Waging war on censorship

Or how to handle controversial issues and still sleep at night (and keep friendly relations with your advisers and administrators)

Or how to really accomplish your mission

It’s story selection time again, and you and your staff are about to discuss coverage.

The concept is daunting because, frankly, the last publication simply raised the roof.

• Administrators glared at reporters in the halls. 

• Classmates snickered, well, everywhere. 

• The hallways were abuzz with whispers  “How could they do that?” “What were they thinking?” 

The editorial board doesn’t understand. 

Snappy New Neighboring School reported the same topics earlier … and received no hassles, no negative feedback. Most disgustingly, SNNS won awards and community recognition. You got blasted at a school board meeting.

To avoid more conflict and firefights, steal and wage a campaign from SNNS’ battle plan by adapting a tried and true military method: the Five Ps.

Prior Planning Prevents Preposterous Performance. 

Here’s your strategy: 

Decide why you want to cover a subject. Is the subject simply sensational and a hook to get readers to pick up the paper, or do you have an important angle relevant to your school community? Remember all stories should have a local tie-in and a valid, reliable range of sources from experts to reactors.

Stick to professional standards. Take into account community standards as well as your role in telling the truth while minimizing harm. Know your community; know its factions, but remember your duty to truth, accuracy, completeness and thoroughness.

Make all decisions of content for the publication. Be a forum by policy and/or practice. Have an editorial policy stating students make ALL final decisions and encouraging letters and commentaries from those outside your journalism class. If your school board hasn’t approved such a policy, at least operate that way. That will help overcome prior review and censorship under the Hazelwood decision. Study strong editorial policy models of the Student Press Law Center or the Journalism Education Association (JEA). Show administrators (and your adviser) JEA’s Adviser Code of Ethics and stress the educational value of practicing it.

Get a second opinion if you have concerns about a story. Consult the SPLC (http://splc.org) or check out JEA’s Scholastic Press Rights Commission’s Web site at http://jeapressrights.org.  Additionally, know what is protected speech and what is not. Quick hint: stay away from libel, obscenity, material and substantial disruption of the school process, unwarranted invasion of privacy and copyright infringement as defined by your state’s laws and by “Law of the Student Press,” available from the SPLC.

Here are tactics for success: 

Don’t just spout your views.  Your first responsibility is to tell the truth as best you can determine and educate your audience as well as you can. Support your views with facts and knowledgeable sources.

Make sure you have reliable sources on all sides of the issues. Interview and cite relevant local experts and professionals. Avoid using only anecdotal stories or opinions short on hard facts. Be prepared to provide background and perspective from all viewpoints. The best way to keep administrators “in the loop” without surrendering to the unprofessional practice of prior review is to interview them for stories as knowledgeable sources. Don’t expect sources to answer questions they are simply unqualified to answer.

Avoid anonymous sources. But if you decide you must protect someone’s privacy, only the student writer and an editor should know the name. Even involving your adviser could have legal ramifications. Again, verify source reliability. It’s better to be transparent with your sources so your audiences know who your sources are and, as best you can, what they have to gain or lose by being sources.

Protect your sources. When writing stories about students in unique circumstances or in potentially embarrassing situations, interview parents or guardians — not for permission, but as part of the story.  Know how shield laws in your state might protect your reporters – or not — if someone demands to know source names and take steps to protect your notes and unused information from being confiscated.

Verify. Verify. Verify. Attribute. Attribute. Attribute. Just because a source gives you a “fact,” only take it at face value. Authenticate facts with at least one other source. Give the development and writing of your story enough time for all facts to become clear and to be sure you do indeed have all relevant facts. You may never break a story, but you should always present the most complete, truthful and accurate version you can. 

Then hold your ground: 

Anticipate reaction and be sure you are prepared to deal with it. Be sure you can logically defend why a story is important or needs to be told in your community. When writing about sources in potentially embarrassing situations, ask yourself, “How would I feel if the story were about me?” 

Just because you could legally print a story doesn’t mean you should. Balance the right to tell a story with the rights of the individuals you cover and the public’s right and need to know. Study professional standards and adhere to them.

Make sure the staff or your editorial board contributes and discusses the story and follows the story throughout the writing and editing process. When many people look over a story, it’s more likely someone may anticipate potential problems or discover errors in facts or logic. But, make sure information being discussed is kept private. What happens in the staffroom stays in the staffroom.

Evaluate your publication: 

Be sure to critique your each publication, stressing positives as worth repeating. Learn from negatives so they are not repeated. Nothing destroys the practices of censorship  like success and community respect.

Consider holding forum sessions where community members can ask questions or raise complaints. Honestly explain your process and decision-making. The results can be positive and long lasting. 

To not plan could snare you in the quagmire of censorship, prior review and mistrust. 

This quagmire produces journalistic casualties as seen on the battleground map on the Center for Scholastic Journalism’s (CSJ)  Censorship Map (http://jmc.kent.edu/csj). The map also displays origins of landmark student speech cases, including Bong Hits 4 Jesus.

The map also tracks censorship and prior review during the 2006-07 school year. More cases will be added as CSJ learns of them.

Compare the instances and view selected censored content. Discover what types of content has been censored most frequently. Learn what practices can get you in trouble. 

While there are never guarantees in the censorship battle, applying strategies above has been successful. 

Join other 4P success stories by sending evidence of your freedom of expression campaigns to CSJ for its map by going to http://jmc.kent.edu/freedom 

****Tom: this is a filler ID link. We will send you the real one when we have it****

Remember, this process works for any student media.

The process is important. No topic should be off-limits if the process, the mission, is to be accomplished 

And it goes without saying that success breeds success. The more we prove to ourselves, our communities and our school administrators we can handle controversial issues, the more we build a solid bulwark for democracy.

SIDEBARS

For general information:

• Student Press Law Center

http://splc.org
• JEA Press Rights Commission 

http://jeapressrights.org
• Poynter’s NewsU

http://newsu.org 

• The Poynter Institute

http://poynter.org
• Center for Scholastic Journalism

http://jmc.kent.edu/csj
For policies, definitions and specifics:

• Tip sheets for ethics

http://poynter.org/content/content_view.asp?id=31889&sid=32
• Sample editorial policies, model policies and other legal issues (see editorial policy links in the right column)

http://jeapressrights.org
• Society of Professional Journalists

http://www.spj.org/ethics.asp
• Censorship maps

http://jmc.kent.edu/csj/censormap

(right now is: http://maps.google.com/maps/ms?client=firefox-a&ie=UTF8&oe=UTF-8&hl=en&channel=s&msa=0&msid=102786678383663482554.00000112724f6571e0951&z=3&om=1 )

• JEA Adviser Code of Ethics (go to site, then to ethics in right column)

http://jeapressrights.org
