State Complaint Toolkit: Everything You Need to
File Successfully

A Step-by-Step Guide to Advocate for Your Child's Educational Rights

Introduction

Welcome to the Find Parent Advocates Complaint Toolkit. This guide is designed to empower parents
like you to file state complaints under IDEA, Part B, with confidence. With experience developing
complaint procedures for multiple states, our team is giving back by providing clear, actionable steps to

help you advocate for your child's educational rights effectively.
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Why Filing Matters

Filing a state complaint ensures that your child receives the services they are entitled to under IDEA
Part B. It's a powerful way to address systemic issues and secure a Free Appropriate Public Education
(FAPE) in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE). Beyond addressing immediate concerns, filing a

complaint can lead to meaningful remedies that correct past violations and prevent future issues.
Potential Remedies Include:

1. Compensatory Education Services: Additional instructional or therapy hours to make up for
missed services (e.g., speech therapy, occupational therapy, specialized instruction).

2. Revised or Corrected IEPs: Ensuring your child's Individualized Education Program (IEP) is
updated to accurately reflect their unique needs and includes measurable goals and appropriate
services.

3. Staff Training and Oversight: Requiring the school district to provide training for staff on IDEA
compliance, such as proper IEP implementation, procedural safeguards, and parent participation.

4. Reimbursement for Services: Reimbursement for private services parents have had to seek due
to the school district's failure to provide services (e.g., evaluations, therapies, or tutoring).

5. Behavioral or Academic Interventions: Implementation of specific interventions to address

academic deficits, behavioral challenges, or other areas where your child's needs were not met.
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6. Policy Changes and Systemic Improvements: In cases involving broader systemic violations,
school districts may be required to implement changes to their policies or practices to prevent

similar violations for other students.

By filing a complaint, you not only advocate for your child but also contribute to improving the special
education system for all students. Filing ensures that schools are held accountable for meeting their
legal obligations, protecting your child's rights, and providing the opportunities they need to thrive.

Find the help you need at Find Parent Advocates or Start Listing Free Today.
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Section 1: Understanding the Basics

What is a State Complaint?

A state complaint is a formal written request for your state's education agency (SEA) to investigate
alleged violations of IDEA. Complaints are filed when you believe your child's rights have been

violated, such as failures in IEP implementation or refusal to evaluate your child.

Your Rights as a Parent
As a parent, you have specific rights related to filing a complaint under IDEA, including:

e Right to File a Complaint: Submit a formal written request to your State Education Agency
("State" or sometimes referred to as the "SEA"), typically your state's education department,
when you believe your child's educational rights have been violated.

e Right to Submit Additional Information: Provide supporting documents, evidence, or
clarifications to strengthen your complaint during the investigation.

e Right to Request Mediation: Request mediation as an alternative dispute resolution option

during the complaint process to resolve the issue early and collaboratively.

Find the help you need at Find Parent Advocates or Start Listing Free Today.



http://findparentadvocates.com
http://findparentadvocates.com/become-an-advocate

Find Parent Advocates | 5

e Right to a Thorough Investigation: Expect the State to conduct a full investigation of the
allegations, including reviewing evidence, interviewing involved parties, and issuing a written
decision.

e Right to Remedies: If a violation is found, you are entitled to corrective actions that address the

issues raised, such as compensatory services or procedural changes.

Timelines for Filing a Complaint

When filing a complaint, it's important to follow IDEA's timeline requirements. Complaints must

generally be filed within one year of the alleged violation to ensure timely resolution.

Once the complaint is filed, the State has 60 days to investigate and issue a written decision, though

extensions may be granted under exceptional circumstances.

If the state identifies violations, the school district is required to correct all areas of noncompliance
within one year of the State's decision. This timeline ensures that identified issues are promptly

resolved and systemic changes are implemented to prevent future violations.

The Written Decision or "Report”

The written decision issued by the State provides a detailed resolution to your complaint. It includes
findings of fact based on the evidence, an analysis of how the findings align with IDEA's legal

Find the help you need at Find Parent Advocates or Start Listing Free Today.
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requirements, and whether the school district was in compliance. If violations are confirmed, the
decision specifies required corrective actions, such as compensatory services or staff training, with
deadlines for implementation. The decision is an essential document for monitoring compliance and

ensuring your child's educational rights are upheld.
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Section 2: Key Components of a Complaint

What's required to file a complaint?

Requirement Explanation

[[] | Clear Issue Statement | Identify the specific violation of IDEA Part B.

[] | Contact Information Include parent or complainant name, address, and phone number.

[[] | Student Information (if | Provide the child's name and school if the complaint concerns an

applicable) individual.

If the student is experiencing homelessness, as defined under the

McKinney-Vento Act, include their contact information.

[[] | Detailed Problem Explain the issue with dates, timelines, and facts supporting the
Description*® complaint.
[] | Relevant Attach IEPs, evaluations, service logs, and related correspondence.

Documentation
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[] | Proposed Resolution® Clearly state what action you are requesting to address the
problem.

[] | Signature Sign the complaint to validate submission.

[[] | Submission to State Ensure delivery to both the state and local education agencies.

and School District

Note: If your complaint addresses broader or systemic issues rather than concerns specific to an

individual student, providing student information, a description of the problem, and a proposed

resolution is not required. However, including examples or evidence illustrating the systemic violation

can strengthen your complaint and assist in the investigation.
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Section 3: Step-by-Step Guide to Filing

Preparation

e Gather all relevant documents (IEPs, progress reports, service logs).
e Organize your evidence in chronological order.

e Draft a timeline of events leading to the complaint.

Drafting Your Complaint

IDEA requires states to have a model form publicly available to assist with filing complaints. However,
using a personalized letter instead of the state form is recommended to ensure flexibility and

thoroughness in addressing your unique concerns. Here's a general outline to help you get started:

Outline
Introduction:
e Include your name, your child's name, and the school district.

Describe the Problem:

e Clearly state the issue.
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e Cite violations of IDEA, Part B.

e Provide context and relevant details.
Getting Started ¥ 5:00

Take five minutes to write down your main concerns. When the timer ends, review what

you've written. Look for key points that explain the problem clearly and factually.

Provide Supporting Facts:

e Attach required documentation, including:
o Your child's IEP.
o Evaluations.
o Service logs.

o Correspondence with the school.

Getting Started X 10:00
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Take 10 minutes to gather and list the key documents that support your complaint. Focus

on items like your child's IEP, evaluations, service logs, or correspondence with the school.

Propose a Resolution:

e Clearly specify the action you are requesting to resolve the issue.

Getting Started ¥ 5:00

Take five minutes to think about and write down the specific actions you believe will resolve

the issue. Focus on solutions like compensatory services, additional evaluations, or updates

to your child's IEP.

Submitting Your Complaint

e Submit the complaint to your State and copy your school district representative.
e Use certified mail or keep a copy of your electronic complaint for future reference.
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State Contact

School District contact

& Person

& Person

What Happens After You File

Once you file, the State will:

1. Acknowledge receipt of your complaint.

2. Investigate the allegations.

3. Issue a written decision within 60 days

Understanding the Written Decision (Report)
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After the State completes its investigation, it will issue a written decision. This decision outlines the

findings of the investigation and any corrective actions required to address the violations.

Understanding this decision is essential for determining next steps and ensuring your child's needs are

fully met.

Find the help you need at Find Parent Advocates or Start Listing Free Today.



http://findparentadvocates.com
http://findparentadvocates.com/become-an-advocate

Find Parent Advocates | 13

What the Written Decision Includes

1. Summary of Allegations:
o A clear statement of the allegations you raised in your complaint.
o l|dentification of the specific IDEA provisions or state regulations involved.
2. Findings of Fact:
o A detailed summary of the investigation's findings based on evidence, interviews, and
documentation.
o Whether the State finds the school district in compliance or non-compliance with IDEA
requirements.
3. Conclusions of Law:
o An analysis connecting the findings of fact to the legal requirements of IDEA.
o References to federal and state laws, regulations, or case law supporting the State's
conclusions.
4. Corrective Actions (if applicable):
o If non-compliance is identified, the decision will specify required corrective actions. These
may include:
m Compensatory services for your child.
m Training for school staff on IDEA compliance.

m Revisions to your child's IEP or other procedural changes.
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o Deadlines for the school district to complete the corrective actions.

Appeal Rights

It is important to understand that states are not required to offer an appeal process for written
decisions on special education complaints, as long as they issue a final decision within the 60-day
timeline mandated by IDEA. While some states may provide an appeal procedure, it cannot extend the

investigation and decision process beyond 60 days. However, it is worth noting that most states do not
offer this option.

If you disagree with the State's decision and would like another opportunity to address the issues

raised in your complaint, you may consider the following options:

1. Request Mediation:
o Mediation is a voluntary process where a neutral third party helps you and the school
district work toward a mutually agreeable solution.
o This option allows for a collaborative approach to resolving disputes without the formality
of a hearing.
2. File for a Due Process Hearing:
o A due process hearing is a more formal legal procedure where an impartial hearing officer
reviews evidence and testimony to decide the case.
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o This option is appropriate if you believe the decision did not adequately address your
concerns or if the issues involve more complex matters such as IEP appropriateness or

placement disputes.
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Section 4: Avoiding Common Mistakes

Top Filing Errors and How to Avoid Them

e Incomplete Complaints: Ensure all required information is included.
o Avoid these mistakes:
m Not sending the complaint to the school district in addition to the State.
m Failing to include a clear statement that the school or school district violated a
requirement of IDEA.
m Omitting a proposed resolution to address the issue.
e Lack of Specificity: Clearly identify the violation and supporting facts.
o Include as many specific details as possible, such as:
m Dates when incidents occurred.
m Names and titles of individuals involved.
m References to key documents, such as |IEPs, evaluations, or service logs.
e Missing Deadlines: File within the required timeline for your state. States can only investigate

issues that occurred within one year of the date the complaint is filed.

Improving Vague or Ambiguous Allegations

Find the help you need at Find Parent Advocates or Start Listing Free Today.
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When filing a complaint, it's important to be specific and provide enough detail to help investigators

understand your concerns — and resolve the right issues. Below are examples of common allegations

that may be too broad or unclear, along with tips on how to make them stronger and more actionable.

Common
Allegation

Why It's Unhelpful

How to Improve

Did not implement
an appropriate IEP

Ambiguous: It's unclear whether this
is about IEP development or IEP
implementation.

Be specific. Example: "The school did
not provide the speech therapy listed in
the |IEP for X number of sessions during

[timeframe]."

Did not allow me to
participate

Lacks detail: Unclear if there was no
meeting invite, or if participation
during the meeting was limited or

ignored.

Specify how you were excluded.

Example: "l was not invited to the IEP
meeting held on [date]." or "My input
during the IEP meeting on [date] was

disregarded."
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Did not evaluate Ambiguous: It's unclear if a request | Clarify your claim. Example: "l
was made and ignored, or if the requested an evaluation in writing on
school refused to evaluate. [date], and the school did not respond
or refused."

Did not provide me | Needs clarification: Does this refer to | State the specific instance. Example: "l
prior notice a lack of prior written notice did not receive a PWN after the school
("PWN") after a decision, or refused to change the |IEP placement
insufficient notice before a meeting? | on [date]." or "l did not receive notice of

the meeting on [date]."

My child's IEP was | Too broad: It doesn't indicate what Provide examples. Example: "The

not followed part of the IEP was not followed or [ school did not implement the behavior
how it impacted the child. intervention plan (BIP) outlined in the
IEP from [start date] to [end date]."

Remember: Complaints require both a clear description of the problem and supporting facts. The

description should outline the general violation, ideally with proper legal citations where applicable.

Find the help you need at Find Parent Advocates or Start Listing Free Today.



http://findparentadvocates.com
http://findparentadvocates.com/become-an-advocate

Find Parent Advocates | 19

The facts should provide specific details to support your description. Be sure to distinguish between the

two and organize your complaint clearly to strengthen its effectiveness.
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Conclusion

Filing a complaint is a critical step in advocating for your child's education. With this toolkit, you have

the tools to navigate the process confidently and effectively. Remember, you're not alone— Find Parent

Advocates is here to help every step of the way and help you find advocates to support you in your

advocacy journey.

Thank you for using the Find Parent Advocates Complaint Toolkit! If you found this resource helpful,
share it with other parents who could benefit. Follow us on Instagram or visit Find Parent Advocates for

more tools and updates to support your advocacy journey.
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Appendix A: Allegation Samples

Note: This document is for informational purposes only and does not constitute legal advice. Parents
are encouraged to consult with an advocate or attorney for personalized assistance with their
complaints.

This document provides standardized verbiage for crafting allegations under six major categories
related to special education complaints. Each category includes a brief explanation and example
language to use in your complaint. This guidance ensures clarity and consistency when addressing
violations under IDEA Part B, with relevant legal citations provided.

1. Identification

What It's About: Identification refers to the school's obligation to identify and locate all children who
may have disabilities and need special education services (Child Find).

Legal Citations: 34 C.F.R. § 300.111: 20 U.S.C. § 1412(a)(3)

Sample Allegation Verbiage:

Find the help you need at Find Parent Advocates or Start Listing Free Today.
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e "The school district failed to identify my child as a student with a suspected disability under IDEA
despite clear evidence of learning difficulties, in violation of its Child Find obligations."
e "The school delayed initiating a referral for evaluation, resulting in my child being denied access

to timely support services."

2. Evaluation

What It's About: Evaluation refers to the process of assessing a child to determine eligibility for special

education services and to understand their educational needs.
Legal Citations: 34 C.F.R. §§ 300.304-300.311; 20 U.S.C. § 1414(a)-(c)

Sample Allegation Verbiage:

e "The school district failed to conduct a comprehensive evaluation of my child in all areas of
suspected disability, contrary to the requirements of IDEA."
e "The school did not complete my child's evaluation within the required timeline, causing an undue

delay in providing necessary services."

3. Placement
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What It's About: Placement involves decisions about where a child's special education services will be

provided, ensuring the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE).
Legal Citations: 34 C.F.R. §§ 300.114-300.116; 20 U.S.C. § 1412(a)(5)
Sample Allegation Verbiage:

e "The school district placed my child in a more restrictive setting without considering or

documenting less restrictive options, violating the LRE requirements."

4. FAPE (Development and Implementation)

What It's About: A Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) includes both the development and

implementation of an IEP that addresses a child's unique needs and ensures educational progress.

Legal Citations: 34 C.F.R. §§ 300.101-300.113 and 300.320-324; 20 U.S.C. § 1412(a)(1); Board of
Education v. Rowley (458 U.S. 176, 1982); Endrew F. v. Douglas County School District (580 U.S. ___,
2017)

Sample Allegation Verbiage:
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e "The school district developed an |IEP that does not address my child's unique educational needs,
failing to provide FAPE as required by IDEA."
e "The school did not implement the |IEP as written, including the provision of required services

such as [specific service]."

5. Parental Participation/Procedural Safeguards

What It's About: This category addresses a parent's right to participate meaningfully in decisions
about their child's education and the procedural safeguards provided under IDEA.

Legal Citations: 34 C.F.R. §§ 300.503-300.504; 20 U.S.C. § 1415(b)-(d)
Sample Allegation Verbiage:

e "The school district failed to provide me with prior written notice before making changes to my
child's IEP, violating my procedural safeguards."
e "The school did not allow me to meaningfully participate in the IEP meeting by withholding

critical information."

6. Discipline
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What It's About: Discipline refers to how schools manage behavior for students with disabilities,

including ensuring proper manifestation determination reviews (MDRs) and adherence to IDEA
regulations.

Legal Citations: 34 C.F.R. §§ 300.530-300.536; 20 U.S.C. § 1415(k)

Sample Allegation Verbiage:

e "The school district suspended my child for more than 10 cumulative days without conducting a
manifestation determination review, violating IDEA."

e "The school imposed disciplinary measures that did not consider my child's disability, leading to a
denial of FAPE."
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Appendix B: Sample Complaint Letter

[Your Name]

[Your Address]

[City, State, ZIP Code]
[Your Phone Number]
[Your Email Address]
[Date]

To:

[State Education Agency (SEA) Name]
[SEA Address]

[City, State, ZIP Code]

Cc:

[Local Education Agency (LEA) Name]
[LEA Address]

[City, State, ZIP Code]

Subject: Special Education Complaint Under IDEA
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Dear [SEA Contact Name or "To Whom It May Concern"],

| am filing this complaint against [School District Name] for violations of the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA), Part B, regarding my child, [Child's Full Name], a student at [School Name].

Issue Statement

The school district failed to implement my child's IEP as written, resulting in the denial of a Free
Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) as required under IDEA. This amounts to a violation of 34 C.F.R.
§§ 300.101-300.113 and 300.323 and 20 U.S.C. § 1412(a)(1).

Description of the Problem

Failure to Implement the |IEP:

e [Date]: My child’s IEP, developed on [IEP date], specifies [specific service, e.g., "speech therapy
twice weekly for 30 minutes each session"]. However, on [specific date], | observed that this
service was not provided during the school day.

e [Another Date]: Despite the |IEP requiring [specific support or service], the school failed to deliver
it consistently. For instance, between [start date] and [end date], [specific service, e.g., "speech

therapy"] sessions were missed or cancelled without rescheduling.
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e [Ongoing Period]: As a result of these missed services, my child has experienced regression in
[specific area, e.g., "speech articulation, reading comprehension, or behavioral regulation"]. For

example, their [specific assessment or skill] performance has declined, as shown in progress

reports.

Supporting Facts
The following details and documents support my allegations:

1. Parent's Account:

o [Specific Date]: | personally observed that my child did not receive [specific service, e.g.,
speech therapy] during their school day. | approached [staff member's name or title] to
inquire about this, and they informed me that [brief explanation, e.g., "the therapist was
unavailable that day and no make-up session was scheduled"].

o [Another Date]: After noticing continued gaps in services, | contacted [school or school
district representative] via [email/phone] to request clarification about the missed services. |
did not receive a response until [number] days later, despite following up multiple times.

o [Date of Observation]: On this date, | observed additional evidence of the school district's

failure to provide [specific service]. My child's [specific educational need, e.g., "reading
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comprehension skills or behavior management issues"] has visibly worsened, indicating that
the services outlined in the |IEP are not being delivered as required.
2. Documentary Evidence:

o A copy of my child's IEP dated [date], which specifies the required services and supports.

o Service logs from [school name] demonstrating missed or inconsistently provided services.

o Email correspondence between myself and [school staff or district representatives]
regarding the missed services and lack of communication.

o Progress reports indicating regression or lack of progress in [specific area, e.g., "reading
comprehension, speech development, or social-emotional skills"] due to the failure to
implement the IEP.

Proposed Resolution
To address these violations and resolve the matter, | respectfully request the following actions:

1. Provision of compensatory services for the [missed service(s)] to make up for the lost instructional
time.

2. A commitment from the school district to review and ensure compliance with all procedural
safeguards, including parental participation.

3. A corrective action plan to prevent similar issues in the future.
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| request that the State Education Agency investigate these allegations and issue a decision within the
required 60-day timeline. | am happy to provide additional information or documentation upon request.

Thank you for your prompt attention to this matter.

Sincerely,

[Your Full Name]
[Your Relationship to the Student, e.g., Parent/Guardian]

Attachments:

e [IEP Document Name]
e [Service Logs]

[Relevant Correspondence]

e [Other Supporting Documents]
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