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“I’m not an education reporter” 

Goals of this session: 

● Examples of public records requests in 
“education” journalism

● Inspire reporting on and off the education 
beat

● How to effectively track your requests 
when covering an education-related topic

● Navigating common obstacles when 
covering education/ education-adjacent 
topics

*Q&A at the end*

“I don’t really cover education”

“I write about ___, not education”



FERPA – like HIPAA but for academics

The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) is a federal law that affords 
parents the right to have access to their children’s education records, the right to seek to 
have the records amended, and the right to have some control over the disclosure of 
personally identifiable information from the education records. When a student turns 18 
years old, or enters a postsecondary institution at any age, the rights under FERPA 
transfer from the parents to the student (“eligible student”). The FERPA statute is found at 
20 U.S.C. § 1232g and the FERPA regulations are found at 34 CFR Part 99. – U.S. 
Department of Education

● There are two essential criteria for a document to be considered part of an 
“education record” under FERPA: (1) the record  must “directly relate” to a student, 
and (2) must be “maintained by an educational agency or institution or by a person 
acting for such agency or institution.” – Student Press Law Center

https://studentprivacy.ed.gov/faq/what-ferpa
https://splc.org/ferpa-what-it-means-and-how-it-works/
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Should be available online:
● Budgets
● Comprehensive Annual Financial Report 

○ your town/city’s audited report full of great background and fiscal facts about your 
school/community

To request from your district:
● Contracts: Teachers/staff, superintendents, vendors, administrators, architects, insurance, 

attorneys... (List/database of contracts)
● Staff data: salaries, overtime pay, turnover (year-to-year), evaluations
● Travel reimbursements: Superintendents, administrators, school committee members..
● Construction projects: bid records, construction records, check for lawsuits
● School choice records: Transfer requests, amounts spent on vouchers
● Accreditation reports: periodic reviews that can include a self-study and a final report
● Expenditures: You can request by quarter/month. Any unusually large  ticket items?
● Legal costs: How much is your district spending? Is there a pattern?

The universe of records in education

https://www.doe.mass.edu/edeval/faq.html?section=all


Use federal/state data to help you request documents

Ideas:
● Check what federal data is collected (on a biennial basis for civil rights data) – and 

request more up-to-date data from your district
○ https://civilrightsdata.ed.gov/ (U.S. Civil Rights Data Collection)
○ https://www2.ed.gov/rschstat/landing.jhtml?src=ft (other U.S. Department of Education 

data)

● For datasets with demographic breakdowns, look for disparities, and request 
documents from districts

○ https://profiles.doe.mass.edu/statereport/ssdr.aspx

● See if the US DOE Office of Civil Rights is investigating your district
○ https://ocrcas.ed.gov/open-investigations

https://civilrightsdata.ed.gov/
https://www2.ed.gov/rschstat/landing.jhtml?src=ft
https://profiles.doe.mass.edu/statereport/ssdr.aspx
https://ocrcas.ed.gov/open-investigations


https://www.wbur.org/news/2020/09/18/police-schools-arrest-reports-mass


● Found the state doesn’t track how 
often schools call 911 across 
Massachusetts

● Found Boston Public Schools 
reported 10 arrests for the 
2021-2022 school year to the state

○ Center for Juvenile Justice’s 
public records requests found 
111 arrests for the 2021-2022 
school year

https://www.boston25news.com/news/25-investigates/25-investigates-data-policing-ma-schools-is-spotty-mental-health-needs-rise/CMWZFJSU6VDRFLDKU6I4PAB32Y/


● We found a total of 666 
public school students 
disciplined for sexual assault 
– including rape – by schools 
across Massachusetts from 
2013 to 2022.

● When schools do respond to 
allegations and discipline 
students, 25 Investigates 
found those students are 
predominantly black and 
brown.

https://www.boston25news.com/news/local/25-investigates-racial-disparities-hundreds-students-disciplined-sex-assaults-ma-schools/CID5SJORJZBVNO4QSPQNV25N4M/#:~:text=RACIAL%20DISPARITIES%20IN%20DISCIPLINE&text=According%20to%2025%20Investigates'%20analysis,180%20were%20white%20students.




Think of impact from the beginning

Questions to ask: 

● What major education laws have passed in your state over the last decade?
● Which arrests are being reported? 

○ Request reports from police, school records of arrests/reporting those arrests to the 
state

● Who is being harmed? 
○ Who should be held accountable?

● Are laws/programs working as expected? 
○ Unexpected consequences?

● Are districts complying with laws/regulations? 
○ Is there a lack of regulations, or a loophole?

● Is one population of students being harmed over others?
○ Disproportionate enforcement?

● What education issues have your local/state representatives campaigned on?



Requesting documents/data for impactful stories

● Talk with local/state experts and community members about compliance issues
● Request records about problems with compliance with the law 
● Example in MA:

○ Get the context: request and analyze state school arrest data 
https://profiles.doe.mass.edu/ssdr/default.aspx?orgcode=00000000&orgtypecode
=0&=00000000&

● Investigate compliance: Pick a town and request records from police/schools of all 
arrests/citations/tickets/court and law enforcement referrals at schools and during 
off-campus school activities for past 5 years, Request records of spending on mental 
and behavioral health versus the money spent on policing. Search for lawsuits.

● Probe harm: Report out how arrests are impacting students and the community, what 
follow-up services if any are provided…

● Tip for request language: For data that districts have to report to state/federal 
agencies, find the survey forms and use the same language: 
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/2021-22-crdc-school-form.pdf

https://profiles.doe.mass.edu/ssdr/default.aspx?orgcode=00000000&orgtypecode=0&=00000000&
https://profiles.doe.mass.edu/ssdr/default.aspx?orgcode=00000000&orgtypecode=0&=00000000&
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/2021-22-crdc-school-form.pdf
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Investigation of over 1,500 pages of 
land appraisals, real estate agreements 
and internal emails between officials, 

offer a closer look at the school’s 
development process — which some 

critics say has not been transparent or 
involved the community in a 

meaningful way. 

● For nearly a year, three city offices met 
regularly to discuss potential locations 
for a new Near South Side High School

● By July 2021, the three entities were 
intent on pursuing a land-swap plan 
that included public housing land.  

● When Chicago Public Schools received 
an appraisal report that valued the 
Wabash land at $7.7 million, district 
counsel reached out to a second firm. 
The second firm valued the land at 
$10.275 million, then raised the value 
to $10.32 million.  

● If the land-swap deal did not get 
necessary approvals, CPS had a back 
up plan. 



“In community meetings Chicago Public 
Schools maintained that there were no 

other viable locations for the school, even 
as community members and elected 

officials asked the district to rethink its 
plan to use public housing land. Local 

activists have argued that the city should 
complete the construction of promised 

affordable housing on the Ickes land 
before building a school.”  

- Proved that “collaboration” between 
city agencies and the public did not 
occur 

- Placed light on how decisions are 
made within city offices 

- Held officials accountable on 
previous promises they made to the 
public 

- Investigation combined several 
“beats”; business, politics, education, 
environment

Importance



FOIA for story + other requests

- Environmental testing reports 
& site assessments 

- Land purchase agreements
- Sale Contracts
- Appraisal reports
- Emails between officials + 

attachments
- Presentations, plans, reports, 

memos, documents related to 
the property 

- Training materials & schedules
- Space utilization of schools & 

classrooms 
- Letters that public officials sent 

to other governmental offices 
- Proposal applications 
- Marketing materials 
- Letters of recommendation



MATT DRANGE
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https://drive.google.
com/file/d/1hrD5Nh
LmriP8kV_-kSaMIy
dRNxTZ2V5K/view
?resourcekey 

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1hrD5NhLmriP8kV_-kSaMIydRNxTZ2V5K/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1hrD5NhLmriP8kV_-kSaMIydRNxTZ2V5K/view?resourcekey
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1hrD5NhLmriP8kV_-kSaMIydRNxTZ2V5K/view?resourcekey
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1hrD5NhLmriP8kV_-kSaMIydRNxTZ2V5K/view?resourcekey
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1hrD5NhLmriP8kV_-kSaMIydRNxTZ2V5K/view?resourcekey
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1hrD5NhLmriP8kV_-kSaMIydRNxTZ2V5K/view?resourcekey


Request template for teacher disciplinary and settlement 
records we sent the 10 largest districts in every state
-“All separation agreements and settlements reached with current and former teachers who taught in the district 
between January 1, 2017 through the day this request is fulfilled.

-“All public records relating to any and all claims of misconduct against current and former teachers who taught in the 
district between January 1, 2017 through the day this request is fulfilled. Such public records should include, but not 
be limited to, all complaints; allegations; claims; investigatory reports; analyses; summaries; memoranda and/or 
notes; interview recordings; transcripts and/or notes; reviews; emails, text or other electronic messages, voicemails, 
and/or other communications and/or correspondence; determinations; decisions; orders; resignation letters; 
employment reclassification documents; offers in compromise and/or settlement agreements; termination and/or 
transfer papers; letters of reproval and/or other disciplinary actions, whether imposed or not; referrals to law 
enforcement, administrative, and/or licensing agencies, departments, and/or bodies; appeals; court filings and/or 
rulings; and all similar materials notwithstanding the use of other terminology, nomenclature, or categorization by this 
or other involved public agencies.”



Sorting through the data

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1tbIz4pmE2byLWkSHZZUcdqHUzSSfzdkODriopmMdp0Q/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1tbIz4pmE2byLWkSHZZUcdqHUzSSfzdkODriopmMdp0Q/edit?gid=393149944#gid=393149944


Request template for data showing adverse action on 
credential or license as reported to NASDTEC

“All adverse actions taken against teacher licenses or certificates as reported to 
the National Association of State Directors of Teacher Education and Certification 
(NASDTEC), including but not limited to public reprimands, denials, invalidations, 
annulments, revocations, suspensions, and voluntary surrenders, with the nature 
and description of the reason for action (i.e., sexual misconduct, breach of 
contract, incompetence, etc.) noted alongside the full names of every teacher, 
from January 1, 2017 through December 31, 2022.”



Potential hurdles to be aware of

● Unreasonable fees – not uncommon for districts to attempt to charge tens or even 
hundreds of thousands of dollars

● Districts opting not to use discretion under the law to release documents
● Districts citing state laws prohibiting the release of all public employee “personnel 

files” 
● Redactions that extend far beyond FERPA-protected information 
● Districts arguing that releasing information on teacher settlements is “not in the 

public’s interest” and would violate their privacy
● Neverending delays
● Districts claiming they have no way to locate responsive records
● Districts redacting the names of teachers from settlement/separation agreements
● States claiming they kept no record of what they reported to NASDTEC



Hit a dead end? Consider filing a ‘meta request’ 



Insert image

PUSH BACK
Remember: You have the public-interest argument.
As a journalist, don’t forget that your best asset is that you are paid to be a truth seeker. 



Invite a lawyer into the room (and bring examples)



Insert image

If you get a crazy $$ quote, odds are the district wants you to go away.
This works for them most of the time! Don’t let it. 



Insert image

Once you start negotiating, you’ll want to identify 

something you can live without (at least to start). 

Ideally, you can turn a high estimate into 

something more reasonable. 

(You can always go back to ask for more later!) 



Understand what can happen behind the scenes …



Other potential issues

● Student-identifying information is 
generally exempted under FERPA 
(possible that snippets of information 
were inadvertently released by the 
district) 

● If you request records regarding “sexual 
misconduct”, you may receive documents 
not specific to sexual misconduct or 
harassment, but rather other disciplinary 
issues 

● Often difficult to say how complete a 
given case file is

● Records often do not include law 
enforcement or court records that may 
exist 

● NASDTEC data is a substantial 
undercount (many states don’t disclose 
nature of the conduct) 



Lagniappe

Tipsheet via IRE and EWA 

Two add’l resources: 

● BoardDocs

● MuckRock

https://www.ire.org/training/conferences/ire-2024/ire-2024-tipsheets-and-audio/
https://www.muckrock.com/




Questions?
CD Davidson-Hiers
Email: 
DavidsonHiers@ewa.org 
I’m also on LinkedIn!
> CD Davidson-Hiers

Marina Villeneuve
Email: 
marina.villeneuve@gmail.com 

Jewél Jackson
Email: jmjwrites11@gmail.com  
X: @JewlJackson1

Matt Drange
Email: mdrange@insider.com   

mailto:DavidsonHiers@ewa.org
https://www.linkedin.com/in/cd-davidson-hiers-445a82286
mailto:marina.villeneuve@gmail.com
mailto:jewel.jackson99@gmail.com
mailto:mdrange@insider.com

