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The Legal Requirement for School Districts to Translate/Interpret for Parents Who
Do Not Speak English

All school districts to which Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 applies are required by federal law to
translate or interpret all documents and communications with parents who are not fluent in English into a
language they can understand.

On May 25, 1970, the U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare—the predecessor to the U.S.
Department of Education— Office for Civil Rights (OCR) issued formal guidance establishing the policy that
“[s]chool districts have the responsibility to adequately notify national origin-minority group parents of school
activities which are called to the attention of other parents. Such notice in order to be adequate may have to be
provided in a language other than English.” In the 1974 U.S. Supreme Court case, Lau v. Nichols, 414 U.S.
563, the Court affirmed the validity of these guidelines. Then in 2000, OCR further reinforced these
requirements by issuing a document which stated that “Title VI is violated if . . . parents whose English is
limited do not receive school notices and other information in a language they can understand.”

Recent OCR Cases of School Districts Failing to Meet the Requirement

OCR has resolved three recent cases where school districts failed to provide adequate translation and
interpretation services to parents who speak a language other than English. In Cleveland, Ohio, a complaint
was filed directly to OCR and in Tulsa, Oklahoma and Dearborn, Michigan the school districts were found to
violate the law as a result of OCR compliance reviews.

Cleveland Metropolitan School District

The complaint alleged that the school district failed to provide limited English proficient (LEP) parents with
information concerning activities and other school-related matters in a language that they could understand.
The complaint also alleged the district failed to provide information to LEP parents regarding the proposed
expulsion of their son in a language that they could understand.

The resolution reached with OCR requires the district to implement a written plan to provide language
assistance to LEP parents. The plan requires notifying parents, in a language they can understand, of the
availability of language assistance; identifying which parents need language assistance; ensuring that a list is
maintained in each building and on the district level of the parents needing assistance; advising staff of
parents’ need for assistance; ensuring that staff obtain adequate translators in a timely manner; and ensuring



that vital documents are translated into each language spoken by parents likely to be affected by the district’s
programs and activities.

Tulsa Public Schools

The information obtained during OCR’s investigation indicated that the school district did not have written
policies or procedures for responding to parent requests for documents in languages other than English or for a
foreign language interpreter. The district failed to consistently track or keep records relating to which parents
in the district are LEP, the requests for translation or interpretation services, and the services provided to LEP
parents. The investigation also found that the district did not have a set process in place for notifying LEP
parents that it has interpreters and translators available for school-related communications. The district failed
to ensure that the interpreters and translators it did have were adequately trained. OCR also noted that the
district failed to provide translation and interpretation services for parents who speak languages other than
Spanish.

The resolution reached with the district requires it to submit a detailed plan for providing meaningful access to
information about its programs and activities for LEP parents. The district must provide language assistance
services to all LEP parents and guardians of district students needing such assistance. Also, the district must
provide training for administrators and staff regarding the provision of language assistance services as well as
ensure that all its interpreters and translators are appropriately trained and proficient in the language for which
they provide assistance.

Dearborn Public Schools

The OCR investigation found that the school district did not have an effective process for determining which
students have LEP parents and for identifying the language needs of those parents. In addition, the district did
not notify any of the LEP parents of the availability of translation and interpretation services, which were not
available to all LEP parents, nor did it ensure that the interpreters and translators it was using were competent.
While an interpreter for Arabic-speaking LEP parents was typically available, there was no system in place to
facilitate communication with a parent who spoke neither English nor Arabic. Also, the district did nothave a
system in place for notifying district teachers and staff about the needs of LEP parents, and did not provide
appropriate guidance to staff about communicating with LEP parents in a language other than English.

The resolution reached with the district requires it to implement a written plan to provide language assistance
services to LEP parents that ensures that they have meaningful access to the district’s programs and activities.
The plan must include the use of various services, such as onsite translators/interpreters, telephonic
translators/interpreters, and effective translation programs. Also, the district must revise its home language
survey to ensure that it accurately identifies LEP parents in the district needing language assistance.
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