaying justice for students
and families.

Complaint intake &
investigations

Families and schools lose a
Mediation & early |Early-resolution programs halted|cooperative, efficient way to
resolution due to staff loss. resolve disputes; conflict and
mistrust increase.




What Could Fail or Be

assistance &
compliance
guidance

No staff to clarify complex legal
requirements.

Function Weakened Consequences
Regional Seven of twelve offices closed; gl)lnsttaa;fsorir:]:g I;aecakv:zcalgeCnI?S
enforcement others appear unstaffed after d hp | " h fg dp I
offices the October layoffs and schoo’s without federa

' guidance.
Resolution Schools may fail to follow
aareements & Oversight of settlements has through on obligations to fix
mgonitorin largely stopped. violations, allowing inequities to
9 persist.
Technical

Districts and colleges risk
inconsistent compliance and
costly private litigation.

Collection &
transparency

Civil Rights Data

Data and FOIA teams cut.

National tracking of equity
indicators collapses,
undermining accountability and
public insight.

Why This Matters

o Students, Parents, and Community Members with Disabilities: OCR
enforces Section 504 and Title Il, ensuring accessible classrooms, services, and
participation. Without OCR, people lose their main federal recourse when
schools fail to provide appropriate education, jeopardizing students’ long-term
independence and success, or depriving parents and community members of
other rights under the law.

o People Facing Sex Discrimination: Title IX enforcement protects against
sexual harassment, violence, and gender bias. Without investigators, survivors
and students face indefinite delays, and schools lose guidance on prevention and

response.

e Older Learners: Under the Age Discrimination Act, OCR protects adults in
community-college, workforce, and continuing-education programs. Staff
shortages mean fewer investigations and more unaddressed barriers.

« Students of All Races and National Origins: Title VI cases — from racial
harassment to inequitable access to advanced courses — now languish. The
absence of OCR oversight invites inconsistency and unchecked bias nationwide.




What Should Be Done Immediately

. Restore Staffing and Capacity

The administration must reverse the firings, rehire experienced staff, and re-
establish OCR’s operational continuity. Federal law mandates enforcement;
ignoring it is both a legal violation and a policy failure.

Mobilize Stakeholders and Public Pressure

Parents, educators, advocacy groups, unions, and professional associations
must raise awareness and contact their congressional representatives to demand
restoration of OCR’s enforcement capacity.

Ensure Legal and Legislative Oversight

Congress should hold hearings, require reporting on OCR’s functionality, and
pass emergency measures to safeguard the rights of students affected by
discrimination.

Strengthen State and Local Preparedness

State and local education agencies should document their current reliance on
OCR and assess how to fill gaps in the interim — while continuing to press for
federal restoration.

Protect Transparency and Data Integrity

Reinstate the CRDC and FOIA operations to preserve the public’s access to
information about educational equity and civil-rights enforcement outcomes.

What Can Concerned Individuals Do to Help Make a

Difference?

Your Voice Matters. Reach out to your Senator and Congressperson
immediately to say that these cuts must be immediately reversed before children
and their families suffer and decades of progress are reversed. The firings are
slated to be finalized by early December, so ask them to pressure the Trump
administration to restore them all before Thanksgiving.

Tell Your Story. Are you a person with a disability or a family member of a child
with a disability? Are you a person from a minority race or national origin? Have
you or someone you know experienced discrimination based on sex? Are you a
teacher? Administrator? Specialist? Or just someone who cares? Tell your
story and how these devastating cuts will directly impact you and others.
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