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PERSONNEL RECORDS DEEMED PROTECTED FROM DISCLOSURE UNDER 
CPRA WHEN COMPLAINTS AGAINST EMPLOYEE ARE NOT SUBSTANTIAL 

 
 Local education agencies must often respond to requests by members of the public for 
disclosure of public records under the California Public Records Act (“CPRA”).1  Although the 
CPRA provides for public access to information concerning the conduct of public business, there 
are many statutory exemptions from disclosure.  An increasingly complex exemption to navigate is 
the personnel and similar files exemption.2   

 Over the last several years, courts have reviewed instances when members of the public, 
including the media, have requested disclosure from school districts of certain personnel records 
often following investigations into alleged misconduct by a school employee.  Courts have 
balanced the competing constitutional interests at issue, including the employee’s right to privacy 
in his or her personnel records and the public’s right to access information concerning the public’s 
business.  Most recently, in Associated Chino Teachers v. Chino Valley Unified School District 
(“Associated Chino Teachers”), the California Court of Appeal reviewed a CPRA request for records 
related to alleged misconduct by a teacher/coach.  The court found the records to be exempt from 
disclosure because the employee’s privacy interests outweighed the public interest in their 
disclosure.3  The following is a summary of the court’s opinion and some key takeaways from the 
decision. 

 Doe was a high school teacher and girls’ volleyball coach at the Chino Valley Unified 
School District (“CVUSD”).  In the fall of 2016, CVUSD received two separate parent/guardian 
complaints regarding Doe’s conduct as a coach.  Doe allegedly yelled at and belittled student-
athletes in public, and held practice at Doe’s home.  After investigating the allegations against 
Doe, CVUSD provided each complainant with a separate written disposition of his or her 
complaint (collectively, “disposition letters”).  CVUSD did not place the disposition letters in 

                                                           
1 California Government Code section 6250, et seq.  All further statutory references are to the California Government 
Code unless otherwise indicated. 
2 Section 6254(c).   
3 30 Cal. App. 5th 530 (2018).  



Doe’s official personnel file, but did place a letter of warning and a letter of concern in Doe’s 
personnel file.  Doe resigned from the coaching position in November 2016.4   

 Also in November 2016, a local news staff writer requested “records that demonstrated the 
results of CVUSD’s investigation” into the allegations against Doe.  CVUSD determined that the 
complaints against Doe were substantial in nature and well founded.  Accordingly, CVUSD 
informed Doe of its intent to disclose the disposition letters, while providing Doe an opportunity 
to contest the disclosure.5  On December 21, 2016, Associated Chino Teachers, the exclusive 
bargaining representative for CVUSD teachers, filed a court action seeking to prevent the 
disclosure of the disposition letters. 

 After a review of previous court decisions, the court made several key findings.  At the 
outset, the court disagreed with CVUSD’s argument that the disposition letters became public 
records when they were disclosed to the complainants and therefore must be disclosed to other 
members of the public.  The court instead found that CVUSD’s unilateral disclosure of the 
disposition letters to the complainants did not prevent the assertion of the personnel and similar 
files exemption under the CPRA, nor did it mandate the release of the records to the public.6     

 The court next conducted a three-part analysis of the disposition letters to determine if 
they were exempt from disclosure.  First, the court determined whether the records sought 
constituted a personnel file or other similar file under the CPRA.  The court found that although 
the disposition letters were not actually placed in Doe’s personnel file, they fell within the CPRA’s 
exemption from disclosure for personnel “or similar files” because they contained personal 
information that applied specifically to Doe and access to the information was limited to the 
employee’s supervisors.7  The court emphasized that the letters did not lose their protection under 
the personnel exemption simply because they were not stored by CVUSD in Doe’s personnel file.  
The content of the documents is what determined their confidential nature.8 

 Next, the court decided whether disclosure of the information would “compromise 
substantial privacy interests.”  Relying on earlier precedent, the court found that these records 
were the type implicating “substantial privacy interests:  They identify allegations of Doe’s 
misconduct as a volleyball coach and CVUSD’s findings based on an investigation.”9  

 Lastly, the court determined whether the potential harm to Doe’s privacy interests from 
disclosure outweighed the public interest in disclosure.10  Although the court recognized that the 
public has a significant interest in the conduct of public school teachers and coaches, and in 

                                                           
4 Id. at 535. 
5 Ibid. See also, Marken v. Santa Monica-Malibu Unified School District.(“Marken”) (2012) 2302 Cal.App.4th 1250.  
6 Id. at 537. 
7 Id. at 539. 
8 Id. at 540. 
9 Id.at 541. 
10 Id. at 539. 



knowing how CVUSD handled allegations of their misconduct, the court found that the 
allegations of misconduct were not substantial in nature.   

 In reaching the conclusion that the complaints were not substantial in nature, the court 
compared the alleged conduct to earlier court decisions involving the CPRA and school 
employees. Unlike in the other decisions, “none of the complaints against Doe involved 
allegations of sexual-type conduct, threats of violence, and violence….Instead, they were limited to 
Doe yelling and belittling the student-athletes in public, and holding practice at their home.”11  
The court even said that the “same complaints could most likely be made and found true of every 
successful high school athletic coach across the nation.”  Further, the court noted that since 
CVUSD handled the investigation into the complaints internally, they were not egregious enough 
to warrant the retention of an outside party to conduct an independent investigation, and no 
formal disciplinary action (suspension or dismissal) against Doe that required reporting to the 
CTC  was imposed.  Finally, Doe was not a high profile public official such as the 
superintendent.12  Based on these conclusions, the Court found that Doe’s privacy interest in the 
disposition letters outweighed the public’s “minimal interest in the matter.”  The letters were 
exempt from disclosure under the CPRA.13 

 In Associated Chino Teachers, the court employed interesting reasoning in concluding that 
the complaints at issue were not substantial in nature.  Nevertheless, this case provides some 
guidance in the ever-changing landscape of CPRA requests for personnel records following 
allegations of misconduct against school employees.  Upon receipt of such a request, it is best to 
consult with counsel to discuss the specifics of each factual scenario before deciding how to 
respond to the request.  

 Please contact Schools Legal Service with any questions or concerns about this case or 
issues related to the CPRA and personnel files.  

       -Melissa H. Brown         
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