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ATHENS, Ohio — An audit of public-records access on 15 public college campuses in Ohio
found that departmental offices did not comply with Ohio’s Public Records Act more than 75 per-
cent of the time, either by denying access to public records, not making the records available during
normal business hours, or requiring record-seekers to provide personal information not required
under the law. Nearly 60 percent of the records could not be obtained.

The audit, conducted by members of the Ohio University chapter of the Society of
Professional Journalists, sought a total of 88 common records
across all 15 campuses. Of those requests, just 21 — or 24 per-
cent — were provided “no questions asked,” as required under
state law. While students were able to view 15 additional records
(17.9 percent) after providing personal information or stating the
reasons for the request, nearly twice as many requests — 27, or
30.7 percent — were denied, and a similar amount — 25, or
28.4 percent — found offices closed during normal business hours, office workers unwilling to deal
with requests, “absent” employees, or claims that the records were otherwise “unavailable.”

The records sought included lists of faculty salaries, donor names, and reported crimes on
campus. Other records that were sought included minutes of faculty meetings, operating budgets of
academic departments, and the résumés of the chairs of academic departmenst. 

Rather than identify themselves as journalists to the media-affairs offices of the universities,
the student auditors instead went to various campus offices where they thought most students
would expect to find such records. Although some students found office workers helpful and accom-
modating, others were met with suspicion, hostility, and interrogations by departmental administra-
tors. Several auditors were told that such records are either not for the public or not for students.

Students had the best access to faculty salaries and campus crime reports, although only in
the 50-60 percent range. None of the schools provided lists of donors’ names without at least some
conditions, even though the state’s Sunshine Law Update of 2005 clearly states that “The only
(donor) records that are publicly available are the names and reported addresses of actual
donors, and the date, amount, and conditions of the actual donation.”

The faculty advisor of the SPJ chapter, journalism professor Bill Reader, said while the audit
isn’t perfect, it does reveal an important problem on public campuses in Ohio.

“This isn’t a scientific study, and I’m sure we would have gotten different results on different
days,” Reader said. “But the basic findings aren’t surprising — that most campus offices simply
don’t know their responsibilities under Ohio’s public records law.”

These preliminary results of the audit are being announced in observation of Sunshine Week,
an annual, national effort to raise awareness of freedom-of-information issues at the local, state, and
federal levels. A more complete report of the OU-SPJ audit, including responses from university
officials, is planned for release in the coming weeks.
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In the fall of 2005, members of the Ohio University
chapter of the Society of Professional Journalists
decided to test Ohio’s public colleges to see how well
they complied with Ohio’s Open Records Act. The

goal, however, was not to see how easy it would be for
journalists to obtain records from the university’s adminis-
trative offices, but rather how easy it would be for average
students to obtain records that might interest them from
the various campus offices most likely to keep those
records.

In December and January, when the administrative
offices of the schools were open, auditors sought six
records at each of the 15 four-year colleges governed by
the Ohio Board of Regents. The records were all mun-
dane, common records that are required to be kept by
public universities — the minutes of faculty meetings, lists
of crimes reported on campus, operating budgets of aca-
demic departments, lists of donors’ names and the
amounts they gave, lists of faculty salaries, and the resumes
of department administrators. An open-records lawyer for
the Ohio Coalition for Open Government advised us that
those records should be public records under Ohio law.

To that end, each of the two dozen student “auditors”
went to a departmental office at a public college where
such records likely would be kept. Because the law says any
person may see any public record for any reason, students
did not identify themselves or their reasons for seeking the
records, and if asked to provide such information as a con-
dition of seeing the records, the students were to ask: “Do
I have to provide that information to see the record?”

Auditors were to keep notes as to whether each record
was provided without questioning, if the record was pro-
vided with conditions not stipulated under the law, if
access to the record was denied (and why), and whether
the record was unavailable (and why). Auditors also kept
notebooks of their experiences.

What follows is a summary of the initial findings of the
audit. A full report will follow in about three months, once
auditors have completed the follow-up analysis and infor-
mation gathering.
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Summary of findings

88 Total requests for public records at 15 public 4-year colleges.
Six records were sought on 13 campuses, and five records were
sought on two campuses. 

27 Times student auditors
were referred to
another office.

21 Times requests were
granted, no questions
asked, as required by
public-records law.

15 Times requests were
granted with condi-
tions not allowed
under law.

27 Times access was
denied.

25 Times documents were
said to be unavailable
at time of request.

23.9% 36 Times students were
able to gain access to
records.40.9%

67 Instances of non-
compliance with
Ohio’s Public
Records Act.76.1%

52 Times students were
unable to gain access
to records.59.1%

17.0%

30.7%

28.4%

11Times access was
delayed for legal
review, as allowed
under current law.

General findings
Auditors sought six records at the 15 four-year

public colleges in Ohio. Only two requests were not
made due to auditors’ errors. Records sought were
determined to be common enough to likely be avail-
able in some form. Records were sought during nor-
mal business hours at campus offices that were
believed to most likely retain the records sought. 

    



Summary of findings

“In order to obtain inspection of a public record, a
requester must simply request such access to the pub-
lic record. Although no specific language is required
to make a request, the requester must at least identify
the records requested with sufficient clarity so that the
public office can identify, retrieve and review the
records.”

— 2005 Ohio Sunshine Laws Update

Times students had to
give their names to
view records.

7
Times students had to
give reasons why they
wanted to see records.

10

22

Times students had to
ID themselves as stu-
dents to view records.

Times students were
asked to provide per-
sonal information not
required by law.

5

“Where the decision whether to disclose a record is a close
call, a public office should disclose it. If a statute expressly
states that specific records of a public office are public, it
does not mean that all other records of that office are pro-
tected from disclosure. Additionally, the exemptions to the
Public Records Act, which are discussed more fully later,
should be narrowly construed. If a record does not clearly
fit within an exemption, the public office must disclose the
record.”

— 2005 Ohio Sunshine Laws Update

Times students were
told a record was 
“not public.”

16
Times request was
denied because super-
visor was not on hand.

13
Times request was
denied because
auditor was student.

4

‘Any person may obtain 
public records without having 
to state the reason.’

‘The Public Records Act 
is to be interpreted liberally 
in favor of disclosure.’ 

33 Denials based on igno-
rance of open-records
laws.

Illegal conditions & denials

         



Summary of findings

44 Instances in which
prompt access was
denied.

“An individual has two basic rights, and in turn, a
public officehas two primary corresponding obliga-
tions under the Public Records Act: 1. Prompt inspec-
tion of public records; and 2. Upon request, copies of
public records within a reasonable amount of time. ... 

‘Prompt’ means without delay and with reasonable
speed, but this standard must be judged within the
context of the circumstances in each individual case.
This standard also contemplates the opportunity for
legal review. ... 

A request cannot be denied or delayed on the
grounds that fulfilling it interferes with the operation
of the public office. ...

When must a public office allow inspection of
records? At all reasonable times during regular busi-
ness hours. Regular business hours mean established
business hours. ...

If a public office is not sure whether a record should
be released, is it best just to deny the request? No. In
the context of a public records request, automatically
saying “no” creates more problems than it solves. In
all but the most routine situations, the right response
to a public records request is that “it depends” — or
perhaps more properly, “we will be happy to allow
inspection or provide copies to the extent permissible
as soon as our legal counsel has had an opportunity to
review them.”

— 2005 Ohio Sunshine Laws Update

Times request denied
because a supervisor
was not on hand.*

13
Times request was
denied because office
was “too busy.”

4

11

Times records were
unavailable due to
closed office, incom-
plete records, or absent
person.*

Instances in which
access was delayed for
review as allowed
under law.

27

Times request was
postponed pending
legal advice.

8
Times request was
postponed pending
administrative advice.

3

‘Prompt means without delay
and with reasonable speed.’

Denials, illegal delays & legal delays

*The law makes the office, not individuals within
the office, responsible for compliance with the
Public Records Act.

      



Summary of findings

“A ‘record’ is any item that: 1. Contains informa-
tion stored on a fixed medium (such as paper, com-
puter, film, etc.); 2. Is created, received, or sent under
the jurisdiction of a public office; and 3. Documents
the organization, functions, policies, decisions, proce-
dures, operations or other activities of the office. ...

May a draft of a public record itself be a public
record? Yes, depending on whether the definition of a
“record” discussed earlier has been satisfied. If the
draft documents the organization, policies, functions,
decisions, procedures or other activities of a public
office, it is a ‘record.’ ...

Virtually all records about donors or potential
donors to a public institution of higher education are
exempt from public disclosure. The only records that
are publicly available are the names and reported
addresses of actual donors, and the date, amount, and
conditions of the actual donation. ...

Are resumes submitted for public employment pub-
lic records? Yes. The Ohio Supreme Court has clearly
stated that such records are unquestionably available
for public inspection. ...

Minutes of a public body’s meetings are open for
public inspection. ...

— 2005 Ohio Sunshine Laws Update

u

    

BUDGET
Operating budget for an academic depart-
ment.

13.3% 20.0% 60.0% 6.7%

‘Unless otherwise exempt, 
a public record is a ‘record’ 
kept by a public office.’

GRANTED GRANTED w/
CONDITIONS

DENIED UNAVAILABLE

53.3% 6.7% 0% 40.0%
GRANTED GRANTED w/

CONDITIONS
DENIED UNAVAILABLE

0% 20.0% 46.7% 33.3%
GRANTED GRANTED w/

CONDITIONS
DENIED UNAVAILABLE

7.1% 13.3% 28.6% 50.1%
GRANTED GRANTED w/

CONDITIONS
DENIED UNAVAILABLE

7.1% 35.7% 28.6% 28.6%
GRANTED GRANTED w/

CONDITIONS
DENIED UNAVAILABLE

60.0% 6.7% 20.0% 13.3%
GRANTED GRANTED w/

CONDITIONS
DENIED UNAVAILABLE

u

               

CRIMES
A list of dorm crimes from most recent
term.

u

   

DONORS
A list of the names of actual donors, and
the date/amount of donations.

u

   

MINUTES**
The most recently approved 
minutes of a faculty meeting.

u

   

RÉSUMÉ**
The résumé of the top administrator of an
academic department.

u

   

SALARIES
A list of salaries of faculty members who
are public employees.

* The six records sought were all deemed to be public by an open-
records lawyer retained by the Ohio Coalition for Open
Government and the Ohio Newspaper Association. Records were
sought between 9 a.m. and 5 p.m. during the normal work week,
primarily Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. In addition to the
findings at right, 31.5% of total requests were labled as “record
unavailable” due to closed offices, absent office staff, claims that
the records “weren’t ready yet,” and claims that the records
weren’t kept at the office in question (with no referral to the
location of the appropriate location of the records).

Access requests by document type*

** Minutes were not sought at University of Cincinnati. 
Résumé was not sought at Ohio State University.

   



Summary of findings

GRANTED GRANTED w/
CONDITIONS

DENIED UNAVAILABLE

u

   

UNIV. OF AKRON

2 1 1 2
GRANTED GRANTED w/

CONDITIONS
DENIED UNAVAILABLE

4 1 1 0
GRANTED GRANTED w/

CONDITIONS
DENIED UNAVAILABLE

1 2 2 1

GRANTED GRANTED w/
CONDITIONS

DENIED UNAVAILABLE

1 2 1 1
GRANTED GRANTED w/

CONDITIONS
DENIED UNAVAILABLE

1 2 2 1
GRANTED GRANTED w/

CONDITIONS
DENIED UNAVAILABLE

0 2 1 3

GRANTED GRANTED w/
CONDITIONS

DENIED UNAVAILABLE

2 1 2 1
GRANTED GRANTED w/

CONDITIONS
DENIED UNAVAILABLE

1 0 3 2
GRANTED GRANTED w/

CONDITIONS
DENIED UNAVAILABLE

0 0 1 5

GRANTED GRANTED w/
CONDITIONS

DENIED UNAVAILABLE

1 0 2 2
GRANTED GRANTED w/

CONDITIONS
DENIED UNAVAILABLE

0 0 5 1
GRANTED GRANTED w/

CONDITIONS
DENIED UNAVAILABLE

1 2 3 0

GRANTED GRANTED w/
CONDITIONS

DENIED UNAVAILABLE

3 1 0 2
GRANTED GRANTED w/

CONDITIONS
DENIED UNAVAILABLE

3 1 1 1
GRANTED GRANTED w/

CONDITIONS
DENIED UNAVAILABLE

1 0 2 3

u

                               

BOWLING GREEN UNIV. u

  

CENTRAL STATE UNIV.

u

  

UNIV. OF CINCINNATI* u

  

CLEVELAND STATE UNIV. u

  

KENT STATE UNIV.

u

  

MEDICAL UNIV. OF OHIO u

  

MIAMI UNIV. u

  

N.E. OHIO UNIV. OF MEDICINE

u

  

OHIO STATE UNIV.* u

  

OHIO UNIV. u

  

SHAWNEE STATE UNIV.

u

  

UNIV. OF TOLEDO u

  

WRIGHT STATE UNIV. u

  

YOUNGSTOWN STATE UNIV.

Individual college results
(not including cases in which records were
unavailable at the time of the audit)

NOTE: The point of this audit was to test the ability of average students to obtain records from campus
offices where people might reasonably expect to find such records. The participants in this study DID
NOT test the abilility of people to obtain records through the top administration offices of the above
institutions or from public-record respositories known to most working journalists — if they had, we are
confident that compliance with the Public Records Act would have been nearly universal. The above
findings do not necessarily reflect any policy or established practices at the institutions, but rather the
lack of awareness and understanding of Ohio’s Public Records Act among rank-and-file employees of the
colleges and universities.

* Due to reporter errors, faculty meeting minutes were not sought at the
Univ. of Cincinnati and a résumé was not sought at Ohio State University.

     



Summary of findings
Reporters’ notes

Following are a few observations from student
auditors. Auditors were asked to keep journals of
their interactions with university workers.

“I asked the secretary in the office if I could see the list of
donors, and she asked what I needed it for. I asked if she
needed to know this in order to show me (the records).
She then told me (the records) are not public files and she
is not allowed to show them to me. I replied that I am sure
they are public records, and she said she needed her super-
visor in order to give me access to the files. She told me to
come back on Monday because that is when her supervisor
would be present. She was very short with me the entire
conversation.” — Shelley Opremcak

“The campus police records division was the most
helpful. Without any questions asked, the officer
pulled up 107 pages of crimes in dorms the last
semester. The copies were free.” — Heather irish

“They were helpful but said they could not give me a list of
over 700 donors’ information. They said they were unsure
if that was public information and would have to check
with their supervisor, who was out. They said the comput-
ing staff may not even do that for me, and said it would
take a long time if they could.” — Hana Bieliauskas

“I was greeted in a friendly manner by the woman at the
first desk. When I asked for the budget, she looked at me,
stunned and quizzical, and answered with an immediate
‘no.’ She then asked me why I wanted it. We went through
the banter of whether or not I needed a reason. A woman
in the back piped up and asked if I was a student. I asked if
I needed to be a student. She looked at me like I was
insane. The second woman asked me to leave my name and
said I could not have a copy of the operating budget. The
first one said that was something they didn’t have or give
out in this manner. The second jumped in and told me they
did have detailed records, but they were unavailable at this
time.” — Meredith Jensen

         



Summary of findings
Reporters’ notes

Following are a few observations from student
auditors. Auditors were asked to keep journals of
their interactions with university workers.

“The dean was very friendly and when I requested his
résumé he went into his office and made me a copy. He
asked me why I wanted to see it, and I told him I just
wanted to see it. He then asked if it was for someone
else. I said yes. He asked me no further questions and
gave me the document.” — Meghan Nicholson

“(The person) was extremely skeptical. Asked me who I
was, then asked why I wanted to see the résumé. Called me
‘rude’ when I asked if I had to give a reason in order to see
the document ” — Jen Hug

“I said I wanted to see a copy of the list of actual donors to the
university with the nature of their donations and amounts. She
asked me why I wanted to see it. I asked if it was necessary. She
said she needed to tell the development office personnel some-
thing. So I explained it was for my organization. She made me
explain my organization and why I wanted to see it. ... She told
me to wait and she would check with her supervisors. After a
minute she returned and told me she could not give me access
to the list of donors. I asked why. She told me it was to protect
the privacy of their donors.” — Erin McCarty

“Request immediately yielded blank stare from administrative
assistant. She asked my name and reason for wanting to see the
documents. I questioned whether that info was necessary to see
the records, to which she responded, ‘Yes.’ ... She then referred
me to the department administrator, who contacted (university)
Legal Affairs before denying me access, saying that, although the
records were on hand, I would have to submit a formal request
through (the Legal Affairs) office.” — Jon Peters

         


