
Chapter Two
Meeting Ethical and Legal 

Responsibilities



Defamation:  “To harm a person’s reputation”

Slander:  Spoken Defamation

Libel:  Written Defamation



Libel Actions
 Comments about one’s political beliefs  (Calling someone a 

Nazi or a terrorist)

 Saying someone has a physical illness  (AIDS, Cancer)

 Saying someone has a mental disease  (Saying someone is 
“crazy”)

 Disparaging someone’s business practices or professional 
conduct  (Saying someone is a criminal)

Libelous words will cause people to be shunned or thought less 
of and might endanger their ability to earn a living or advance in 

their profession.



Is This Libel?       True or False?

If you disguise the subject of your story, he / she cannot 
successfully sue you for libel.

True:

A person cannot successfully sue for libel unless he / she can 
prove a false statement identifies him / her.  Be careful, a 
person can be identified in other ways without revealing a 
name (ie. physical description, job title, etc.)



Is This Libel?       True or False?

Editors of a student newspaper can be held responsible for 
publishing a libelous statement even if it is made by someone 
else (ie. statement in a letter to the editor, senior quote, etc.)

True:  As an editor, you are responsible for everything you 
publish whether you or your staff created it.



Is This Libel?       True or False?

Material published on an opinion page or an editorial cannot be 
libelous.

False:  While statements of “pure opinion” cannot be libelous, 
any statement that makes a false allegation of fact is potentially 
libelous.



Is This Libel?       True or False?

All false statements of fact are libelous.

False:  Only false statements that seriously harm a person’s 
reputation are libelous.  False statements that cause no 
reputational harm – or minor harm – or merely embarrass or 
annoy a person cannot be the basis for a successful libel claim.



Is This Libel?       True or False?

Truth is an absolute defense in a libel claim.

True:  But be careful.  Knowing something is true and proving 
it in court can be two separate things.



Is This Libel?       True or False?

Contacting the subject of a news story before publication can 
help you avoid a successful libel suit.

True:  Contacting the subject of a news story not only ensures 
the story’s accuracy, but it also helps demonstrates that you 
acted reasonably and fairly in reporting a story.



Is This Libel?       True or False?

Most high school students, because they are minors, cannot be 
sued for libel.

False:  Age is no shield for a libel claim.



Privacy
• Is not a constitutional right.

• News media does not need to determine its legal right, but 
rather must decide what is ethical to print.

• Must balance the following: Get the news out vs. showing 
compassion vs. educating society.

• Celebrities & public officials have less right to privacy, 
because media feel they put themselves in public eye, so it’s 
not as ethically disturbing to write about them.



Examples of privacy questions:
• Street address (give general address ie. 1200 block of Center 

Street)

• Naming crime victims (case by case)

• Naming juvenile offenders (many print when tried as adult for 
serious crime)

• Naming rape victims (if name 

suspect, should name accuser vs. 

makes them victims twice)

• Photos – shocking, of grief 

(usually do not print, unless 

overriding reason or not graphic)



Ethics:  

The branch of philosophy that deals with right and 
wrong.

Laws:  

Rules of conduct established by a government.



Are the following situations ethical or legal decisions?

1. An interstate drive decreases his speed to 65 miles an hour when he sees the new speed limit 
sign as he enters a metropolitan area.

1. An interstate driver decreases his speed to 50 miles per hour because of wet, and possibly 
slick, road conditions.

2. A shopper informs a sales clerk that the sales clerk has given her one dollar too much 
change.

3. A shopper is arrested for shoplifting a package of cigarettes.

4. A high school newspaper reporter deletes a quote from his story because it contains a racial 
slur.

5. A high school newspaper reporter deletes a quote from his story because he feels the quote 
shows a lack of compassion and sensitivity.  



Story or No Story?
You decide!



As a school reporter, you’re covering a meeting of the 
board of education.  Suddenly the president of the board 
turn to you and says, “I’m sorry, but this part of the 
meeting is off the record.  Please stop taking notes and 
do not report any of this in the paper.”  

Do you stop taking notes?  Why?



Laws exist in most states setting forth the circumstances 
under which a governing body may meet privately.  
Meetings cannot be closed arbitrarily.  Governmental 
bodies usually are permitted to meet privately to discuss 
personnel matters, salaries, and land purchases or to 
consult with an attorney.  Many states require advance 
public notice of intent to hold such private meetings.  
Further, such meetings, often called executive sessions, 
are for discussion only –no action may be taken.



You’re in the school cafeteria, and you overhear two 
school administrators discussing “the massive number 
of students who cheat.”  

Do you have a story?  How would you proceed?  Why?



Newspapers do not print mere rumors or hearsay.  A 
student, who accidentally comes across this sort of 
information has no story until all the facts have been 
checked and confirmed.  Speculation is forbidden in 
news stories.



Assume that you’re a high school principal and have learned 
that the school paper intends to publish this story.  

What would you do and why?

A student created a disturbance in the cafeteria, turning over 
tables, throwing food, and upsetting a coffee maker.  He was 
subdued and taken to a local hospital for psychiatric 
observation.  The story being planned by the school newspaper 
is to include the student’s name and photographs of the 
damage.



If the disturbance was caused by a student with emotional 
problems, most principals would try to protect the student’s 
privacy.  All we have here is one student, perhaps emotionally 
upset who turned over some tables and threw some food.  This 
incident is pretty tame.  No one was hurt, and the damage was 
slight.



Assume you’re the editor of the school newspaper for 
which the cafeteria article is planned.  What would 

you do and why?



If the student involved really is emotionally disturbed, his or 
her privacy should be protected.  The incident is relatively 
minor, and no journalistic integrity will be sacrificed by 
ignoring the story.  

If the editor truly feels it is newsworthy, perhaps the whole 
incident can be wrapped up in a photo caption.



Assume that you’re a high school principal and have learned 
that the school paper intends to publish this story.  

What would you do and why?

The newspaper staff plans an editorial that criticizes the 
football coach for pressuring the parents of the students he 
coaches into buying kitchen appliances from his wife’s 
business.



Most principals would be nervous about this possible story.  
Issues the principal would want answered include the 
following: 

• Was a crime committed?  

• Where there any laws broken?  

• What proof do the journalism students have?  

• Is it solid and documented or hearsay?  

• How did the “pressure” manifest itself?  

• Did the coach promise starting assignments to children of 
those who bought his wife’s wares?  If not, what was 
proposed?  

• Did the coach neglect his duties to sell the merchandise?



Assume you’re the editor of the school newspaper 

for which the football coach editorial is planned.  

What would you do and why?



This is a story if there is documented proof and if all the 
principal’s questions can be answered properly.  Again, 
however, a reputation and livelihood are at stake, so caution is 
in order.  The editor should ask: 

• Was anyone hurt?  

• Is this a legal problem or an ethical one?  Truth is an absolute 
defense in libel cases, but only if the truth can be 
demonstrated and proven to a jury.  

• Is this another in a series of transgressions by the coach or a 
misstep by a newcomer to coaching?



Members of the student council have circulated a petition in 
the school to have the council’s faculty adviser replaced.

Assume that you’re a high school principal and have learned 
that the school paper intends to publish this story.  

What would you do and why?



The principal would like this “story” to go away and probably 
would take steps to see that it does.  A lot depends on the 
reasons for the petition.  Is it two students upset over a close 
election and out to “get” the advisor?  Is it a broad movement 
based on repeated and documented malfeasance?  The 
advisor’s professional reputation- and therefore her income – is 
at stake.  All parties should proceed with caution.  Still, if the 
petition has been circulated throughout the school, it will be 
hard to find an acceptable way to censor the story.  Too many 
people know about it.  If there is to be a story, the advisor must 
be given space to tell her side (Right of Reply).



Assume you’re the editor of the school newspaper 
for which the student council adviser story is planned.  

What would you do and why?



This is a story unless it’s a personal vendetta by a disgruntled 
student or two, but the editor should absolutely insist on proof, 
balance, and comment from all sides.  The story should be 
played down, generally, unless the adviser has committed a 
serious transgression such as misuse of funds.  The editor 
should make sure that his or her judgment isn’t swayed by a 
few hot-tempered activists and should expect strong 
administration opposition in this case.  



The newspaper staff members investigating the all-school 
activities fund – money intended to support all of the school’s 
clubs and organizations – have discovered that school 
administrators have spent the entire fund to support the 
basketball team.

Assume that you’re a high school principal and have learned 
that the school paper intends to publish this story.  

What would you do and why?



If the journalism students have solid, documented proof and 
have given the offending administrators a chance to explain 
and defend their actions (Right of Reply), a wise principal will 
cooperate in the publication of a story.  The best thing for 
someone to do in a case like this is to be candid with the press.  



Assume you’re the editor of the school newspaper 
for which the activities fund story is planned.  

What would you do and why?



If there is absolute, documented proof and if the administrators 
are given a chance to explain and defend their actions, this is 
definitely a story and one worth fighting for if you are the 
editor.  

Clearly in this case the interests of the student body at large are 
ignored in favor of a few- those on the basketball team.  


