
Submitting a Public Records Request

Explainer



1) NAMES OF SPECIFIC 
INDIVIDUALS AND OFFICES:
1) NAMES OF SPECIFIC 
INDIVIDUALS AND OFFICES:

Understand the organizational structure for the
institution whose documents you are requesting:

What staff positions are housed in each office or
department? 
What offices are relevant to this issue? 

Your request should name specific individuals
(and/or offices) who may play key or central roles in
the issue at hand.

3 THINGS EVERY REQUEST

SHOULD HAVE



2) KEYWORDS:2) KEYWORDS:

Sometimes FOIA researchers submit a narrative that
explains what they are looking for, as well as keywords.
That can be helpful because public institutions are
required to work with you on what you seek.

However, be sure to additionally provide keywords
(i.e., “please search for the following words or
phrases”). 

If you only submit a narrative, it is likely to be
truncated by the public institution’s legal counsel.
They will choose keywords for you, construed in the
narrowest way possible. 

Be sure keywords include acronyms as well as the full
name of an organization, and potentially even people
or entities who are prominently associated with the
organization. 



3) BE SURE TO SUBMIT 
A DATE RANGE

3) BE SURE TO SUBMIT 
A DATE RANGE

The narrower the range, the more likely you are to get
something back. 

It is often easier and/or better to file requests
piecemeal for expediency – in smaller, bite-sized
pieces.

Dividing requests in this way can also look more
reasonable if you move toward litigation (at which
point the institution may try to characterize larger
requests as “abuse of the Public Records Act.”)



Think of the process of crafting your request as an
organizing tool. Work in and build community around
it – gather some people to discuss and strategize. 

Be playful – think creatively about how to generate or
narrow the request. Filing a public records request is
an iterative process – essentially it involves throwing
lots of requests at the wall to see what sticks. 

Ideally, a request will give you a lead, and then you can
follow that lead. Incorporate an element of
experimentation into the process. None of these tips
are rigid – for instance, you might experiment with
different levels of audacity in your request (e.g., asking
for a broad date range or topic), and return with a
more specific request if that does not produce useful
information.

3 PRO TIPS



It can be helpful to develop a relationship with
someone in the public records office who may care
about your request, or at the very least, who may work
with you to fulfill it. 

If your request is denied, follow up with the reason
given for the denial. Ask yourself if the reason given
makes logical sense. Sometimes exemptions are
simply cut and pasted into the denial letter, in which
case, an error may have been made. If no reason is
given for the denial, follow up to ask the denier to cite
code. Failing to cite the code for the denial is usually a
red flag.

Access to a lawyer can definitely help move things
along when the process is slow, stalled, or stuck.
Sometimes, even the specter of a lawyer can help give
your request and follow-up some backing.

Follow up, follow up, follow up



Collaborating with a journalist can be very
helpful. Public institutions/universities are
attentive to communications/PR/media relations,
so an inquiry from a journalist or the implication of
a forthcoming story may give some weight and
urgency to your request.                                          

Likewise, if there is time-sensitive nature to
request, communicate that as well (e.g., i’m
working on something that I intend to publish in
the next few weeks).

CONT.



LOGISTICS:

To whom is the request submitted?

Generally, public institutions will have an office,
and often a designated person, that handles
public records requests. This might be called a
Public Records office, Campus Information
Practices in a Chancellor’s office, a Custodian of
Information, or could be called something like the
Office for Risk Management. 

A simple search of “public records request [your
institution]” should return the information about
where to direct your request.



When should you expect a response? 

The mandated response time will vary
depending on where you live and what type of
request you are submitting (federal or
state/local). 

For instance, in California, public institutions are
required to make a determination within 10 days
about whether a disclosure is warranted (they
have records and will look for them).

However, institutions can also ask for more time,
so following up regularly always makes sense.



If you want to find information out about a private
entity like an NGO or advocacy organization that
interacts with your public institution, here are some
things to consider: 

What points of contact might there be between a private
group and a public university? This could include the use of
space – holding events in university spaces, hosting
speakers, etc. (faculty or other campuses centers might send
out announcements about these activities).

Consider the social relationship between the organization
and your campus – are there trainings hosted by the
organization? Are there other sponsored activities on your
campus? Who might organize communication with the entity
about these events, trainings, or activities?

How much does the private organization operate as a funder
or resource on campus? Would there be communication
between the development/ fundraising office/s on your
campus and the entity?



Know Your Fights! Using Public Records Laws in Abolitionist Organizing; zine
created by the Stop LAPD Spying Coalition with support from Law for Black
Lives

FOIA 101: Tips and Tricks to Make You a Transparency Master; prepared by
MuckRock and focused on FOIA (federal, not local, requests)

Tips for Better FOIA Requests: Taking Right-to-Information Access to the
Next Level, prepared by the Global Investigative Journalism Network

How to file a FOIA request, prepared by the National Security Archive

Freedom of Information Laws by State, prepared by the National Freedom
of Information Coalition

FOIA Machine, automatically generated Public Records requests [federal] –
more info available at the New Jersey Foundation for an Open Government
(where there is also a link to a NJ-specific letter-generator)

Public Records Letter Generator (State and Local), offered by the Student Press
Law Center – find specific info about state and local codes through this generator

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

https://stoplapdspying.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/KNOW-YOUR-FIGHTS.pdf
https://www.muckrock.com/project/foia-101-tips-and-tricks-to-make-you-a-transparency-master-234/
https://gijn.org/stories/tips-foia-rti-requests/
https://gijn.org/stories/tips-foia-rti-requests/
https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/foia/how-file-foia-request
https://www.nfoic.org/state-freedom-of-information-laws/
https://www.foiamachine.org/
https://njfog.org/records-request-letter-generator/
https://splc.org/lettergenerator/

