
Public Records and Freedom of Information Act Requests: 
An Underutilized Tool for Change 

Here are examples of ways Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) and California Public Records Act (PRA) 
requests have been used at the Youth Law Center.   

Agency to Whom the 
Request was Directed 

 

What was Requested How the Information was Used 

California Department of       
Health Services and California 
Youth Authority (now Division   
of  Juvenile Facilities) 

Records of development of  
licensing requirements for 
correctional institutions; agency 
participation in developing  
licensing legislation; and agency  
plans to license inpatient beds in 
juvenile facilities.  

Used to establish facts for complaint challenging failure to 
license inpatient beds in juvenile facilities, showing agency 
knowledge of licensing laws, earlier plans to comply and 
subsequent failure to act over many years; also used for 
deposition questions in the case. Correspondence from 
the state agency established clear knowledge by the     
agency that they needed to comply with licensing laws. 

County Chief Probation      
Officers 

Records of delay in placing youth   
who already had their disposition 
hearing. 

Used in articles on placement delay; used to support  
proposed legislation strengthening post-disposition review   
of cases; unintended good consequence was that    
requesting the data resulted in youth being placed more 
quickly because of perceived pressure in counties      
receiving the request . 

County Administrative Officers 
and Juvenile Court Judges 

Contracts and other materials 
governing appointed counsel 
requirements and compensation. 

Used to better understand current contract provisions and 
compensation for appointed delinquency counsel; to 
substantiate the need for delinquency specific contracts      
and improved compensation schemes; also used to       
develop  model contract elements for appointed      
delinquency counsel; findings from the responses were 
analyzed and included in  a law review on contracts for 
appointed counsel. 

County Chief Probation      
Officers 

Information about how incompetent 
youth are handled in the county. 

Used to support law review proposing the need for juvenile 
competence legislation; used in the legislative process to 
provide information about current practice; used in training  
of juvenile court professionals.  Data helped to establish     
that many probation departments are confused about legal 
standards for competence, that incompetent youth are in 
custody for lengthy periods, and that competence is not 
systematically tracked. 

Presiding Judge,  Probation,     
and County Administrative   
Officer of a County 

Information about plans to try  
juveniles by remote video-
conferencing, with all the other   
parties in the courtroom. 

Used to support writ challenging plans to conduct juvenile 
hearings by videoconference - to show that the authorities   
did not go through proper rulemaking process to move 
forward; that the decision was made without regard to the 
impact on counsels’ ability to represent youth and the  
youths’ rights, and was done solely for fiscal reasons, to  
glean information about the substantial cost of the      
proposed project.  Also used in media coverage of the 
proposal and legal challenges. 

State Superintendent  of       
Public  Instruction and State 
Department of Education  

Records documenting to what     
extent special education programs   
in juvenile court and county  
community schools were included    
in the state’s special education 
monitoring processes.  

Records confirmed that the schools serving juvenile justice 
youth were not monitored by the state for their special 
education programs.  A demand letter was sent and the    
state began to conduct on site special education      
verification reviews of juvenile court schools.  



 
County Chief Probation Officer Records related to education, 

programming and recreation    
provided to youth detained in a  
county-run juvenile detention      
center.   

Sent after a demand letter challenging conditions of 
confinement of youth who were waiting to be tried as      
adults.  The records were used to confirm that the youth   
were being denied access to schools, adequate recreation, 
other programming and outdoor time.  All the issues were 
eventually resolved without litigation.  

Local School District, Local  
Police Department and       
County Sheriff’s Department  

Records related to the school   
district’s discipline policies,   
alternative school policies and 
violence/gang prevention      
programs.   Records related to use  
of school resource officers by the 
school district and the police and 
sheriff department’s involvement in  
the district‘s violence and gang 
prevention programs.  

Used to confirm that that the school district was unlawfully 
suspending/ expelling and/or involuntarily transferring      
youth to alternative schools based on suspected gang 
affiliation.  Students were given a “Notice of Concern for  
Gang Affiliation and Activity.”  A demand letter was sent      
and the district rescinded the policy.  

State Division of Juvenile    
Justice  

Records related to juvenile parole 
process; policies and procedures 
 of the parole board, and parole 
services to youth.  

Used to establish the absence of policies and          
procedures governing juvenile parole and the need for 
improved due process protections and assistance of     
counsel in juvenile parole proceedings. Used in drafting a 
federal civil rights complaint that resulted in ground-    
breaking changes in juvenile parole. 

Local School District  Records related to a school      
district’s truancy policies and the 
actions of this School Attendance 
Review Board (SARB).   

Used as part of an investigation into the involuntary  
placement of youth in alternative schools through the      
SARB process. The investigation is also looking at the role  
of the local district attorney in the SARB process and to     
what extent youth are being referred to juvenile court    
through this process. 
 

County Superintendent of  
Schools and County Probation 
Chief 

Records related to educational 
programs provided to juvenile     
justice youth detained in county 
juvenile halls.  

Used to investigate educational programs found in juvenile 
court schools, and demonstrating variations from state law 
requirements. Helpful for individual and systemic advocacy.

County Sheriff and County     
Child Welfare Shelter 

Records of calls to law enforce-    
ment and detention of child welfare 
children in juvenile detention       
center. 

Used to demonstrate that shelter was using law     
enforcement and delinquency filings as a disciplinary 
mechanism for children at the child welfare shelter, 
contributing to crossover cases and improperly detaining   
child welfare children. 

 
Resources:  
 
The federal Freedom of Information Act is at 5 U.S. Code § 552. 
The California Public Records Act is at California Government Code §' 6520 
The National Freedom of Information Coalition has links to freedom of information laws by state (available at 
http://www.nfoic.org/state-foi-resources) 
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