
Administrators 
should support 

scholastic 
journalism

Savvy administrators support strong scholastic 
journalism programs and student news media 
because they value the powerfully unique 

educational opportunities such programs afford 
school communities. Administrators, media advisers 
and student journalists have common ground to 
develop educationally sound, ethical and legal 
working relationships.

“I have always believed in the 
importance of student control over 
editorial content and have never 
believed in prior administrative 
review or administrative control over 
final content of the newspaper,” 
Mountlake Terrace (Wash.) H.S. 
principal Greg Schwab said. “I often 
wonder what we are teaching our 
students if we are encouraging them 
toward emerging adulthood and yet 
we do not give them the freedom to 
grow and encouragement to deal 
with issues in an open manner.”

According to recent research by 
Jack Dvorak published by the 
Newspaper Association of America 
Foundation, “High school journalism 
students earn higher grade point 
averages, score better on the ACT 
college entrance examination and 
demonstrate better writing and 
grammar skills in college, compared 
with students who do not have 
those journalism experiences.” 
There are no better curricular and 
co-curricular environments to 
nurture critical skills than journalism 
classes and student news media. 

Administrators, student media 
advisers and student journalists 
can certainly agree that students 
share the rights guaranteed in the 
U.S. Constitution and Bill of Rights 
– particularly the First Amendment. 
We want our students to responsibly 
apply these rights. We can agree 
high school presents a unique, 
keystone opportunity for students 
to practice and prepare for the day 
they become active adults in our 
communities.

Without an informed and educated 
citizenry, we are far less able to 
participate in, protect and defend 
American ideals. Without an active, 
robust exchange of information, 
opinions and ideas, American 
civic life is seriously diluted and 
diminished. Responsible journalism 
plays a critical roleto maintain and 
further our democratic heritage. It is 
essential that journalism courses be 
offered in our schools. 

Journalism educators and media 
advisers don’t want to teach about 
journalism. They want their students 
to practice it. Real journalism is 
sometimes messy and sometimes 
controversial. Sometimes it’s 
inspirational and sometimes it’s 
heartbreaking. Almost always it’s 
highly educational. It’s not our job 
to tell students what to think or 
what to publish. Working together, 
administrators, advisers and student 
journalists can create an authentic 
learning environment, a mutually 
respectful working relationship and 
a productive, educational manner.

For example, no principal would 
ever hire an unqualified math 
teacher or a basketball coach who 
doesn’t know the game.

To that end, we need excellent, 
well-trained advisers to work with 
our student journalists. We can 
work together to ensure student 
media advisers have professional 
development opportunities, 
supported by a peer network of 
journalism advisers.

• Recommended resources 
for administrators

http://www.jmc.kent.edu/csj/
documents/adminsites.html

 
• Journalism is solid learning
http://www.jeasprc.org/advice-

for-your-administrators-student-
media-can-equal-solid-learning/ 

and http://www.jeasprc.org/
advice-for-your-administrators-

student-media-can-equal-solid-
learning-2/ 

• Guidelines for those facing 
prior review

http://www.jeasprc.org/
guidelines-recommendations-

for-advisers-facing-prior-review/

• Questions for those who 
prior review

http://www.jeasprc.org/
questions-for-those-who-prior-

review/

• JEA’s statement on prior 
review

http://www.jea.org/about/
statements.html#review

• Protocol for Free and 
Responsible Student News 

Media
http://www.

mccormickfoundation.org/
civics/programs/education/

Protocol.aspx
 

•  Quill and Scroll’s Principal’s 
Guide

http://www.uiowa.edu/~quill-sc/
books/principalsguide.html

Resources:

JEA Scholastic Press
 Rights Commission
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Texts for administrators offer alternative views 
of student freedom of expression


by Candace and John Bowen
 Not until 1925 with Gitlow v. New York did the U.S. Supreme Court apply the First Amendment 
to all citizens, and not until 1943 with West Virginia v. Barnette did it extend to public school students.
 “If we are not to strangle the free mind at its source and teach youth to discount important prin-
ciples of our government as mere platitudes,” Justice Robert Jackson wrote for the majority in Barnette, the 
Supreme Court must ensure “scrupulous protection of constitutional freedoms of the individual.” 
 Given the clarity of that decision, one must wonder why administrators, lawyers, school boards, 
teachers and students do not agree about what more recent Court decisions proscribe as student rights of 
expression.
 Looking at what texts for teachers and texts for administrators tell each group might give us an 
idea.
 For example, in The First Amendment Schools, A Guide from the First Amendment Center by 
Charles Haynes, Sam Chaltain, John E. Ferguson Jr., David L. Hudson Jr and Oliver Thomas, the authors 
raise, and provide answers to, a series of questions:
• What are the free expression rights of students in public schools under the First Amendment
• Is it constitutional for school officials to censor a sponsored publication, such as a newspaper or a year-
book?
• What is a public forum?
 Administrative textbook answers to these questions can differ greatly from the answers First 
Amendment advocates give.
“Those who teach administrative law courses interpret the law in terms of what is most favorable to admin-
istrators,” Mark Goodman, executive director of the Student Press Law Center, said. “They tend to leave out 
discussion on the educational value of freedoms. Since the law only sets minimum standards, the value of 
anything above what’s black and white is overlooked.”
 Goodman said based on discussions he and others have with administrators, presenting a legal-only 
context gives the impression the Hazelwood decision says schools must censor student expression, and that 
view is an incorrect interpretation of the case.
 All too often, he said, administrative law texts have far too little on student expression and it is 
oversimplified, depending on who is teaching it.
 Journalism Education Association northeast regional director Jane Blystone is taking a law course 
for administrators this fall and said she is bothered by the tone of the text because it implies it is the princi-
pal’s right to engage in prior review and censorship.
 “Several years ago,” she said, “I actually heard words from a school board member’s mouth (a former 
assistant principal in our district) who believed advisers and students have no rights to free press ‘thanks to 
the Hazelwood ruling.’”  When I read chapter 8, I felt like this was a verbatim understanding of Hazelwood 
by the authors of this text.”  
Other journalism teachers taking administrator courses report similar situations in the class, as well as being 
the only voice advocating freedom for student publications.
 The text Blystone uses, American Public School Law by Kern Alexander and M. David Alexander, 
is incorrect in several interpretations, Goodman said, and oversimplifies or is vague in several others.
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 “When the text states, ‘The Court thus removed the Tinker burden of proof from school officials 
with regard to regulation of student newspapers,’” Goodman said, “it is just simply incorrect.”
 The Court did not remove Tinker, he added. “Scholastic publications are out there as forums. The 
Court simply said in Hazelwood this publication was not a forum.”
 Goodman referred to the Draudt v. Wooster case of last year of an example where a student pub-
lication can be a forum, countering where the Alexander text said, “Most recently the courts have tended to 
dissect the speech and expression issue by determining the type of forum in which the speech and expression 
are exercised. The result has been a tendency for courts to increasingly bypass the Tinker ‘material and sub-
stantial disruption’ test in favor of the forum analysis of free speech. Thus, freedom of expression in school 
newspapers is not today controlled by the Tinker standard of ‘material and substantial disruption.”
 This law text also stressed a school is generally assumed not to be a limited public forum unless 
school officials purposely open the school for public use.
 “In Hazelwood,” the text states, “the court ruled prior restraint was permissible because the student 
newspaper was not a ‘public forum’ and the restraint was reasonably related to a valid educational purpose. 
The ‘material and substantial disruption’ standard of Tinker did not apply because in Hazelwood, the student 
newspaper was school sponsored, whereas in Tinker free expression was exhibited by armbands that were 
not school sponsored.”
 Goodman suggested the forum and Hazelwood sections of the text were contradictory and oversim-
plified.
 “It is not impossible for student publications to be a forum as related to community members,” he 
said. “The text seems to suggest that the only forum is a public forum. Forums can and do exist for student 
expression. If there is a forum, then Tinker, not Hazlewood, applies.”
 As to how journalism teachers and organizations should react when presented with a limiting and 
oversimplified response from administrators about student freedom of expression, Goodman said “with 
knowledge.”
 Sources to obtain such knowledge include:
• The Principal’s Guide to Scholastic Journalism published by the Quill and Scroll Foundation and available 
from several sources
• The First Amendment in Schools, A Guide from the First Amendment Center available from the Freedom 
Forum
• The SPLC’s Hazelwood diagram, available on the SPLC Web site or in the Law of the Student Press stu-
dent law book
• The SPLC Web site, http://splc.org  
• JEA’s Scholastic Press Rights Web site, http://jeapressrights.org
• The Newspaper Association of America Foundation’s Press Freedom in Practice: A Manual for Advisers 
Responding to Censorship pamphlet, available in pdf format at http://www.splc.org/legalresearch.asp?id=72 
Goodman said students, teachers and administrators would be advised to evaluate as many different views as 
possible before believing one source or one text. “There is no one perfect text,” he said. “Anyone giving infor-
mation is interpreting the law. School officials should understand and know others see the law and interpret 
it differently. They should not just believe one text.”
 In addition, he also said teachers need to counter vague and oversimplified interpretations of the law 
by challenging it.
 “Journalism teachers and organizations would be well served to contact law and administrators text-
books with what they see as wrong and ask for clarification,” Goodman said.
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No one can argue that today’s administrators and school boards have 
legitimate concerns about the their schools’ image  in the community 
and their students’ safety. However, a school has no more important 
obligation than to instill in young people the value of citizenship in a 
way that encourages them to join in the debate on the issues that 
shape our communities, nation and world. 


Because we believe student learning should be the primary goal, and 
putting that first can actually strengthen a school’s image and 
encourage positive outlets for student frustration, consider sharing this 
information with them when their concerns about student media seem 
to clash with their goals for education. 


• Every major national organization of journalism educators believes 
allowing students to make final content decisions for their student 
media with the guidance of a trained journalism teacher or media 
adviser is the best way to both teach both journalism and citizenship 
and will enhance a school’s educational atmosphere at the same time. 
For specifics, go here and here for information on critical thinking. 


• When student editors make content choices for their newspapers, 
yearbooks, broadcast outlets and other media, they learn to apply the 
lessons of their social studies class: First Amendment protections for 
free expression and press freedom are fundamental to American life 
and democracy. When they learn to recognize and avoid unprotected 
speech like libel, obscenity, substantial disruption of the school 
activities and copyright violations, these young journalists learn that 
free speech does not mean saying anything they want. Student 
journalists who are given the freedom to make their own content 
decisions realize that responsibilities go along with their rights. 







• Hundreds if not thousands of secondary schools around the country 
have chosen to operate their student media as designated public 
forums where student editors are given the authority to make the 
content decisions. Research indicates that among those student 
publications that win the highest state and national awards for 
journalistic excellence, almost all are produced at schools that give 
content control to students. For more information, go here and here. 


• The Student Press Law Center and the Journalism Education 
Association and the Scholastic Journalism Division of the Association 
for Education in Journalism and Mass Communication have examples 
( SPLC model and JEA/AEJMC model) we recommend as workable 
plans that that protect students and schools, and speak to the 
responsibility of student journalists. 


• Schools that refuse to provide students a free press experience 
inevitably end up with a less than desirable result. They either have 
indifference and apathy because students soon lose interest in quality 
journalism and turn to gossip and hurtful outside-of-school websites.  
Or else censorship conflicts get parents up in arms, make the pages of 
the local newspaper and the nightly newscast, portraying school 
officials as more concerned with image than teaching students to 
report the truth. 


Next in part 2: How school officials can assure themselves a positive 
experience with scholastic journalism 


 








Part 2 


Achieving the most positive educational experience for everyone 
involved – students, advisers, administrators and community – is 
really simple. And it does not involve control or stripping the 
educational value of student media. Here are some suggestions: 


• Hiring the most qualified educator to teach and advise your 
scholastic media or helping one without solid journalism background 
become more knowledgeable; 


• Trusting and respecting those educator advisers as well as 
their student media editors and staff as the students make difficult 
decisions  (and sometimes make mistakes); 


• Maintaining dialogue and offering feedback with advisers and 
student editors so they understand school administrator concerns, but 
where students understand that they have a real voice in the debate 
and have the freedom to excel. 


Organizations that support these values, including the Journalism 
Education Association and others, stand ready to help administrators, 
advisers and student journalists with training opportunities, curricular 
materials and ongoing dialogue to keep them current on what’s 
happening in these important fields. 


For more information on those groups: • Journalism Education 
Association http://jea.org JEA is the only independent national 
scholastic journalism organization for teachers and advisers. It 
supports free and responsible scholastic journalism by providing 
resources and educational opportunities, by promoting 
professionalism, by encouraging and rewarding student excellence and 
teacher achievement, and by fostering an atmosphere that 
encompasses diversity yet builds unity. It offers a voluntary teacher 
certification program plus the Summer Adviser Institute and two 
national conventions a year, co-sponsored with the National Scholastic 
Press Association. • Center for Scholastic 
Journalism http://jmc.kent.edu/csj CSJ is a national clearinghouse 
with information for and about student journalists and their advisers, a 







research center on issues affecting scholastic media, an educator of 
journalism teachers and an advocate for student press freedom and 
the First Amendment. • National Scholastic Press 
Association http://www.studentpress.org/nspa/ NSPA offers two 
national conventions with JEA, a summer workshop, national critiques 
and teaching materials for teachers, advisers and students. • JEA 
Scholastic Press Rights Commission http://jeapressrights.org 
and http://jeasprc.org JEA’s Scholastic Press Rights Commission offers 
teaching materials in law and ethics with an emphasis on free and 
responsible journalism and up-to-date information to enhance teacher 
information and leadership abilities. The links are to a website and 
blog. • Student Press Law Center http://splc.org The Student Law 
Center is an advocate for student free press rights and provides 
information, advice and legal assistance at no charge to students and 
the educators who work with them. • Newspaper Association of 
America Foundation http://www.naafoundation.org The Newspaper 
Association of America Foundation strives to develop engaged and 
literate citizens in a diverse society. The Foundation invests in and 
supports programs designed to enhance student achievement through 
newspaper readership and appreciation of the First Amendment. NAAF 
also supports research and has funded the repeat of a national study 
by Prof. Jack Dvorak of Indiana University entitled, “High School 
Journalism Matters.” It provides evidence to support the value of 
student media work as students who have participated clearly earn 
better high school grades, outscore their peers on college entrance 
exams and earn higher grades in college writing courses than those 
who were not involved in student 
media.http://www.naafoundation.org/Research/Foundation/Student-
Journalism.aspx • First Amendment 
Center http://www.firstamendmentcenter.org The First Amendment 
Center is a clearinghouse for comprehensive research coverage of key 
First Amendment issues and topics, daily First Amendment news, 
commentary and analyses by respected legal specialists. It also has a 
First Amendment library of legal cases and related materials. • Five 
Freedoms http://www.fivefreedoms.org The Five Freedoms network is 
a nationwide community of educators, students and citizens who 
support the five freedoms of the First Amendment. Its projects and 
mission focus on enhancing the educational strength of the First 







Amendment. • High School Journalism http://hsj.orgHigh School 
Journalism is offered by the American Society of News Editors and 
offers lessons plans, articles and advice from commercial journalists 
and a wide variety of educational materials. It also offers six free, two-
week summer workshops for new adviser/teachers and those wishing 
to gain additional information. The workshops are at six universities 
around the country • Quill and Scroll http://www.uiowa.edu/~quill-
sc/ Quill and Scroll is the International Honorary Society for High 
School Journalists and sponsors contests, scholarships and educational 
materials for students and advisers • Columbia Scholastic Press 
Association http://cspa.columbia.edu/ CSPA  offers contests and 
critiques, a large national spring convention and a fall workshop for 
advisers, teachers and students. It also has a strong adviser 
organization. • Friends of the 
Spoke http://www.friendsofthespoke.org/Friends_of_The_Spoke.html 
Friends of the Spoke is a student-designed and -run website, 
conceived to convince a school board not to adopt prior review. It 
succeeded. 


 








Free expression 
through 
responsible 
journalism


Permission is granted to use responsible journalism materials in educational activities when the JEA Press Rights Commission is cited as the source.


Developing valuable school publications


 The first move to establish journalism programs and publications that will give schools 
educational programs to be proud of rests with only one group: administrators, and consists of 
three decisions:
• Appoint the best possible instructors
• Establish a professional curriculum
• Empower those instructors and curricula by financial and academic encouragement, by de-
manding rigorous journalism standards and by trusting teachers and students to do their jobs – 
without administrative interference.
Seeking qualified instructors
 Instructors who know the principles of journalism, including how court decisions affect 
students and administrators, are a must, and need journalism certification or licensure in jour-
nalism. Instructors not only need training in law and ethics, but where to get additional advice 
and information. 
 Qualified instructors will also teach and guide students into practicing professional stan-
dards of journalism, including:
• Why students should make all decisions of content without prior review or restraint
• Why the forum concept and protects all involved
• How and why to avoid legally unprotected speech
• How and why accurate and thorough reporting protects students, school and community
• Why students need to be responsible for what they publish
• Why no court has ever held a school responsible for damages as a result of student content
• What the various court decisions do and don’t mean and how to practice them so students 
demonstrate what they are taught.
Establishing professional curriculum
 Encourage your journalism teachers to develop a professional curriculum around practi-
cal standards of press law and ethics enabling students to make all decisions of content. Many 
resources exist, including those sponsored by commercial media and journalism schools.
 Your curriculum would include:
• Creating legal and ethical simulations, including examinations of editor, adviser and adminis-
trator roles
• Establishing the importance of legitimate news values
• Presenting information to readers accurately and truthfully
• Stressing accuracy as the core of a free and robust student press that avoids legal entanglements
• Conducting thorough methods of information gathering, from interviewing to use of non-live 
and Internet resources
• Developing reliable sources and demonstrating why balanced reporting serves and protects all 
readers
• Thinking critically through topic and source selection and through analyzing various opinions
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• Designing effective word and visual information presentations
• Using technology to distribute journalistic media and gather information.
Empowering teachers and students
 Grounding your journalism program on legal and ethical principles empowers teachers and 
students to be effective, accurate and responsible as they educate a school’s various publics. It will 
also protect school officials, student journalists and citizens from dangers too many administrators 
fear from a viable and robust student press.
Breaking Ranks: Changing on American Institution put it this way, “One example of student leader-
ship can be seen in student publications, where editors practice analysis, critical thinking and deci-
sion making.…They also learn the importance of such democratic principles such as open, public ex-
amination of current issues, fairness and respect for a variety of viewpoints. In fulfilling the demands 
of leadership, students apply the judgment and reasoning their teachers try to teach them.”
By empowering student journalists in programs like these, educators:
• Tell students their work, views and beliefs mean something as they think for themselves;
• Reinforce students’ work as having an impact, which reinforces the idea students can make a differ-
ence;
• Demonstrate their belief that what they preach, publishing the truth, or as close to it as possible, 
enables communities to be informed so they make educated decision.
Combining legal and professional standards as outlined will help establish the journalism program as 
one that protects both student learning and educational responsibility.
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Chuck Dill, JEA’s Administrator of the Year 2002, award speech
 


PRINCIPAL CHUCK DILL
JEA’s Administrator of the Year 2002
of Johnsburg High School, Johnsburg, Ill.
Delivered at the JEA/NSPA Awards Luncheon
Nov. 23, 2002, in Dallas, Texas


It is difficult for me to tell you how proud I am to receive this award. In a lot of ways it is the crowning 
achievement of my career. However, it is also somewhat embarrassing, because the truth is that if it 
weren’t for the students that I work with and the leadership provided by the JHS adviser Randy Swikle, 
I wouldn’t be getting this award. It really belongs to them a lot more than it does to me, and I’d like to 
express my deepest gratitude to those individuals.


When I learned that I had to give a 15-minute speech, I thought to myself, “You’ve got to be kidding. 
What could I possibly say to hold teachers’ attention for 15 minutes?” I used to think that I had impor-
tant things to say, but Randy once told me that the only difference between hell and my faculty meetings 
was that in hell, you knew you were dead, and in my faculty meetings you wish you were.


For centuries, theologians and philosophers have been debating the nature of man. Questions like “Why 
are we here?” and “How do we explain good and evil?” are questions that each belief system confronts. 
Out of this debate, every major religion has devised a code of behavior. Simply stated, most have two 
major axioms: Love God, and treat others, as you want to be treated. If you are a Christian, you will 
recognize “Love your neighbor as yourself.” This statement challenges us to be the best that we can as 
human beings. If we would all follow this tenet, imagine what a different world we would live in. Hate 
would be abolished. War would be abolished. Hunger would be abolished. Crime would disappear.


These words describe what it is to be the best we can be as human beings, and they give us a target to 
shoot for. We don’t always live up to these ideals, but most of us believe that the Supreme Being chal-
lenges us to do so.
Now I ask you to narrow your focus a little and look at what describes the best that we can be as Ameri-
cans. For me, it is the First Amendment. The freedoms that are described in those 45 words and the code 
of conduct that it calls us to follow are the targets that we as Americans struggle to hit.


As a society we haven’t always lived up to these ideals. We only have to look back 150 years to find half a 
million souls in chains. It’s been less than 100 years since women could vote. 


Even today we still have not lived up to the full potential of the ideals articulated in the First Amend-
ment. But we are getting better, and I believe that is occurring because we have a clear target that was 
articulated by our Founding Fathers. At the time these ideals were put to paper, they were radical and 
revolutionary. It was almost universally accepted that rights and freedoms were given and could be taken 
away by the king, not-as our Founding Fathers believed-that fundamental rights are given by God and 
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cannot be taken away by men. To illustrate these two ideas, let me relate a story as told by Charles Haynes, a 
pre-eminent First Amendment scholar.


It’s a story of immigration to New Amsterdam in 1654 and Rhode Island in 1658. Even though it happened 
a long time ago, it is timely today because it illustrates one of the main philosophical issues that Americans 
have argued about since our Constitution was written. But more about that later.
Our story begins with the first Jewish families that immigrated to America. They weren’t the first Jewish 
people to arrive in America, because some Jews came with the Spanish. But they were the first families. It is 
the contrast between what happened to the people in the 1654 arrival and the 1658 arrival that I want to talk 
to you about.


These two groups of people came to America because the Dutch lost control of Brazil, where they were liv-
ing. The Portuguese took control, and their attitude toward Jews was significantly different that the Dutch. 
The Dutch tolerated Jews, and the Portuguese did not. The Portuguese gave the Jews who were living in 
Brazil two choices: Stay in Brazil, convert to Christianity, and become “moranos,” which is a very derogatory 
term that loosely translates to “swine.” They called them moranos because they really never believed that they 
would convert, and they intended to take advantage of them whenever they could.


They could leave all their possessions in Brazil and go. By the 1600s, Jews had been wandering the globe for 
several centuries, and many decided to leave. The group that left in 1654 chose New Amsterdam (or New 
York) as a destination. It wasn’t a bad choice. After all, the Dutch were in control, and they would have felt 
right at home.


However, when they arrived, Peter Styvestant, who was the governor, didn’t want them. In his mind, the situ-
ation was simple. The problem was one of pollution. If we let them into “our” country, then they will pollute 
“our” country, and it won’t be ours anymore. His direct quote to his board of control in Holland was, “ The 
Jews are a repugnant and deceitful race. Giving them liberty, we cannot refuse the Lutherans and the Papists.”
I don’t know how you feel about that statement, but perhaps you, like me, belong to one of those groups and 
would have been highly offended.


Styvestant was overruled by his board in Holland-some of whom were Jews-for economic reasons, but they 
told him they didn’t have to give them liberty; just let them in. They had to tolerate them. In other words, he 
didn’t have to let them own property, worship openly, or enjoy the rights of a citizen. Throughout our history, 
we have had groups of people who have felt the same way. They have developed policies, which have said this 
is our country, our state, our school, and our group. You keep out!


Fortunately, the story doesn’t end there. Otherwise, we would be like many other nations in the world. Many 
nations tolerate people, but few accept them with full liberties. Those nations believe that rights are given by 
the government and can be taken away. This was the universal practice in the 1600s. Remember, in America 
we believe that all people have liberty, and we will protect it. But we don’t give it, and we can’t take it back.
The second arrival was in Rhode Island. Rhode Island was an extraordinary experiment. One that in essence 
gave us the ideals that we try to live up to today.







Free expression through responsible journalism 
Roger Williams, the leader of Rhode Island, told the Jews that they could own property, build 
houses, participate in the government, and build a synagogue. Roger Williams believed that his 
mission in life was to build a “haven for conscience.”


That really has been our main story in America. In fact, Jefferson, Madison, and others relied on 
him for the framework of our country, and the rest-as they say-is history.


Now let’s move that story into the Twenty-first Century and into two high schools. The first 
school we call X, and the second we will call 45 for the 45 words in the First Amendment.


It’s a beautiful, sunny, warm day. You walk into school X. The parking lot on the school grounds 
is empty. Students are all dressed pretty much the same and are sitting in neat rows, memorizing 
material. The principal is in his office, and the teachers are lecturing. We examine the high school 
newspaper. It seems to be used as a pep club memo. To the quick observer, this may seem like a 
model high school. Things are truly “under control.”
On that same beautiful sunny day, we walk into High School 45. We notice on the way in that 
there are a group of students engaged in prayer at the flagpole. As we enter the school, the recep-
tionist tells us that there are two student/teacher/administrator committee meetings in progress. 
The first is meeting with the assistant principal to discuss a revision of the discipline code; the 
second is meeting with the principal to discuss revising the bell schedule.


We now begin to examine the students. Lots of them are dressing very differently, yet they all 
seem to respect each other. As we round corners, we aren’t sure what color students’ hair will be 
or which way it will be pointing. Finally, we look at the student newspaper. All kinds of issues are 
covered, including those that are controversial. Students have control of the paper and its contents 
and view it as a vehicle to exchange ideas.
This is the school where I want to be principal. Where students are actually practicing democracy 
and celebrating diversity. It’s a place where real learning occurs. Where learning is an exciting 
adventure. Where we don’t eliminate engagement, diminish spirit, deny diversity, inhibit potential, 
destroy curiosity, discourage questioning, or in other ways impair the enthusiasm of a learner. 
It’s where teachers and administrators give students real responsibility-not cosmetic input or 
pretend autonomy. Where students are partners-not mere subordinates- with parents, teachers, 
administrators, and others in the community. Students can offer their perspectives of issues and 
events freely, even if others personally find them disagreeable. Students are allowed to demand 
accountability from teachers and administrators just as those people demand accountability from 
students.


If this doesn’t describe your school, then I challenge you to begin the revolution. In essence, I want 
you to be the next Roger Williams. I want you to create a school that is a haven for conscience. As 
newspaper advisers and students, you have the skills to make it happen.


Let me tell you what I believe are the components of a journalism program that can change a 
school. 
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The program should have a design that clearly states the journalism program’s mission, vision, 
and policies. You should include a code of ethics that can be useful in guiding decisions.


Qualified instructors. The adviser must have a clear understanding of the First Amendment, 
how it can be applied to the school environment, and how it calls for the balance of freedom and 
responsibility.


Responsible student leadership. Develop policies to attract outstanding students who reject 
mediocrity in favor of pursuing excellence. Determine criteria for selecting editors who have 
effective leadership skills and will guard the principle of student control of content within the 
parameters of law and safety.
A professional rapport among student journalists, faculty, administrators, and other members 
of the community. Newspapers have an adversarial function, and one should not mistake critical 
comments as a personal affront. Focus on issues, and remember that bad news does not have to 
have a bad effect.


Commitment to a free and responsible press. Respect and protect the rights of students, and 
guide them to mature judgment and ethical behavior. Reject prior review and arbitrary censor-
ship. Favor ethics and logic in problem solving and in finding common ground.


I am a principal. The superintendent signs my paycheck, but I work for my students. My job is 
to help them discover their own way. The student publication can be a beacon of light that will 
lead people to a better understanding of democracy, a greater awareness of ethics, and a more 
dedicated commitment to the ideals of our society. It can develop as the crucible of a true First 
Amendment school.


The newspaper can be a great learning tool, but only if we refuse to dull its edge!
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Thesis shows direct relationship between students 
making decisions and quality of student media
 A 2007 study of high school newspapers and yearbooks found direct relationships be-
tween student decision-making and control of content and overall quality of publications as seen 
in awards won from the National Scholastic Press Association.
 Kent State University master’s student, Jill Strainic, also found:
• Papers with no prior review policy were three times more likely to earn an All American than 
publications with prior review policies. Papers with no prior review practice were four times as 
likely to win All American status
• The less a school restricted students’ journalistic freedom, the more likely it was to earn a 
higher award
• Where principals or school officials either altered or removed content or where they either 
stated or implied the adviser should censor, quality was lower; same with adviser censorship 
• Even student editor action of discouraging coverage of a topic or changing content because of 
fear of censorship had a negative impact on quality (in yearbook and newspaper).
• “It is not surprising, perhaps,” Strainic wrote in the study, “that actual practices have shown 
to be a clear, statistically significant relationship with quality while policy has little or no clear 
positive or negative impact. Regardless of what a school’s publication policy mandates, this study 
shows that it is the actions of advisers and principals that have the great effect on a publication’s 
quality.”
 Strainic surveyed 239 newspaper and yearbook advisers in 40 states, one school in Eng-
land and one Defense Department school in Korea. The advisers represented 159 newspapers/
newsmagazines and 162 yearbooks.
 Other findings showed:
• Both policy and practice questions about prior review proved to have a statistically significant 
relationship with publication quality. Publications without prior review more often won the top 
award, “All American” than publications with prior review.
• No significant relationship was found for prior review policy and yearbook quality; a significant 
association was found between yearbook awards and prior review practice
• Administrative interference with publications showed significant relations; adviser interference 
proved less significant
• State laws providing student protection also had a statistically significant relationship to qual-
ity for newspaper and yearbook; publications from states with such laws were about twice as 
likely to earn an All-American rating.
• Newspapers where credit was offered and where production took place both during class and 
after school tended to earn top awards more than other schools not offering credit.
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 “Actions speak louder than words,” Strainic wrote in her study. “What a school’s policy says 
has little effect on quality compared with the actual practices of a school – in particular whether 
school officials interfere with the publication’s content.” The study did not include grammar and me-
chanics as content.
 The word “censor” had a variety of meanings to respondents, and many “commented on their 
own struggles to define the word in the comment box at the end of the survey,” Strainic wrote.
  “A simple definition would have clarified the intended meaning of this phrase to exclude 
mere grammatical corrections,” she indicated, “which, although a form of censorship, is not the pri-
mary concern of this study.”
 The survey did not attempt to measure the general attitudes of school officials, the school 
community or even the respondent about review.
 Continuing with censorship, newspapers with no prior review policy were three times more 
likely to earn an All American than publications with prior review policies. Papers with no prior 
review practice were four times as likely to win All American status
 Overall, the less a school restricted students’ journalistic freedom, the more likely it was to 
earn a higher award
 Where principals or school officials either altered or removed content or where they either 
stated or implied the adviser should censor, quality was lower; the same was true with adviser censor-
ship. 
 One adviser indicated in a comments section of the survey that prior review left a chilling ef-
fect with students, leading newspaper students to being less interested in publicvation and yearbook 
student angered and hurt.  Another wrote, “strict prior review causes students to shy away from ‘real’ 
story knowing it won’t get published.”
 Even student editor action of discouraging coverage of a topic or changing content because of 
fear of censorship had a negative impact on quality in yearbook and newspaper.
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Administrative oversight without prior review


by Randy Swikle


Principals who employ a policy of prior review of student news media in high schools can find an 
infinitely better ways to achieve administrative oversight—ways that are much more consistent 
with the goals of the school mission.


Prior review is a narrow oversight that is inefficient, demoralizing, discriminatory, legally jeop-
ardizing, teacher-threatening, unfair practice principals use to control the content of student 
media.


Listed below, in this abbreviated version, are two dozen better ways for a principal to exercise 
administrative oversight of student media:


1. Just be proactive using positive ways to keep abreast of issues, events and actions regarding 
media programs and press coverage.


2. Hold weekly press conferences to keep aware of stories students are pursuing and issues that 
are on their minds. It’s a good opportunity to be proactive regarding news coverage.


3. Schedule post publication meetings with editors and advisers when critique of stories and 
news coverage is warranted.


4. Check consistency between media content and ethical code/considerations.


5. Take initiative in creating learning opportunities for students and adviser. Can involve special 
assignments, journalism workshops, adviser training, etc.


6. Give editors and advisers copies of articles relevant to journalism work, issues and events.


7. In non-threatening ways, for journalism staff decisions, policies and actions.


8. Consult professional journalists, journalism organizations, media educators and other experts 
regarding proprieties of issues, events and staff actions.


9. Informally visit classroom, publication work sessions, and perhaps editorial board meetings as 
an observer.
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10. Provide school board minutes, faculty meeting agendas, teacher institute agendas, etc. to journal-
ism staff as evidence their input is welcomed as partners in the school community.


11. Invite students to cover school board meetings to broaden their perspectives of school issues.


12. Become insightfully aware of the substance and spirit of the First Amendment.


13. Let students voluntarily give principal a “heads up” on coverage he/she should know about to 
avoid be blind-sighted.


14. Attend journalism social activities in response to student invitations.


15. Attend Quill & Scroll inductions and other academic recognitions.


16. Attend journalism workshops, conferences and conventions.


17. Make presentations to student journalism staff to disseminate administration perspectives re-
garding journalism issues, events, actions, news coverage.


18. Invite journalism staff/editors to breakfast to help build rapport.


19. Work with journalism staff to create protocol for a free and responsible student press.


20. Work with journalism staff to create system of checks and balances to support responsible jour-
nalism and to answer abuse of editorial powers.


21. Coordinate journalism staff presentations before school board, faculty meetings, PTA and other 
appropriate groups.


22. Acknowledge parameters within which students control media content. 


23. Recognize student news media as public forums, thereby defining the nature of administration 
oversight and acknowledging the value of allowing student perspectives to be freely expressed in the 
media.


24. Allow students to voluntarily self-evaluate each publication issue or other media productions us-
ing rubrics or other instrument and to share their evaluations with administrators.


These represent 
just a sampling 


of ways 
administrators 


can achieve 
oversight without 


using a policy 
of prior review. 
Administrators 


need to be 
accountable 


just as much as 
students in the 


process of 
maintaining a 


free and 
responsible 
journalism 


program.
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Threats to Scholastic Journalism:
a Former Principal’s View


“You can BS a BSer, but you can’t BS the kids.”
John Black and Fenwick English, 1986


 I spent 22 years in public education in several roles: high school English and journalism 
teacher, student newspaper adviser, assistant principal, district language arts coordinator, and 
high school principal.     
 Now I teach in higher education and my job is principal preparation. I have been watch-
ing with much interest and sadness the increasing censorship of high school newspapers and 
reflecting on my relationship with the student newspaper in my years in the principal’s office. 
Black and English’s quote above represents my firm belief and respect for high school students 
and their role in scholastic journalism.  It also supports my past work with student journalists as 
a principal as well as what I share with the future principals I now prepare.
 High school kids are incredible. They bring a refreshing honesty and skepticism to our 
often dysfunctional adult world. Developmentally, they are designed to question and challenge.  
This is normal. This is healthy. It keeps us on our toes. The adolescent who questions and chal-
lenges is asking the significant adults in his or her life two questions: “Do I have permission to 
disagree with you?” and “If I disagree, will I still be loved and accepted?” What better place to 
allow this dialogue to play out than the student newspaper?
 I had to make some tough, unpopular decisions as a principal. However, I was confident 
enough with those decisions to understand that a changing organization experiences conflict and 
that I could expect criticism. I well recall the student’s request for an open campus lunch.  There 
was nothing that could ever convince me to allow such a privilege because of safety concerns. It 
was simply not negotiable. However, the student newspaper freely and professionally disagreed 
with my decision. The result was the creation of a “food court” setting in the cafeteria.  
 On another occasion, I requested that the editorial board give me space for a column in 
the student newspaper. They declined and suggested I write letters to the editor. And so I did. 
And I enjoyed it.  
 Our student newspaper was the most popular publication in the community. If parents 
objected to an article or editorial, they were also encouraged to write a letter to the editor. Our 
publications board functioned for articles the adviser felt the staff needed input on, and this 
faculty, student, administrator group made wise decisions without my input.
 What I sense now is increasing censorship of student newspapers with an emphasis on 
“Let’s show these kids who’s boss!”  I would like to suggest that they already know who is boss. 
Our administrators’ time could be better spent viewing scholastic journalism as the best way to 
incorporate authentic pedagogy and achievement into the curriculum.  Newman and Wehlage 
(1996) conducted the most significant research on this subject and their model for instruction 
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calls for students to engage in disciplined inquiry with real life applications in cooperative settings. 
What better vehicle than the student newspaper?  
 Sizer and Sizer (1999) in their work The Students Are Watching: Schools and the Moral 
Contract suggest that the most powerful teaching that occurs in schools is through student observa-
tion of adult behavior. What moral and intellectual messages are we sending in a so-called democratic 
institution when we censor student newspapers?
 As a university professor, I attempt to prepare principals to create school communities based 
on trust and mutual respect. The best principals understand that to create such a community, they 
need a pulse on the feelings of students. The student newspaper can provide this information.   
 Student perceptions may not be reality, but sometimes perception is more powerful than real-
ity. If students perceive they have no voice in schools, they will find a voice- through vandalism and 
violence. Principals who are so concerned about what parents think need to remember that students 
are their parents’ first and often only source of information about what is going on at school. Students 
who feel they have a voice will see school as a comfortable place to be.
 What I miss the most about the principalship is the kids grow, mature, and learn from their 
mistakes.  I also miss what I learned from them – the wisdom and value of healthy debate, disagree-
ment, and diverse opinions. I am a better person and a better professional because of my experience 
with scholastic journalism.


Anna Hicks McFadden, Ph.D. is an associate professor in the Department of Educational Leadership and Founda-
tions at Western Carolina University where she coordinates both the Master’s Degree Program in School Adminis-
tration and teaches in the Doctoral Program in Educational Leadership.





