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INTRODUCTION – Parent/Guardian Lists as Public Records 

 

The following analysis is provided to assist school districts in responding to requests under the 

Washington Public Records Act (PRA) for lists of parents and guardians.  Many districts maintain 

some types of records that may be responsive to these requests (for example, emergency /weather 

closure contact lists).  Because each district may have different forms of records, however, this 

analysis is necessarily general.   

 

WASA recently learned that several school districts have received a public records request for 

contact information of parents and guardians.  The request has been submitted on behalf of the 

League of Education Voters (LEV) and states, in part: 

 

LEV is inviting you to partner with us and others across the state to build a network 

of parents and guardians who are interested in improving educational outcomes 

through additional funding. . . . We hope to work with you and your community in 

educating and encouraging people to speak up.  It is our goal to broaden the voices 

across the state who are speaking up about K-12 funding, where the money is 

needed to support our neediest children and how our entire state will benefit from 

a thoughtful, transparent, accountable statewide investment in our children. 

 

LEV requests “the records of your school district parents and guardians” and asks that those 

records contain the following information: 

 

 First name 

 Last name 

 Address, including street address, city, and zip code 

 Email 

 Home phone  

 Mobile/cell phone 

 

In deciding how to respond to this public records request, here are some considerations and 

potential approaches. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

1. The PRA Does Not Require Districts to Create New Records in Response to a Request. 

 

The Public Records Act concerns public disclosure of records, rather than information generally.  

A request must be for an “identifiable record” or “class of records.”  RCW 42.56.080, .550; see, 

e.g., Bonamy v. City of Seattle, 92 Wn. App. 403 (1998).  And, if responsive records do not exist, 

an agency is not required to create them.  WAC 44-14-04003(5); Smith v. Okanogan County, 100 

Wn. App. 7, 13-14 (2000).   
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Nevertheless, it may be simpler to create a responsive record in certain cases, depending on the 

nature of the request. Producing numerous documents from multiple files may be far more difficult 

than simply creating a new document from data available in electronic form.  This assumes the 

newly created record is acceptable to the requester.  For example, if no “list” containing contact 

information exists, but other agency records contain the information sought, it may be preferable 

to create a list rather than provide numerous, redacted records that convey the same information.  

However, if the requester wants the source records, they must be provided, subject to withholding 

or redaction under applicable exemptions. 

 

2. The Identity of a Requester and Purpose of a Request are Generally Not Relevant. 

 

With some exceptions, it is usually not relevant who the requester is and why they are requesting 

the records.  The PRA prohibits agencies from distinguishing among persons requesting records.  

RCW 42.56.080.  For example, if a list is generally available as a public record, its cannot be 

denied to a person or group on the grounds that it might be used in a campaign.  Guidelines for 

School Districts in Election Campaigns, PDC Interpretation 01-03 (rev. Sept. 28, 2006) at p. 14 

[see attached from PDC website].  Consider whether the requested information has been disclosed 

previously to other requesters or for other public purposes (such as to a citizens’ committee 

supporting or opposing a district ballot measure, or to a PTA).   

 

Note that public agencies are prohibited from providing “lists of individuals requested for 

commercial purposes” unless specifically authorized or directed by law.  RCW 42.56.070(9).  This 

prohibition does not include lists of companies or businesses, but would include a list of 

parents/guardians.  See WAC 44-14-06002(6); Att’y Gen. Op. No. 15 (1975).  “Commercial 

purposes” includes business activity by any form of business enterprise intended to generate 

revenue or financial benefit.  SEIU Healthcare 775 NW v. Dep’t of Soc. & Health Servs., 193 Wn. 

App. 377, 403 (2016).  While it does not appear that the LEV request is for commercial purposes, 

in other situations where a commercial purpose is suspected, districts have an obligation to 

investigate, including at minimum asking the requester to state the purpose of the request.  Id. at 

406.   

 

3. PRA Exemption for Personal Information in Records Maintained for Students. 
 

The Public Records Act contains an exemption for “personal information in any files maintained 

for students in public schools.”  RCW 42.56.230(1).  This exemption contains two components.  

First, “personal information” has been defined as “information relating to or affecting a particular 

individual, information associated with private concerns, or information that is not public or 

general.”  Bellevue John Does 1-11 v. Bellevue Sch. Dist. #405, 164 Wn.2d 199, 211 (2008).  

Second, the phrase “files maintained for students in public schools” refers to the “collection of 

individual student files that public schools necessarily maintain for their students.”  Lindeman v. 

Kelso Sch. Dist. No. 458, 162 Wn.2d 196, 202 (2007). 

 

The student file exemption is intended to protect material “in a public school student’s permanent 

file, such as a student’s grades, standardized test results, assessments, psychological or physical 

evaluations, class schedule, address, telephone number, social security number, and other similar 
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records.”  Id.  It is important that the requested record be maintained for students if the exemption 

is invoked.  See, e.g., id. (school bus video surveillance tape not exempt).    

 

4. Consider Application of FERPA to Your District. 

 

The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) is a federal law that affords parents and 

students certain privacy rights, including some control over the disclosure of personally 

identifiable information from education records.  20 U.S.C. § 1232g; 34 C.F.R. Part 99; see  

http://familypolicy.ed.gov.  Under FERPA, school districts cannot disclose personally identifying 

information from education records without written consent, unless an exception applies.  20 

U.S.C. § 1232g(b); see also RCW 42.56.070(1) (PRA exempts release of information that is 

exempt or prohibited from disclosure under “other statutes” such as federal law).  One of these 

FERPA exceptions is the disclosure of “directory information.”  Many districts give a FERPA 

notice regarding directory information to parents and guardians early in the school year. 

 

Directory information can include a student’s name, address, telephone number, date and place of 

birth, honors and awards, dates of attendance, and other specified information.  20 U.S.C. 

§ 1232g(a)(5)(a); 34 C.F.R. § 99.37.  For the exception to apply, the school district must notify 

parents and eligible students of (1) the types of information the district has designated as directory 

information, (2) their right to refuse to let the district designate any or all of those types of 

information as directory information, and (3) the time frame to exercise refusal.  34 C.F.R. 

§ 99.37(a).  If the district has complied with these requirements, FERPA would not prohibit the 

release of directory information in response to a public records request, unless the parent has 

refused consent. 

 

Note that under the PRA, exemptions are generally not mandatory and may be waived by a district.  

FERPA does not permit such waiver, absent parental consent (as discussed above) or application 

of one of FERPA’s other exceptions.  A district may wish to respond to a request for a 

parent/guardian list by asking the requester to clarify if it is asking for the district to request 

parental consent.  A requester may not wish to be identified with such a request. 

 

SUMMARY 

 

If a requested list exists and the district has previously released it, then it is unlikely the district 

will have authority to deny the list to LEV.  If there is not a list, then the district may wish to 

review its disclosure obligations under the PRA, as outlined above. 

 

A sample form of response letter is also attached.  However, each district must evaluate its response 

in light of the records the district maintains and releases, and its prior compliance with FERPA. 

http://familypolicy.ed.gov/

