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See our website: http://wisconsinprisonvoices.org  and contact us at: 
iwoc.milwaukee@gmail.com 

 
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 short 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.  
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How can organizers use open records requests to build organizing? 
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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.  
 
 
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 
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, 
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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” 
 
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. 
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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.  
 
 
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.  
 
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 
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.  
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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.  
 
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.  
 
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.  
 

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. 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 
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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.  

 
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 we’ve found most 
useful to document in making requests.  
 
 
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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