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We have developed this material in several different formats, including a short 
manual, a long manual and a webinar (a video-call interactive training that 
people call into from their computers), and audio-recording of one of our 
interactive trainings . You are looking at the long manual right now. If you want 
another version of this material, please contact us.  
 
This training manual is intended primarily for use by people 
making open records requests of the Wisconsin Department of 
Corrections as part of organizing to support prisoner 
organizing. This information should be useful with some 
modifications if you’re making information requests of the DOC 
in different states, and with greater variation if you are making 
requests of other agencies since different bureaucracies 
require different tactics. See the final section of this manual, 
Applications for agencies beyond the Wisconsin Department of 
Corrections, for more on this. 
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Open records, goals, strategies and tactics 
 
Before we talk about how to use open records to your advantage, let’s talk about 
the bigger picture. Throughout this document we will imagine a committee of 
organizers who are working on a campaign. That campaign will have goals, the 
specific thing they are trying to achieve. These goals could be to close a particular 
prison, force out a notably abusive guard, eliminate a horrendous prison policy, 
or many other specific aims.  
 
Given your goals, the next question is strategy. How are you going to achieve 
those goals? If you want to change a particular prison policy, it’s crucial to know 
who can make that decision, if they’re vulnerable to public pressure, who they 
answer to, and what pressure points are.   
 
Once you have a strategy, you choose tactics to 
make that strategy happen. Open record requests 
are a tactic. They are not a strategy or a goal. The 
strategy could be to obtain some records, 
document a pattern, and use the information to 
put public pressure on particular institutions or 
individuals. It could be to get information to 
provide to people inside to make it easier for 
them to agitate other co-workers and do effective 
work stoppages. It could be to uncover shocking facts that can aid in media 
contact or recruitment.  
 
We start by talking about goals, strategies and tactics because it is important to 
remember that open record requests are only a tactic. In almost all 
circumstances, simply ‘getting the information out there’ will not achieve 
anything. You need to figure out how you are going to use this tactic as part of 
your strategy to achieve your goals.  
 
How can organizers use open records requests to build organizing? 
 
Information is a crucial part of developing a good strategy, effective tactics, and 
making alignment between your goals and methods. People in power lie and 
obscure things when talking to workers and speaking publicly. For institutions 

2 



defined as public, open records requests can be an opportunity to see 
information normally seen just by people with power, as well as to see what 
they’re saying to each other. There are a lot of possible uses for this information.  
 
If you're organizing against prisons, you can see: 
*policies, and when they change. There are a lot of circumstances where you 
might want to cite how the actions of guards goes against their own policies. 
Some regulations are posted publicly on DOC website, but much of it isn’t.  
*their evaluation of security threats, internal and external 
* how emails between different people go, see who key decision makers are.  
*what their actual policies on censorship are, how alert they are to stuff that’s 
being sent in, what they block.  
*a list of committees composed in part or wholly by DOC administrators, and then 
get their meeting notes.  
*If your local has sent mailings into the prisons and done agitational things for a 
while, search for the name of your group. See if they’re tracking you, and if so 
how closely. See if pressure actions you’ve done has had any clear impact or not.  
 
Tell incarcerated people that you are making these 
request, see what ideas they have to ask about, and 
if they’re interested in seeing results that you’re 
getting. Organizing should be accountable to people 
directly affected by the system, and with fighting 
against prison slavery that means talking 
systematically and regularly to incarcerated people 
about this research.  
 
 
How do you make an open records request? 
 
Be very specific on the information you are asking for. If you’re searching emails 
for use of a particular phrase by prison administrators’ emails, state which 
individuals or which ranks (wardens? Deputy wardens? Lieutenants? Everyone?) 
and what time range. If you have multiple options for submitting a request, email 
is preferable, since it’s fast and you can easily track what you requested and 
when. If you have to use written requests, make a scan or take a picture of the 
document, and consider using verification system when it arrives. If you have to 
make a request over the phone, consider recording the conversation (especially if 
your state is single-party consent) or afterwords sending an email to the agency 
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saying something like: “It was nice talking to you today, I look forward to getting 
[thing you asked for]” to establish a record. If you have to use an online request 
form, take a screenshot of the information you’re requesting. You don’t want to 
rely on their system for the records of what you requested and when you did it, 
since there could be problems if they’re trying to obstruct the request, or are 
badly organized.  
 
Have at least one person bottomline this process, and keep a spreadsheet of the 
requests you’ve made. Make note of who made the request, date they made it, 
and exact wording used. This will be important if you think there’s an unusually 
long delay in responding to the request, if you get back information different 
than you wanted. Make sure that the person making the request has enough time 
and enough time management skills to be able to effectively keep their eye on 
these requests, and send followup inquiries if necessary.  
 
In Wisconsin, the relevant law is Wis. Stats. §§ 19.31 - 19.37 
http://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/19/II/31 
It is not necessary to cite the specific statute, but 
people should be able to draw on this as needed, and 
know what the theoretical rights given by this law are. 
The National Freedom of Information Coalition has 
created form letters listing the statute for each state 
that’s available here. These can be helpful because 
they often include the statutory requirements for how 
quickly an agency must respond to a request and 
language asking for the request to be released for free.  
 
For Wisconsin Department of Corrections the info on making requests is here: 
https://doc.wi.gov/Pages/AboutDOC/PublicRecordsRequests.aspx 
It provides an email address that you can send inquiries to 
DOCPublicRecords@wisconsin.gov who will deal with some requests themselves 
or forward them to different areas, for prison-specific there are different people 
at each facility, different divisions of the DOC also have different people that 
handle requests. Response time to inquiries is usually 2-4 weeks.  
 
Here is an example of followup with the Wisconsin Department of Corrections. 
An IWOC member sent an initial request as an email on 6/28/18: “I am making an 
open records request for all emails that Columbia Correctional deputy warden 
Kalen Ruck sent on 6/25/18, 6/26/18, 6/27/18 and 6/28/18” 
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On 7/10/18, they sent a followup inquiry on the email chain: “I would like to 
followup on this open records requests, I have not received this information or 
any communications relating to it. What is happening with this open records 
request?” 
 
The next day they got this response 
“We strive to fill simple and straightforward public records requests within 10 
business days. We received and acknowledged receipt of your request on June 
29th. As of this writing, we have been in receipt of your request for only seven 
business days. 
In addition, a request involving an email search would not be considered simple 
given the review and search approval process involved, as well as the additional 
processing required by staff to locate and format responsive records prior to 
release.” 
Several weeks later, the IWOC member got a response to this request, 101 pages 
of emails from Kalen Ruck.  
 
Some campaigns will make a single open records 
request, get the information they asked for, and 
be done. Others will continue to make requests 
on a regular basis. Open records requests are a 
tactic, and how often they are used is part of 
your strategy. If your campaign is going to make 
many open records requests, it is worthwhile to 
keep track of them all in the same list. Once 
you’ve gotten the information and completed analysis, go back and add to the 
spreadsheet the cost of request, how much information you got, how long it took 
to analyze, and the organizing value to your campaign, low, medium, or high. 
Tracking this in a coherent way will help your committee identify how much 
value they’re getting from this, the cost in money and time, how much value, and 
what kinds of specific open record requests deliver more.  
 
If you will be making ongoing open records requests and part of this involves 
direct interaction with the person or people processing this request, it will be 
good to figure out a little about who these people are, what their attitudes are on 
things, how invested they are with maintaining the current institution. Generally 
speaking it is useful to be relatively polite and non-hostile if you’re directly 
interacting with people, since there’s no benefit in giving people reason to delay 
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requests more. These people are part of the institution you’re seeking to oppose, 
but they may not be emotionally invested in it or care overly that you’re seeking 
to get this information.  
 
What should you search for? 
 
Here are some things that Milwaukee IWOC has done open records requests for, 
and how they were useful. One thing to know about open records laws in general 
is that you can only request information or records that an agency has created, 
meaning you cannot request that the agency do any research and release it to 
you.  
 
For example, the Wisconsin DOC has established a Committee on Inmate and 
Youth Deaths for their prisons. As a result, the records of that committee and 
related to that committee, along with any documents they create, can be 
requested. However, if a state does not have any such committee, you cannot ask 
that the state compile a report of all deaths in their prisons under the open 
records law. 
 
Some issues might require multiple 
requests, first to figure out what is 
available and then a subsequent 
request to actually get the information. 
Take note of references to documents 
in emails or other communications, 
because sometimes an agency will 
allude to a document that would be 
helpful that you can then request.  
 
Request: Emails for a specific time range from the Secretary of the Department of 
Corrections 
Use: See overall process of the DOC, what gets forwarded to them, what isn’t. It 
helps to show secondary players that are more influential than they might seem. 
These emails have also shown of significant DOC committees 
 
Request: Emails for a specific time range from the warden of a particular prison 
Use: Gives overview of day to day of the prison, including meeting notes and 
overall processes. In some cases we’ve also been able to see how the warden has 
reacted to perceived security threats and their awareness of critical problems 
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with medical neglect at the institution. We’ve also done this specifically on the 
time range of a phone or email zap, to track if our action had any impact.  
 
Request: Emails for a specific time range from the security director of a particular 
prison 
Use: Shows day to day security operations, overview of disturbances, and daily 
notes on concerns or problems with institution.  
 
Request: Meeting notes for the Security Threats Group 
Use: A way to see the justifications DOC officials make, and 
the scale of over-reaction. It helps to see significant 
differences between the approach between different 
prisons.  Use is limited somewhat by intense redactions for 
these notes.  
 
Request: Roster of all prisoners incarcerated at a particular 
prison.  
Use: Expand contacts for mass mailings in areas with active 
campaigns, or where we haven’t been able to gather as 
many contacts.  
 
See more of different uses of open records requests here: 
https://wisconsinprisonvoices.org/institution/open-records/ 
 
Anticipating costs 
Depending on the specific institutions, for any given open records request there 
may no financial cost, there may be a minor cost, or they may be a significant 
cost needed to obtain the record. Your committee should discuss this issue before 
you start making requests, review specific procedures and your understanding of 
what likely costs are. If you’re affiliated with an IWW branch, it would be good to 
make a financial motion for estimated expenses of this in advance, to not compel 
individuals to bear the cost of this request. You should also have general 
discussion on what you’re willing to spend on this. There are two aspects of this 
decision. 1) How much can your group afford on this expense? 2) How much 
money do you want to put in to this system? 
Do people in your committee and branch feel comfortable spending $25 to the 
prison system to get records that may have value with organizing? Would people 
be comfortable spending $200? Having this discussion early on will make it easier 
if individuals have very different ideas on this.  
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It may be wise to set a maximum amount you would pay and tell them ahead of 
time what that is. You can also ask for an itemized list of the expenses to make 
sure they aren’t overcharging you. Some agencies have a standard where they 
assume that by making the request, you are willing to pay up to e.g. $25, but 
won’t do more work than that without contacting you first. 
 
With obtaining emails from Wisconsin prison administrators, often a range of 3 
days or less will be free, but more than 3 days worth of emails costs $100+. It has 
generally be useful for Milwaukee IWOC to make requests for 3 days at a time, 
delaying the process, but reducing costs. For some things, though, we have been 
willing to pay to get records we were requesting.  
 
How do you analyze information you get from open records? 
 
A specific person will usually make a particular 
request, and that person should save the records, and 
distribute among everyone in your committee. People 
should make themselves replaceable, and not require 
all access to this information to go through one 
person.  
 
When it is strategic and applicable to do so, consider 
keeping all these records and your analysis online 
publicly. In cases where it is already public knowledge 
that a group is organizing, this can help others access 
it quickly. 
 
Have people who are highly involved in the 
organizing scan through as much of the records as you have time for, to get a 
sense of what is there. This will help 1) see if there was stuff you requested that 
was not sent 2) if there's things in there that you weren't expecting to find 3) if 
there's anything that needs to be acted on quickly, a game-changer that should 
immediately shift how you are organizing 
 
Based on what's in there, figure out what format you want to use for taking notes. 
For instance, contact info should probably be in a spreadsheet, inflammatory 
quotes from administrators should probably be collected in a word document.  
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Try to break the task up somewhat. If you have a 900 page document, 
having several people look at sections may make more sense than one person 
tackling it. This does create the danger of stuff being fragmented, and people not 
seeing connections the may have otherwise, depending on the nature of the 
documents you should be conscious of this. Some redundancy here is okay, it’s 
better that two people read the same section and make notes on the same thing 
rather than one person going through and missing a potentially useful piece of 
information.  

 
When you’re asking people to help with analyzing these records, consider 

how much background knowledge on the organizing efforts someone needs in 
order to make sense of information, and also how tedious it’s going to be to get 
through.  

 
Have one or more people bottomline this effort. If your group is involved 

with intense organizing situation, there will likely be a lot of demands on your 
time, and going through a pile of records may not seem as much of a priority. In 
order to have this not fall through the cracks, have at least one person who will 
keep their eye on the big picture, check in with volunteers to have them keep 
doing stuff or replace people who don't 
follow through, and bring analysis to 
completion.  

 
When writing summaries of records, 

you don't want to miss important details, but 
you also don't want to have an end result 
that's too long or technical to read. There 
might need to be several levels of this, 200 
pages or records that becomes  10 pages of notable quotes, that becomes a 3 page 
summary of these quotes (with citations) that becomes a one page press release 
or statement for general consumption. Each of those documents will have value 
in different situations, consider your audience and what information they will 
find useful.  
 

The records you get will have some sensational information, stuff that may 
be good agitational points in talking to people about how abusive this system is, 
specific things that people in power might find embarrassing to be publicized. 
Most of the information will be non-sensational, though, things that 
administrators and the public may not care if you declare publicly. There is still 
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going to be valuable stuff in the non sensational material, in helping to see who 
true decision makers are on different things, see who forwards emails higher up 
the chain of command the most, understand better how this system operates day 
to day. That will likely take more patience to uncover, but it can be very 
significant in building up your campaign.  
 
As of 11/27/18 this is the core template for the Milwaukee IWOC open records 
spreadsheet: 
 

Request made What asked for 
Got 
info on 

Size of 
File 

Cost 
involved 

Who 
Filled 

Organizing value of 
records? 

       

       

       

 
These are the things that it’s most useful to document in making requests.  
Request made is the date that you made the request.  
What asked for is word for word the information you requested. It’s important to 
copy and paste this request rather than summarize, since specificity matters. If 
you get information different than what you wanted, you can go back to this 
column and see 
Got info on is the date you got a response, you can use this and the request made 
date to see how long requests generally take.  
Size of file is useful to see the scope of what you’re getting, and track whether or 
not larger record requests take longer or have more cost.  
Cost involved is useful for figuring out overall capacity of the project. See the 
section on anticipating costs for more strategies on this.  
Who filled is important for a collective project, to followup with people on specific 
records they requested. It also makes it easy to see how many people are 
involved in doing requests, what your group’s capacity is.  
Organizing value of records is a brief qualitative summary (High, medium, low) 
made after analysis of the record. It is useful to track this to see if certain types of 
information requests prove more or less useful to your efforts.  
 
Limitations of Open Records Requests: 
State agencies will probably not turn over some  of the most strategically useful 
information unless they’re careless. They may deny or redact some requests 
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Getting this kind of information is a useful tool, but it can’t fight a campaign for 
you. You can get inflammatory or strategically useful data on prison 
administrators, but if there’s no capacity to publicize the info or engage in 
followup pressure, the info will just sit there.  
 
You need more than to prove your cause is righteous to win. Think about how 
your committee will weaken the power of prison authorities, and build more 
power for prisoners.  
 
Provide regular updates of information you gather to 
incarcerated people to keep your work responsive and guided 
towards people directly affected.  
 
 
Example of an Open Records Requests 
 
See below emails that were sent to Wisconsin DOC public 
records, it presents an example of how this process often 
works. As you can see, the key points are specific requests and 
followup. This was done early in Milwaukee IWOC’s open 
records request process, later IWOC members learned from the experience and 
were able to make more detailed requests initially, saving time.  
 
8/7/17 
From: j.smith@gmail.com 
To: docpublicrecords@wisconsin.gov 
I am interested in making open records requests for the following terms, between 
the time range of April 1, 2016 and August 1, 2017: 
"Industrial Workers of the World" 
"Incarcerated Workers Organizing Commitee" 
"Dying to Live" 
"Voices Behind Wisconsin Prison Gates" 
 
Can you give me more information on how I would do this, and to who I 
should direct this request? 
 
Regards, 
Jacob Smith 
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---------------------------------------- 
August 8 
From: DOC 
To: Jacob Smith 
We received your public records request copied below. You have submitted your 
request to the correct email address. 
However, we will require some additional information in order to assign and 
process your request. 
What documents or it what manner would you expect the specified terms to 
appear in our records? 
The Wisconsin Department of Corrections is 
committed to openness and transparency, which 
includes fulfilling its obligations under Wisconsin's 
Public Records Law (Wis. Stats. §§ 19.31 - 19.37). 
However, unless the scope of your request can be 
sufficiently narrowed, it may be unduly burdensome 
for the agency to attempt to locate responsive records 
without receiving further clarification. 
 
Regards, 
Scott MacLauchlin 
Public Records Manager 
Office of Legal Counsel 
WI Department of Corrections 
608.240.5045 
 
August 22.  
From: Jacob 
To: DOC 
The documents requested are all memos, meeting notes and emails that contain 
these terms. 
 
August 22 
From: DOC 
To: Jacob 
Our email searches are account specific. 
 Please indicate the individual(s) whose email account you are requesting to be 
searched. 
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August 22 
From: Jacob 
To: DOC 
All wardens and sergeants employed by the DOC 
 
August 23 
From: DOC 
To: Jacob 
In total, there are over 1600 wardens and correctional sergeants employed by 
DOC. 
 
Our email search software is restricted to analyzing 
specific, individual email accounts. Initiating such a 
search on over 1,000 separate email accounts would 
impose such a burden on our records custodians that 
normal functioning of our operations would be severely 
impaired. 
 
State statute allows for fees to be charged to a requester 
for locating records, including email, with prepayment 
due in advance. The location fees billed to you for 
searching hundreds of employee email accounts will be 
substantial, especially when considering the 
sixteen-month period specified as the date range for the 
search. 
 
Searching memos and meeting notes potentially 
responsive to your request would include manual searches and may also, to the 
extent necessary to locate such records, negatively affect the daily operations of 
DOC. Such an impact is a determinant of whether a request may be denied as 
unduly burdensome. 
 
I am available to work with you to reduce the scope of your public records 
request to a level that is both manageable and economically practical for all 
concerned. Please contact me if I can be of any further assistance in doing so. 
 
August 23 
From: Jacob 
To: DOC 
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Limit the search to just wardens then 
 
August 25 
From: DOC 
To: Jacob 
This is to acknowledge receipt of your public 
records request attached below. 
 
I have forwarded your request to the appropriate 
records custodians for processing. 
 
 
September 22 
From: Jacob 
To: DOC 
What is the status of this request? 
 
September 22 
From: DOC 
To: Jacob 
As of Wednesday 9/13, email being reviewed for any necessary redactions. 
 
October 11 
From: Jacob 
To: DOC 
What is the status of this request? This seems to be a long delay.  
 
[2 hours after this last email, got the records, 715 pages, in two files  from 
Bonnie.Utech@wisconsin.gov  ] 
 
 
Applications for agencies beyond the Wisconsin Department of Corrections 
 

Basics of open records requests for prisons outside of Wisconsin: 
 
Review the local laws that govern open records for your state. Be able to draw on 
this if needed. Much of the material on what to ask for and how to use this 
information should be applicable to your effort. If you find things are going 
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significantly different or you’ve come across other approaches, let us know at 
iwoc.milwaukee@gmail.com so we can update this training.  
 

Basics for agencies other than prison systems: 
 
Become familiar with the relevant norms and procedures for the institution you 
want to get information from. This manual’s general guidelines and suggestions 
for analyzing information and followup will likely be useful, 
but the other sections may or may not be applicable depending 
on specific conditions. If this is of limited application then 
experiment, document, and write your own training, and help 
spread it to other people. This assumes a context within the 
United States, and may have less application for others regions. 
 
Processing time for requests can vary widely, and that’s one of 
the biggest factors in how useful this tool will be to you. Figure 
out what the stated procedures are for getting a response to 
information requests, but more importantly test by asking for information, and 
calculate how long the average delay is.  
 
If you are making a request for a public university rather than the police or 
prisons, there will be less obvious basis to deny things for security reasons. There 
are likely other limiting factors in play, though. One common one is for very few 
staff working on open records requests, which compels long delays even for 
straightforward requests. Figure out what information the institution has already 
assembled and just needs to send to you, versus which information it would have 
to generate.  
 
As well as different processes for obtaining information, you will need different 
organizing models to fight bosses, the police and ICE than you would use in 
fighting prisons. Figure out the distinct goals, strategies and tactics of your work 
and make open record requests accordingly. In particular, if you are organizing 
at a workplace and want to stay under the radar, there is a different context for 
making open record requests than a group that is already public in its opposition 
to prisons or police. Don’t try to copy and paste strategies and tactics from a 
different context, organizing doesn’t work like that.  
 
If you have any questions, or feedback for improving this training resource, 
please send them to us at iwoc.milwaukee@gmail.com 
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