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Legal Memorandum 

DATE: March 8, 2012 

 

TO: Vice President of Student Affairs, Pacific Lutheran University 

FROM: Nicholas Martin, Faculty Member, School of Arts and Communication, Pacific 

Lutheran University 

SUBJECT: Student Media Censorship 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

The case involves Pacific Lutheran University (PLU) a private, religiously-affiliated 

liberal arts institution housing nearly 3,700 students in the state of Washington.  A student 

newspaper, known as The Mooring Mast, is printed every Thursday.  The paper is shared online 

and produces a weekly broadcast via the campus television and radio stations (KCNS and LASR, 

respectively).  Such work has been referenced on numerous occasions by a local NPR affiliate 

station that operates on campus (KPLU).   

Past and current student reporters studying in the School of Arts and Communication 

(SOAC) have been awarded recognition from the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ) for 

their writings and contributions to the field, establishing a strong, professional reputation for the 

paper, the staff, and the institution.  Alumni are heavily invested in supporting the university 

through donations, and also donate to support the arts and student organizations (especially The 

Mast).  An advisor has typically been appointed to each branch of student media, though direct 

involvement (particularly in terms of evaluating content) has been limited and/or nonexistent. 
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An article printed in The Mooring Mast on Thursday, December 1, 2011 resulted in 

controversy over the use of “obscene” language in the title and article itself.  The language in 

question referred to the name of an intramural team, as well as comments from team members 

about the school and the apparent lack of funding/support for IM sports and athletics.  School 

administrators (generally speaking) were targeted with several criticisms that contained “biased, 

objectionable, and misinterpreted” facts” (taken from a statement issued by a senior staff 

member in the Student Life office).  One administrator, frustrated by these remarks, noted that 

such material might portray the university in a negative light if viewed as unsupportive and 

“cheap,” potentially affecting donor relations. 

Deeming the material offensive, harmful to the university reputation, and failing to 

follow proper journalistic guidelines set forth by the Associated Press and the student code of 

conduct, administrators discontinued printing of the hardcopy paper and shut down The Mooring 

Mast website for a 24-hour period on Saturday, December 3, 2011.  The article was removed and 

later re-edited by a member of Media Relations (not student staff), censoring the explicit remarks 

regarding administrators and other profanities made in the article (including the team name). The 

student editor-in-chief and reporter responsible for publishing this article will be questioned by 

senior administrators and may potentially be removed from their positions because of failure to 

abide by journalistic standards.   

Working within the School of Arts and Communication (SOAC) and acting as a mentor 

to several students involved with The Mooring Mast (but not as their formal advisor), I have 

been approached by the editor-in-chief and former student reporter responsible for writing the 

article.  The students seek perspective on potential legal action against the university for 

censoring an article they believe presents facts, student opinions, and general coverage of 
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campus-related activities (in addition to termination).  Second, the students have stated that if 

they are removed from their positions, they will undoubtedly seek legal action against the 

university.  Third, the student writers claim that the university has acted in a hypocritical fashion, 

allowing certain student groups that distribute flyers and other publications to promote 

“questionable material” and “profanity.”  Finally, the editor-in-chief has raised concern over the 

fact that their advisor, who has reviewed “controversial” material in the past, has been absent 

from the table for several weeks, and should also be held responsible with respect to this case. 

Following discussion with the Vice President of Student Affairs regarding the article 

removal, student responsibility, and advisor involvement, this memorandum has been prepared 

for the purpose of providing a comprehensive overview of the legal, educational, and 

administrative issues surrounding censorship of student media.  Through references of past legal 

cases involving media censorship, as well as examination of state and federal statutes, an 

informed decision will hopefully be reached with respect to this situation.  Concluding remarks 

will be made regarding questions that have arisen in this case, and will also explore future 

actions needed to successfully navigate and/or avoid similar challenges.   

It should be noted that this case is based on actual events that occurred this past 

December at PLU.  For the purpose of this assignment, several details have been added (alumni 

funding, offensive comments, student employee termination) or altered to tease out hypothetical 

scenarios involving the complex issue of censorship on a university campus.   

II. POLICY/EDUCATIONAL/ADMINISTRATIVE ISSUES AND QUESTIONS 

A number of institutional policies and questions emerge with respect to this 

situation.  The critical issue will be addressed in this piece involves exploring the actual 

regulation of content in student media, as well as the actions of student staff members.  What of 
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student behavior and university expectations that are found in the student code of 

conduct?  What of expectations of student staff upon hiring, and what are students led to believe 

their work will entail when being hired?  Are the student employees educated on the expectations 

of the university, which sponsors the work of The Mooring Mast?  Do professional sources, 

which recognize or support the efforts of Mast staff writers (such the AP, SPJ) provide a 

comprehensive understanding of what is appropriate and not in terms of speech and/or 

publication?  This memorandum aims to address a number of these questions through 

examination of the Student Conduct Code at PLU, position descriptions for student staff 

reporters, as well as ethical codes for one or more of the professional organizations with which 

student reporters and the newspaper are affiliated. 

One concern that has been brought to the table by the Vice President of Student Affairs 

involves content moderation, perhaps by an administrator or advisor affiliated with the various 

branches of student media.  As previously noted, each branch of the student media (newspaper, 

radio, television, yearbook, poetry, and art) has its own advisor; however, advisors have 

historically had little involvement in overseeing the work of students (who are typically young 

adults producing material for other young adults).  The students, if removed from their positions, 

seek to hold their advisor accountable, as well for the publishing of this piece.  Is this feasible?  

Should advisors have a larger role in managing student publications? 

Alumni support might also come into play if in fact student press has the ability to affect 

willingness of donors.  Will continued censorship of media also have an effect on donor 

contributions to the school?  Though this issue cannot necessarily be explored in great depth, it 

is, nevertheless, an issue that may have be addressed by senior administrators hoping to secure 

funding from alumni for the purpose of university development and renovations, in addition to 
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scholarship funding.  As student affairs practitioners and university personnel, we must address 

the issues of media regulation and censorship on our campus with great intention and care. We 

must review and resolve (to the best of our abilities) this particular situation in hopes of better 

fostering a knowledgeable, professional and civic-minded community with respect to the sharing 

of opinions and information. 

III. LEGAL ISSUES 

Case Law 

Listed below are a number of cases that explore/demonstrate various effects and 

outcomes of censorship on both the institution and the student staff members affiliated with 

different schools or universities.  

Censorship 

Albert v. Carovano, 824 F.2d 1333, modified on rehearing, 839 F.2d (2d Cir. 1987), panel opin. 

vacated, 851 F.2d 561 (2d Cir. 1988) (en banc).   

State rights regarding freedom of speech were not granted to Hamilton College students 

in a lawsuit involving First Amendment violations.  The students in question were subject to 

disciplinary action due to college’s stance on freedom of expression and maintenance of public 

order.  As part of their suit against Hamilton, the students claimed a violation of state action had 

occurred.  The court found that the college decision could not be considered state action.  The 

state had generally not regulated the disciplinary policies of private colleges, as the Henderson 

Act stipulated that the state did not require colleges to take particular actions.  This case remains 

relevant to the current situation unfolding at PLU, in that students may not be extended rights of 

the state due to private institution governance and code.  Addressing the Henderson Act and 

alleged violation thereof, the court in Albert v. Carovano determined that no state action was 
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found and that the act itself required only that universities and colleges to report disciplinary 

cases - not govern them or intervene (Kaplin & Lee, 2007, p. 36).  This provides critical 

perspective with regard to the First Amendment and state action in private institutions. 

Bazaar v. Fortune, 476 F.2d 570, rehearing, 489 F.2d 225 (5th Cir. 1973). 

A publication at U.Miss. was halted over poor “taste.” The university argued that select 

articles would stir an adverse reaction from the public and student population.  Having a faculty 

advisor present in the publishing of this material, the reaction would ultimately (the university 

believed) look bad for the university.  The university action was found in violation of the First 

Amendment, because “speech cannot be stifled by the state merely because it would perhaps 

draw an adverse reaction from the majority of people” (Kaplin & Lee, 2007, p. 549).  This case 

is of particular importance, in that content (if identified as being in bad taste) may not be 

established as harmful to the university when viewed through the lens of the First Amendment.  

Schiff v. Williams, 519 F.2d 257 (5th Cir. 1975).   

Editors from the student newspaper at Florida Atlantic University were 

terminated.  Administrators cited poor quality of the paper, and failure to abide by publication 

guidelines of the university.  The court found that this violated First Amendment law. 

Publications that could potentially be “embarrassing” for the institution cannot be used as 

permissible grounds for terminating staff or pursuing disciplinary action.  The students were not 

state employees and could not bring harm to the reputation of the state.  The paper was not 

controlled by the university; rather, it was run by students for students and recognized by the 

university (Kaplin & Lee, 2007, p. 550).  This case presents a unique perspective on the 

governance of student media (is it university run or recognized/sponsored by the 

university?)  This is a question that should be addressed by Student Life administrators at PLU, 
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as the question itself may guide proper action with respect to disciplinary measures as well as 

challenging staff to contemplate the targeted audience of Mast material. 

Kincaid vs. Gibson (236 F.3d 342; 2001 U.S. App. LEXIS 86). 

A student yearbook was confiscated prior to distribution over concerning material that 

was ruled unconstitutional and potentially obscene for readers. The yearbook editor and another 

student filed suit against the state university.  The court found that the yearbook was not a 

closely monitored activity, as it was written by young adults for young adults; therefore, 

confiscation could not be upheld on the ground that it could affect “immature audiences” (Kaplin 

& Lee, 2007, p. 551).  A similar stance could be taken with respect to the article in question at 

PLU, as the content, despite being “obscene,” is still directed toward mature and adult audiences. 

Papish v. Board of Curators of the University of Missouri (410 U.S. 667; 93 S. Ct. 1197; 35 L. 

Ed. 2d 618; 1973 U.S. LEXIS 93). 

A student was expelled for violating a board bylaw prohibiting distribution of newspapers 

with material deemed offensive (indecent speech).  The student sued, believing that First 

Amendment rights had been violated.  The student won.  Summarizing the case, “Obscenity...is 

not definable in terms of an institution’s or an administrator’s own personal conceptions of taste, 

decency, or propriety.  Obscenity can be defined only in terms of the guidelines that courts have 

constructed to prevent the concept from being used to choke off controversial social or political 

dialogue” (Kaplin & Lee, 2007, p. 554).  Again, this is another relevant example in which 

content cannot be regulated due to one’s personal opinions or because of potential controversial 

nature.  PLU administrators responsible for censorship of the article may wish to review their 

evidence and determine if sound, objective rationale was used in censoring this piece and 

(potentially) removing student staff from their positions. 
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Dean v. Utica, 345 F. Supp. 2d 799 (2004). 

 A high school student (Dean) published an article in her high school newspaper regarding 

a lawsuit that residents were filing against the school district’s bus depot.  The superintendent 

“ordered the removal of the article” due to “inaccuracies” which led to Dean filing suit against 

the school district (Dean v. Utica, 2004).  The court found that the removal of the article was 

indefensible, and that the information it contained was in fact accurate (the court found that the 

superintendent’s removal of the article was founded more on personal disagreement than 

inaccurate reporting).  Once again, PLU administrators may ask if the content of an article 

disagreeable personally, or if it actually cause harm to the institution. 

Hazelwood School District v. Kuhlmeier (482 U.S. 926; 107 S. Ct. 3208; 96 L. Ed. 2d 694; 1987 

U.S. LEXIS 2647). 

 Student articles were deemed inappropriate and were thus removed from a high school 

newspaper by a principal.  The students filed suit but after a lengthy battle lost due to concerns of 

protecting students mentioned in the article, as well as maintaining a high degree of journalistic 

integrity.  For these reasons, a violation of First Amendment rights was ruled out.  With respect 

to the current situation involving student censorship at PLU, it can be argued that if the content 

of a student article is found to not live up to journalistic standards, removal/censorship may be 

warranted.  The same can be said for content that appears harmful to a particular individual, in 

that a person is attacked or made vulnerable because of the information conveyed in that piece. 

Morse v. Frederick (551 U.S. 393; 127 S. Ct. 2618; 168 L. Ed. 2d 290; 2007 U.S. LEXIS 8514).  

 A student was suspended by his high school after refusing to a banner that read “BONG 

HITS 4 JESUS” (Morse v. Frederick, 2007).  The student was suspended on grounds that the 

material violated the school’s drug policy.  The Ninth Circuit Court found that the student’s First 
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Amendment Rights had been violated because the school punished the student and silenced their 

voice “without demonstrating that his speech gave rise to a risk of substantial disruption” (Morse 

v. Frederick, 2007).  The Court, however, reversed this decision and ruled in favor of the school 

district, as “schools were entitled to take steps to safeguard those entrusted to their care from 

speech” that solicited drug use (Morse v. Frederick, 2007).   

This case presents a unique situation in that a lower court ruled that First Amendment 

rights had been violated, while a higher court dismissed this ruling, believing that welfare of 

others and school policies provided substantial grounding for regulation of speech and 

expression.  The broad issue of “substantial disruption” is addressed in this case, allowing some 

flexibility in determining if information causes widespread harm. With regard to affecting the 

PLU community, administrators may wish to examine the content of the article in question, 

determining whether or not the material causes a disruption in the work and health of students, 

staff, and other university community members. 

Tinker v. Des Moines Independent Community School District (393 U.S. 503; 89 S. Ct. 733; 21 

L. Ed. 2d 731; 1969 U.S. LEXIS 2443). 

 High school students were suspended by school administrators for wearing arm bands 

that protested the Vietnam War.  A trial court upheld the decision of the school administration, 

citing a “desire to prevent the disturbance of school discipline” (Tinker v. Des Moines 

Independent Community School District, 1969).  A circuit court confirmed this ruling; however, 

the Supreme Court sided with the students, affirming that the First Amendment had been 

violated.  The Court ruled that the act of wearing an armband was entirely separate from 

pursuing potentially violent or disruptive action.  Once again, freedom of expression comes into 

question when administrators see content of one’s speech or actions as potentially damaging.  An 
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open, objective assessment of the intentions and effects of writers and their work must be 

conducted if a sound resolution to the Mast situation is to be found.  

Rosenberger v. Rector and Visitors of the University of Virginia (515 U.S. 819; 115 S. Ct.  

2510; 132 L. Ed. 2d 700; 1995 U.S. LEXIS 4461) 

 Student petitioners filed suit against the University of Virginia because the institution 

refused to pay a third-party printer for religiously influenced student materials.  The Court of 

Appeals held that the student group was not subject to discrimination on the basis of religion, but 

in order to maintain a separation of church and state, and the university was justified in its 

decision.  The Supreme Court reversed this ruling, citing discrimination of viewpoint.  Though a 

university may seem to be justified in its decision making for the sake of maintaining appearance 

or abiding by particular clauses, in truth the act of denying publication may still constitute 

violation of student First Amendment rights and unwarranted discrimination.   

Role/Negligence of Advisors 

Beach v. University of Utah, 726 P.2d 413 (Utah 1986). 

 Though not related to the issue of censorship, this case highlights the role of advisors in 

monitoring student behavior and (for the purpose of this memo) the content/actions of those the 

advisor oversees.  An underage student consumed alcohol and, as a result, injured himself on a 

faculty advisor-led field trip.  The advisor was well aware of the activities of this student, as the 

student drank in full view of the advisor. In spite of university regulations, and the fact that the 

advisor failed to uphold the regulations, the court found that the university and the advisor 

(though negligent) were not liable or responsible for the harm the student had caused himself.  In 

relation to the censorship incident, an advisor working with various branches of student media 

can be found negligent for not upholding responsibilities or practicing care/concern; however, 
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the advisor might not be blamed for the actions of the editor-in-chief and student reporter.  A 

student’s personal autonomy appears to be determining factors in Beach v. University of Utah, 

and can thus be related (in some fashion) to our current situation in which student reporters 

recognize they are publishing “potentially offensive” material  (Kaplin & Lee, 2007, p. 92). 

Other Sources of Law 

In addition to the case law mentioned above, there are also laws at the federal, state, and 

institutional level that needs to be addressed and potentially enforced.   

Federal Statutes 

The First Amendment, U.S. Const. amend. I 

The First Amendment of the Constitution of the United States of America, often cited in 

cases of censorship or media regulation, stipulates that “Congress shall make no law respecting 

an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of 

speech, or of the press” (U.S. Const. amend. I).   Though rights are clearly established with 

respect to freedom of the press and freedom of speech/expression, the “freedoms” and their 

limitations are subject to interpretation by the courts and various institutions.  One of the 

questions that arises involves identifying what is reasonable with regard to the freedom of the 

press and the freedom of speech.  The task then of the Vice President of Student Affairs 

involves, after review of this memorandum, determining what reasonable freedom as established 

by the Constitution entails in relation to freedom of student speech and student press at PLU. 

The Public Health and Welfare, 42 USCS § 1983 

 Chapter 21 of Title 42 of the United States Code (“The Public Health and Welfare”) 

which addresses civil rights, stipulates that “every person who...subjects, or causes to be 

subjected, any citizen of the United States or other person within the jurisdiction thereof to the 
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deprivation of any rights, privileges, or immunities secured by the Constitution and laws, shall be 

liable to the party injured in an action at law, suit in equity, or other proper proceeding...”  This 

statute is often cited in relation to the violation of the First Amendment, establishing that 

individuals responsible for the cause of harm or the infringement of another’s rights are subject 

to legal ramifications.  Immunity is often argued in cases involving the violation of freedom of 

speech.  With respect to the current situation at PLU, the students may file suit citing 42 USCS § 

1983 and claiming wrongful termination (if dismissed), as well as violation of their rights to 

speak freely or report information, which may result in liability on the part of the university.   

State Law 

WAC 132F-121-040 - Journalistic Freedom and Responsibility 

This chapter of Washington Administrative Code (WAC), which focuses on college 

practices and regulations regarding journalism (at the community college level, specifically), 

establishes parameters in which student journalists are to function and operate.  Though PLU is a 

private institution that receives federal funding, this code can be referenced in hopes of 

understanding state findings with respect to student media and journalistic integrity.  The 

“primary purpose of student publications is to promote free and responsible discussion of 

campus and community issues” (WAC 132F-121-040, Retrieved from 

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/WAC/default.aspx?cite=132F-121&full=true).  This piece, which broadly 

defines the role of media and reporting in a campus community, can be considered a source for 

reflection with respect to the situation unfolding at PLU.  Also noted in this document are 

policies to be followed regarding “best practices” with respect to journalistic integrity and 

publishing, which include federal statutes, state laws, and other items, such as (for example) the 

Statement of Principles crafted by American Society of Newspaper Editors. 

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/WAC/default.aspx?cite=132F-121&full=true
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The State proposes that student papers be “free of censorship;” however, this is subject to 

the rules and policies established by boards at different institutions (WAC 132F-121-

040).  Students should not be dismissed from their positions unless they have failed to meet the 

guidelines set forth by the board or governing body of the newspaper/media outlet.  In reviewing 

what policies are in place at PLU (while simultaneously upholding the right for student 

journalists to express their opinions and share information), university administrators will 

undoubtedly be challenged to assess if in fact questionable content warrants removal as opposed 

to greater professional education and growth. 

Institutional Policy 

Pacific Lutheran University Student Code of Conduct 

 PLU aims to protect the liberties of its students by creating a space in which 

communication and the sharing of ideas might flourish (in a safe and reasonable fashion).  Taken 

from the Student Handbook, the university 

“...holds as basic the integrity and well-being of every person in the community. It is 

committed to providing a living, learning and working environment that is fair, 

consistent, caring, and supportive of intellectual and personal growth. Further, it is 

committed to protecting the rights of its community members to engage in dialogue and 

express ideas in an environment that is free from harassment, discrimination, and 

exploitation. This freedom of expression does not, however, entail the freedom to 

threaten, stalk, intimidate, harass, or abuse” (“Disruption of University Community,” 

2012). 

Furthermore, the university establishes that “Students are also expected to demonstrate respect 

and good judgment by acting in a manner that is appropriate to the university setting, on campus 
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or while engaged in a University sponsored activity” (“Disruption of University Community,” 

2012).   

 Directly addressing freedom of expression, the PLU student handbook states that each 

student “has the right to express a personal opinion as long as it does not infringe on the rights of 

others, disrupt community or university functions, or otherwise violate university policy, or 

local, state or federal laws” (“Freedom of Expression,” 2012).  We must therefore assess, based 

on these stipulations, if the material deemed “offensive” was discriminatory or damaging in 

nature to not only others but the entire community.   

Pacific Lutheran University - Position Description for Student Reporters 

 Based on a review of the student reporter position description, student reporters brought 

on to work with The Mooring Mast must possess a number following qualities or knowledge 

sets.  Not only must a prospective reporter possess “knowledge of journalism fundamentals 

(ethical, legal, organizational, structural, etc.),” but they must also have a functional knowledge 

of AP style and a demonstrated “ability to make sound decisions using available information” 

(“Pacific Lutheran University - Student Employment”, 2012).  Supposedly, students are already 

aware of journalistic ethics and guidelines prior to being hired.  It must be determined to what 

extent a student must possess such knowledge, and whether or not such knowledge is reiterated 

or enhanced over the course of one’s tenure with The Mast. 

Society of Professional Journalists Code of Ethics 

 The Society of Professional Journalists, which has admitted a number of PLU students 

into its ranks, lays out clear guidelines for journalistic integrity; however, their Code of Ethics 

fails to properly address issues involving use of profane language or reporting “caustic” 
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comments.  Specific elements that may be related to the unfolding situation with The Mooring 

Mast are as follows: 

 Test the accuracy of information from all. 

 Diligently seek out subjects of news stories to give them the opportunity to respond to 

allegations of wrongdoing. 

 Show compassion for those who may be affected adversely by news coverage. 

 Show good taste. 

 Clarify and explain news coverage and invite dialogue with the public over journalistic 

conduct. 

 Admit mistakes and correct them promptly. 

 Abide by the same high standards to which they hold others (“SPJ Code of Ethics,” 2012) 

These principles and practices constitute “right thinking” with respect to the publishing and 

sharing of information through various media outlets.  A number of these items allude to sound 

decision-making, verification of information, and personal accountability when faced with 

potential damages.  Utilizing these guidelines will be of great use to administrators seeking to 

verify the content and assess the actions of Mooring Mast reporters. 

Associated Press Guidelines 

Taken from an online statement of news values and principles, the Associated Press (AP) 

establishes that profanity or obscene content is not used “in stories unless they are part of direct 

quotations and there is a compelling reason for them” (“What’s New,” 2012).  Also worth 

noting, the AP stipulates that “if a story cannot be told without reference to [profanities or 

obscenities], we must first try to find a way to give the reader a sense of what was said without 

using the specific word or phrase” (“What’s New,” 2012).  In typical instances in which 
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profanity or obscenities are used, the AP recommends “a partial spelling with hyphens in place 

of some letters would convey the meaning. AP flags such cases atop the story with an editor's 

note” (“Ask the Editor,” 2012).  This establishes that Mooring Mast staff may have not proper 

AP procedures in reporting profanity, adding merit to the article’s removal and editing. 

 Another piece that addresses negative comments directed toward the administration of 

PLU regarding IM sports is as follows: “We must make significant efforts to reach anyone who 

may be portrayed in a negative way in our stories, and we must give them a reasonable amount 

of time to get back to us before we move the story” (“What’s New,” 2012).  Based on this, PLU 

administration may be justified in removal of the article in question due to failure on the part of 

journalists to provide time for administrators to respond to the comments of the interviewed 

student (noting again that Mooring Mast staff failed to follow proper AP procedures).   

IV. RECOMMENDATION FOR ACTION 

Based on the charge set forth by the Vice President of Student Affairs, the following 

recommendations have been prepared based on past legal cases, current policies, and ethical 

codes operating within the field of journalism.   

Review Content of Article Through Lens of Professional Organizations, Provide 

Administrative Rebuttal  

Utilizing the guidelines established by the Associated Press and the Society for 

Professional Journalists, we might better understand the motivations and intentions of our 

student staff members, educating not only ourselves but also our students on “best practices” 

with respect to proper journalistic writing.   Ultimately, we all will be provided with a better 

understanding of frameworks that we might use in future situations regarding “questionable or 

caustic material.” Issuing an administrative response to the claims of students quoted in the 
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piece, as well as offering up explanation for removing the article in question, may promote open 

dialogue as opposed to leaving room for more questions and frustration. 

Assess Administrative Decision to Remove Student Employees 

  Removal of the students responsible for publishing this piece (the editor-in-chief and 

staff reporter) will result in, based on conversation with the students in question, legal action 

being sought against the institution.  The university must first determine (based on the previous 

recommendation) if the nature of the content published is in fact damaging to the institution and 

disrupts the administrative and student communities from properly functioning.  Second, 

administration must determine if in fact the nature of this content violates university policies 

(hiring policies for student reporters, student code of conduct) and if it places the student’s 

employment status in jeopardy.  Third, a decision must be made with respect to termination.  

Fourth, administration must be prepared to defend its position based on what has been gathered 

with the previous recommendation (journalistic practice) and other steps in this recommendation. 

Provide Training for Student Media Reporters on Proper Reporting/Writing Techniques 

Student staff, upon being hired, should be trained on topics related to effective reporting, 

as informed by (for example) the Society for Professional Journalists or Associated Press.  

Editors-in-chief, in addition to faculty or administrative advisors, may consider organizing 

workshops with the School of Arts and Communication (SOAC) to further educate individuals 

on trends with respect to writing.  This could occur on a term-by-term basis. 

Greater Conversation on the Role of Advisors and Accountability 

Based on a review of Beach v. the University of Utah, it’s evident that advisors can be 

held negligent but not liable the free will and personal autonomy of the students that they 

advise/oversee.  The role of an advisor with all student media outlets at PLU has, historically 
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speaking, involved supporting students or addressing concerns that are brought to them - not 

directly managing the daily operations of student media employees and the content they publish.  

What of accountability, and fostering greater involvement?  Will this help or hinder the ability of 

students (based on our own code of conduct) to share opinions and information with one 

another?  This recommendation establishes the need for establishing further conversation 

regarding the role of advisors in supporting ongoing education and training of student staff, as 

well as moderating the content of potentially controversial articles.   

V. CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, FURTHER EXPLORATION 

In addition to the previously established recommendations, additional items need to be 

examined in order to fully prepare both students and staff for addressing and navigating concerns 

regarding controversial publications.  As university faculty and administrators, we must educate 

ourselves and our students so as to better serve one another within this community in the present 

moment, but also in the future.  Censorship bears with it particular burdens that must either be 

unquestioningly defended or retracted if found to be poorly warranted.  In either case, trust in the 

administration of this institution is placed in jeopardy, as is the trust that we place in our student 

population to serve as well intentioned, developing professionals. 

Further exploration is needed with respect to the role of advisors, as well as when 

securing funding from donors and maintaining a professional image.  One final question worth 

asking is this: What is more damaging to the institution: pulling an article and the criticism the 

institution may receive, or publishing an article featuring questionable content that may affect the 

institution’s reputation?  This must be decided by administrators and faculty charged with 

overseeing and supporting the education and growth of our students.  Hopefully, this information 

serves as a means of guiding our practice and influencing our decision making for the better. 
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