[image: image1.jpg]£ SPLC

STUDENT PrESS [ Avw CENTER



 

Using Public Records to Cover Your Campus 

(c) Student Press Law Center 2009 

  

Public information resources that 
every college journalist should know 
  

(1)              LAWSUITS/COURT RECORDS 

Ø       WHERE TO LOOK: The Clerk’s Office, Civil Division of your local courthouse.  (Start with county or circuit court; U.S. District Court can also be worth a trip.)  Most have computers allowing you to search for parties to lawsuits by name.  Make sure you search not just for “Plainview College” but also for “[YOUR STATE] Board of Regents” or for the last names of key individuals (president of the college, chair of the board of trustees). 

Ø       WHAT TO ASK FOR: Once you know your case number(s), ask to see the “pleadings file.”  That’ll give you the Complaint, the Answer and any motions – all of the documents that lay out the parties’ positions. 

Ø       HOW TO USE IT:  Remember that the claims made in lawsuits are just claims – don’t assume they’re all true; use attribution generously.  Use pleadings to find the names of the lawyers and witnesses to interview.  Common types of lawsuits to look for include: employment discrimination, personal injury (slipping and falling, auto accidents), and contract/bidding disputes over purchases. 

  

(2)              POLICE RECORDS 

Ø       WHERE TO LOOK: Find out what police zone or precinct handles the campus area.  (If you are in the county rather than the city, the police agency for your area may be the Sheriff’s Department.)  Records are kept at the front desk or at the Public Information office (it’s good to meet these people first and introduce yourself), or by the Watch Commander or Shift Commander. 

Ø       WHAT TO ASK FOR: Most police departments keep two types of records: (1) the daily log, which just says “theft of automobile at 322 Delaware Avenue, 11:45 pm,” and (2) the incident report, which is the officer’s detailed write-up of everything he saw at the crime scene.  You can use the log to decide which incident reports are interesting to you, and request copies of those reports.  Under most state laws, you have a right to see them, unless revealing them would interfere with an ongoing investigation. 

Ø       HOW TO USE IT:  You can quote directly from the crime report, or use it for leads to interview witnesses and (if appropriate) victims.  You can also use logs and incident reports to develop stories about crime trends – the log will tell you if there have been a string of auto thefts or drug arrests in the area.  Also remember that many other government agencies get involved when there is an arrest, including: (1) the District Attorney (or Solicitor), who prosecutes the case, (2) the jail, which holds those arrested until trial or until they post bond, and (3) the criminal court for your county or circuit.  All of these agencies will also generate records that you can request if you are researching a particular case.  Once a criminal investigation is closed, the District Attorney will have a “case file” that is a public record. 

  

(3)              AUDIT REPORTS 

Ø       WHERE TO LOOK:  Your campus will have an internal auditor or a contract with an outside auditing company; either way, their reports are public records.  Your state Board of Regents may have its own auditor, or will be audited by the State Auditor. 

Ø       WHAT TO ASK FOR: State agencies, especially State Auditors (also known as the Auditor General or the Audit Bureau) are pretty sophisticated and most of them post their audit reports online, searchable by topic.  Use a search function to look for the word “college” or “regents” or the name of your school – or call and ask if your college has been audited, and request a copy of the report.  There are two types of audits.  “Financial audits” report on the way agencies spend money.  “Performance audits” look at the way government programs operate.  
Ø       HOW TO USE IT: A performance audit often exposes a breakdown in state health or safety programs that is important for your audience to know about.  For example, take a look at this audit of the Missouri financial aid program. It concludes, among other things, that four executives of the agency who resigned – or were fired – got a total of $2.3 million in “excessive” compensation, and that the agency paid out $1.5 million in bonuses to its executives: http://auditor.mo.gov/press/2007-56.pdf. That could be the beginning of a really interesting story – or series.  If you find an audit that has statewide scope, try to localize the story by talking with local experts, or find out whether the same problem exists locally on your campus. 

  

REMEMBER… 

§       Public records are “public” – it doesn’t matter why you want a copy.  You don’t need a justification to see a government document. 

§       If you are told you can’t see a document, make the agency give you a written explanation that cites a legal exemption. The burden is on the agency withholding the document to justify it under the law – not on you to cite a law entitling you to the document. 

§       Use the SPLC’s Open Records Request Generator to save time and research – it’s free and easy, and it’s available at: http://www.splc.org/foiletter.asp. You just fill in the information you want, who you want it from, and the state you’re in, and the Generator does the rest. 
  

  

For more information: 

Student Press Law Center 

1101 Wilson Blvd., Suite 1100 

Arlington, VA  22209 

703-807-1904 
splc@splc.org 

www.splc.org 

