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ABSTRACT 

 

 This research tested the media access policy adopted by a large independent 

public school district in Oklahoma to determine if its high schools comport with district 

rules as applicable to self-governance theory. The researcher visited nine high schools in 

a large Oklahoma public school district and observed administrators’ willingness to 

comply with their own Board of Education policy on media access. The researcher 

examined the levels of access granted reporters, if story the topic was a deciding factor in 

granting access, and the timeliness in which the administration responded. Seven of nine 

schools followed the policy, though not always in a timely manner. One school denied a 

request for access based on the story topic, while another sent the reporter off campus 

based upon her profession.  Other administrators were unperturbed by a media presence 

in their schools, allowing the researcher to freely roam the school. During debriefing, 

many administrators reported that relationships between journalists and schools had more 

bearing on campus admission than strict interpretation of board policy. 

vii 
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Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 

 

 Like other educational institutions across the nation, Oklahoma’s schools face 

increased scrutiny over test scores, school violence, the drop-out rate, and myriad other 

problems facing children and adolescents in the state (Oklahoma Educational Indicators 

Program, 2007). Often, the same school administrators under fire by the news media for 

perceived educational system shortcomings are the very gatekeepers responsible for 

coordinating with members of the press for education coverage. Because these 

administrators are wary of negative publicity, and despite having Board of Education-

approved policies regarding media access to schools (Appendix A), the administrators 

may not always follow procedure for responding to and meeting reporters’ requests for 

campus access.  

 This research focuses on the importance of appropriate media access to schools, 

and seeks to explore the links between the theory of self-governance and a perceived 

right of media access to schools. Through its government watchdog position, America’s 

free press plays a critical role in maintaining the proper functioning of the educational 

system by keeping taxpayers and voters accurately appraised of what’s going on inside 

the schoolhouse gates. It’s therefore critical that appropriate news media access be 

granted at schools. Under the self-government concept, the First Amendment provides 

media protection because “a democratic polity must offer its citizens a wide range of 
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information if they are to make informed, educated judgments about public affairs” 

(Skolnick & McCoy, 1984, p. 521). While the First Amendment doesn’t guarantee the 

right of access, the United States Supreme Court has for many years recognized that 

access to information is critical to the democratic political system that the amendment 

works to protect. Additionally, the First Amendment has been clearly interpreted to 

exclude content as criteria for passing judgment on the message or sender. For example, 

1994’s Turner Broadcasting Systems Inc. v. FCC (114 S. Ct. 2445) recognized the 

relationship between access to information and the First Amendment, and 1986’s Pacific 

Gas & Electric Co. v. Public Utilities Commission (475 U.S. 1, 8-9) found that compelled 

access can’t discriminate in favor of or against certain viewpoints (Perritt, 1995).  

 Thus, a redisseminator of public information that is denied access to public 

 information because it is a redisseminator would argue that the First Amendment 

 makes such selective denial of access unconstitutional, (Perritt, 1995, p. 37). 

 

 The Supreme Court of the United States does not interpret the First Amendment 

to offer an expansive right to government information. As Justice Potter Steward said of 

Houchins v. KQED (438 U.S. 1, 1978), “The Constitution itself is neither a Freedom of 

Information Act nor an Official Secrets Act.” Still, the right of access to at least some 

sorts of state information is implied, as the Court has acknowledged the public’s right to 

attend court proceedings, as well as a more general right to receive information, as a free 

flow of knowledge and information serve as the cornerstone to a self-governing 

democracy (Driscoll et al., 1999). 

 This thesis will show that administrators in one particular district were far less 

willing to allow reporters on campus when the content of the story involved a potentially 

negative portrayal of the school and its students. It is the researcher’s assertion that the 
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single most important factor in determining media admittance within the district studied 

is not policy and procedure, but story content.  

 

Access to Schools: Legal Background 

 Determining the appropriate access for reporters seeking to cover schools begins 

with an examination of public forum laws. In America, citizens are afforded the use of 

“traditional public forums,” which include streets, sidewalks, and parks. The courts have 

afforded our government a narrow ability to limit their use by citizens or the press. 

Additionally, the government generally cannot limit rights to the press or the public to 

“dedicated public forums,” though reasonable time, place, and manner restrictions may 

be applied to activities that take place there. Public schools in America are among the 

third and most restricted of public facilities. They are considered by the courts to be 

“nonpublic forums” and therefore not available for general public use. This narrower 

definition means reporters must meet a heavier burden to prove their need for access. 

Often, schools have in place media access policies that spell out the circumstances under 

which a reporter may visit campus, and the conditions under which such a visit must be 

arranged and executed. There is certainly room for certain restrictions against those who 

aren’t students, staff, or faculty, the foremost being security – it would be unsafe to allow 

anyone at all who desired access to wander the halls. Therefore, some restrictions and 

oversight of those entering a school building are obviously necessary. However, a 

complete shutdown of the building to anyone other than students, faculty, and staff would 

be too drastic a measure. 
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 The information gathered and delivered via the news press advances important 

social goals, such as enabling voters to discover truth and allowing a greater 

understanding of political issues, permitting citizens to more effectively self-govern. 

Removed from the legislative, judicial, and executive branches, the press, or Fourth 

Estate, provides an oversight system on federal, state, and local powers. As such, the free 

press tends to promote stable policy review, thereby allowing those who disagree with 

public policy to work for change without violent overthrow (Hopkins, 2008). This is 

especially important for the coverage of schools because each resident in a school district 

supports these educational institutions through property taxes, regardless of whether they 

have students at the schools. 

 James Madison once wrote, “A popular government, without popular information, 

or the means of acquiring it, is but a prologue to a farce or a tragedy,” (1822) while 

Thomas Jefferson is attributed with writing, “An informed citizenry is vital to the 

functioning of a democratic society” (1820). The First Amendment is the lens through 

which our country’s press freedoms are examined. Despite there not being obvious access 

rights embedded in the amendment beyond a freedom to assemble, it is clear that the 

framers intended a free press and open government when they constructed the document 

that still leads our nation. 

 

Benefits 

 One of the main benefits of this study is for taxpayers whose dollars go to support 

the schools. It is critical that the press be allowed to report on schools as a means of 

ensuring that money isn’t being mismanaged, or managed in a way with which the 
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citizenry disagrees. An informed citizenry becomes a righter of wrongs, and often the 

best source of educational information is the news media. Additional benefits will come 

to the parents of students who attend public schools as well as the students themselves, 

because elucidation of educational problems should lead to positive changes that will 

impact current students. Reporters who cover education stand to benefit from knowing 

more about the ways in which principals, administrators, and public information officers 

grant access to the media. Additionally, good media access can lead to more positive 

stories involving the school and its students, so this research stands to benefit the schools 

as well. 

 

Purpose  

 School districts establish access policies to clearly describe the extent to which 

the press can gain access to facilities, students, and teachers. Policies are constructed at 

the school district level, and typically cover access to everyday scholastic activities as 

well as breaking news scenarios. The purpose of this research is to test the media access 

policy adopted by a large public school district in Oklahoma to determine if it comports 

with its own rules as applicable to self-governance theory through a media access audit. 

Testing the media access policy under real working conditions, in order to determine 

whether the policy functions as written, should also identify weaknesses and areas for 

improvement in media access policies.  
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Chapter 2 

 

Review of the Literature 

 

Self Governance Theory and Press Freedom 

 In order to thrive, a democracy must exist in an informed society. Thomas 

Jefferson said, “Were it left to me to decide whether we should have a government 

without newspapers, or newspapers without a government, I should not hesitate a 

moment to prefer the latter” (1787). He and other Constitutional framers embraced the 

free press concept with the First Amendment: “Congress shall make no law … abridging 

the freedom of speech, or of the press.” While it has only truly been relatively recently 

that the courts have shaped our modern concept of press freedoms spelled out by the First 

Amendment, this research seeks to look beyond its abridgment aspects to focus on the 

civic responsibility of the news media to keep the public informed about governmental 

operations. Case law is permeated by the notion that our First Amendment doesn’t just 

allow but compels the media to report upon the widest range of public concerns (Skolnick 

& McCoy, 1984).  The press has often acted as a fourth branch of government, serving as 

an additional arm in America’s system of checks and balances, ensuring a just, self-

governed society. It does so by providing information about governmental action to its 

citizens, information that is extrapolated during voting to retain, reject, or add elected 

officials. Therefore, governmental restrictions on the press should be closely scrutinized, 

because such limitations could allow government procedures that are wrong, illegal, or 
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unethical to go on without ceasing. The First Amendment has been viewed largely as a 

shield against government intrusion into expression vs. the guarantor of substantive 

rights, such as the access to government facilities. Therefore, access to schools is largely 

a matter of local policy, which can be subject to the whims of administrators to a greater 

degree than other government institutions that have more specific and stricter mandates. 

 This research seeks to explore those links between the First Amendment and the 

media’s perceived rights to access. We will first examine the history of the theory of self-

governance, then look at case law that, often stemming from First Amendment concepts, 

outlines the citizenry’s, and therefore the press’, access rights to public places. Access 

rights clearly implicate the First Amendment, and although the courts have not isolated 

specific access rights beyond courtrooms, Justice Byron White wrote for the majority in 

Branzburg v. Hayes, “Newsgathering is not without its constitutional protections” (408 

U.S. 665, 1972). 

 The theory of self-governance is a classic school of thought adopted by the 

framers of the United States Constitution. Even though they prioritized government 

entrenched in the ability of the people to self-rule, even they closed the doors on the 

Constitutional Convention, demonstrating the kind of tension that existed even in our 

earliest days between openness and secrecy, access and control. The First Amendment in 

particular provides immense freedom to the press, enabling it to not only further the 

public discourse but edify its people. 

 It is the intent of the researcher through this study to examine the fundamental 

role played by the media to maintain open access to the government, which should not be 

limited to large-scale entities like Congress or the White House, but be pertinent to any 



 8 

area in which the government has control.  Indeed, as schools are the educational 

incubators for a future generation of leaders, thinkers, and voters, our educational 

institutions are perhaps among the most critically in need of close scrutiny. The most 

effective “watchdog” of the schools often is the press, which can expose corruption and 

wrongdoing as well as highlight successes and build community pride. In examining 

these government-run institutions and exposing their strengths and weaknesses, the press 

enables that citizenry to make informed decisions and effect the direction of future 

governmental control by virtue of its elected officials, whom the citizenry has a direct 

vote in seating. In short, without excellent access to the schools, a democracy cannot 

effectively oversee those schools. 

 The writings on the theory of self-government range from philosophy to law to 

political science. The following is an attempt to trace the roots of self-governance 

thinking and to highlight some of its major theoretical underpinnings. Specifically, this 

research concerns itself with how press freedoms guaranteed in the First Amendment are 

critical to the success of a self-governing people. However, a broader look at the theory 

of self-governance is necessary order to fully understand how the theory relates to those 

press freedoms.  

 

Classic Self-Governance Theory 

 The classic theory of self-governance stems from the freedom of a people to 

create democratic institutions of government that are representative of the will of those 

people (Rohdes, 2001). Keane (2006) asserts that a traceable history of democracy and 

self-government goes back to ancient Mesopotamia, circa 2500 B.C. Democracy at that 
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point was associated with “the creation and diffusion of public assemblies” (p. 1). 

Aristotle thought that democracy meant self-governance among equals, “who rule and are 

ruled in turn” (Keane, p. 2). His and other thinkers’ words on the subject probably led to 

a general misconception that the tradition was born of Greek and Roman thought, when 

in fact self-governance rhetoric probably evolved toward Greece via eastern nations, 

namely current-day Iraq and Iran (Keane, 2006).  

 During the 18th century, the term “representative democracy,” with its roots in 

popular consent, was en vogue in England, France, and the newly formed America. It was 

during this period that French thinker, historian, and politician Alexis de Tocqueville 

referenced the “great democratic revolution” emerging toward political and social equity 

in his classic treatise, “Democracy in America” (Keane, 2006). 

 A discussion of self-governance in America is rooted in the intent of this 

country’s founding fathers. The area surrounding the birth of the United States 

Constitution is rife with thought, both new and old, about self-governance theory. Among 

the most noted thinkers were Thomas Jefferson, George Mason, Patrick Henry, James 

Madison, and Alexander Hamilton, names familiar to those with even a rudimentary 

interest in early America. One source of great tension in that era was over the creation of 

a Bill of Rights as an addendum to the Constitution – the so-called Federalists thought a 

Bill of Rights was redundant, as citizens’ rights were spelled out in the Constitution, 

while the Anti-Federalists believed a constitution without a citizen’s bill of rights was a 

hollow, meaningless document (Rohdes, 2001). The Bill of Rights, of course, would 

eventually guarantee the press freedoms examined in this study. 
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Modern Self-Governance Theory 

 Perhaps the most significant recent contributor to this theory was educator and 

philosopher Alexander Meiklejohn, who stood firm in his belief in a self-governing 

society (Nelson, 2001). His unwavering assertions included the idea that citizens should 

always be free to rule themselves, to be both rulers and ruled. He favored absolutely no 

regulations on political speech, deeming unfettered conversation about politics key to a 

successful democracy, and held up the tow -hall meeting as the ultimate example of 

meaningful self-government (Meiklejohn, 1948).  

 Mieklejohn was born in 1872 in Rochdale, England, to Scottish reform-minded 

working class parents who left their native land to become part of a worker’s cooperative 

(Nelson, 2001). Set against a broader background of producerist ideals and the utopian 

socialism common to that area and era, his childhood laid a foundation for Mieklejohn’s 

moral and political stylings – it has been argued that he spent much of his life attempting 

to recreate this voluntary, ethical communitarianism experience. After graduating from 

Brown in 1895 with a master’s degree in philosophy and Cornell with a doctorate in 

philosophy, Mieklejohn went on become a professor at Brown, and in 1901 became its 

dean (Nelson, 2001). In 1912, he took over as president of Amherst University, where as 

one of the youngest college leaders in America, he saw a chance to construct a 

democratic community in tune with his own ideals. In 1925, he settled at the University 

of Wisconsin, where he helmed his Experimental College, which attempted to overcome 

what Meiklejohn perceived were failings and inadequacies of the higher educational 

elective system. He eventually moved to Berkeley, Calif., where he helped found the San 
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Francisco School for Social Studies, which was free and open to all applicants, including 

traditional students, housewives, retirees, and laborers. The curriculum centered on 

classical social thinkers and focused on contemporary social problems (Nelson, 2001).  

 In 1948, Meiklejohn published “Free Speech and its Relation to Self 

Government,” which was essentially a call to the American people to study the 

Constitution and especially the First Amendment. He furthered the First Amendment 

debate with an “absolutist” stance on total non-abridgment that gave a new view of civil 

liberties to scholars, politicians, and judges for years to come. His words also served to 

legitimize revolutionary speech in a democratic society. He held up the town hall meeting 

as the best example of democracy in action: 

 The welfare of the community requires that those who decide issues shall 

 understand them, and this in turn requires that … all facts and and  interests 

 relevant to the problem shall be fully and fairly presented, (Meiklejohn, 1948, p. 

 23-24). 

 

 In essence, the important issue wasn’t as much the right to be heard, but the right 

to hear. He posits that the First Amendment’s primary intent is to promote the public 

interest of all citizens “in a shared discussion of common concerns for the sake of unified 

intelligence and collective action” (Nelson, 2001, p. 269).  

 The “marketplace of ideas” introduced by Justice Holmes was used by 

Meiklejohn as a metaphor for the news media, challenging the press to provide a self-

governing citizenry a variety of arguments that they could “buy” based upon how 

truthful, compelling, and reasonable the arguments were. Case law, in fact, is permeated 

by the notion that the First Amendment compels the media to explore a broad range of 

public concerns and issues (Scolnick & McCoy, 1984). Meiklejohn didn’t intend for 

citizens to stubbornly hold tight to their own opinions, thereby establishing a homeostatic 



 12 

balance among all the opinions in the marketplace of political decision-making. Rather, 

each citizen was called upon to debate and reason with others and agree upon guiding 

principles, choosing one philosophy or policy over another based upon a majority rules 

principle (Meiklejohn, 1948).  “The welfare of the community requires that those who 

decide issues shall understand them,” (Meiklejohn, 1948, p. 25). 

 Meiklejohn continued to write, speak and travel. He became increasingly active in 

the ACLU and outspoken about the House Activities Un-American Committee. In 1963, 

he was awarded the Medal of Freedom by President Lyndon Johnson. In 1964, at age 92, 

he died in Berkeley (Nelson, 2001).  

 Meiklejohn’s interpretations provide room for debate – as he would have 

preferred. Sunstein (1993) writes that an overhaul or requalification of the existing 

judicial, academic, and social interpretations of the First Amendment would lead to a 

greater understanding of the actual intent of the framers. He argues from a Madisonian 

standpoint that the First Amendment is above all designed to promote self-government, 

and that current free speech law compromises the intent of Madison and other founders. 

Furthermore, a contemporary understanding of the free speech rights of Americans has 

been adjudicated only through the last 50-plus years. Sunstein encourages a celebration 

of liberty while condemning what he deems “inadequacies” in the laws “regarding 

campaign finance regulation, scientific speech, regulation of broadcasting, content-

neutral restrictions on speech, hate speech, commercial advertising, and pornography” 

(Sunstein, 1993, p. 250). He advocates two fundamental changes in our current 

understanding of free speech: in “markets” of speech, which he considers to be failures 

due to their lack of availability, substance, and diversity; and that the free speech 
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principle ought to be understood to be centered on political thought above all else 

(Sunstein, 1993). Such actions would represent a fundamental shift away from 

Meiklejohn’s democratic ideal of all citizens serving as “hearers” in their role as self-

governing people in favor of placing importance on the delivery of messages within the 

democracy.  

  

More on Self-Governance Theory 

 Kahn (1992) says that there are many different types of governments that label 

themselves “democracies,” so the structure of a democracy is always in contention; 

democracy is an idea, not a distinct series of political guidelines. Though Kahn believes 

philosophically that a true self-governing democracy is impossible, he suspends his 

disbelief enough to explore the history behind America’s experiment in self-governance. 

The overriding theme of America’s democracy is that is a self-correcting mechanism: If a 

policy doesn’t work, it will be amended.  

 The First Amendment protects a vigorous free press in a fashion similar to the 

way the fourth, fifth and sixth amendments protect the criminally accused, because 

government should not intrude too far into the daily lives of its citizens (Skolnik & 

McCoy, 1984). In a broader sense, such amendments give citizens the capacity to hold 

government entities accountable, because they know and understand the nature of the 

work these entities are doing. While the First Amendment does not specifically guarantee 

a right of access to government entities like schools, police forces and courtrooms, it does 

lay the foundation for the importance of the press being able to do its job in such arenas 

(Skolnik & McCoy, 1984). Still, the courts have recognized a First Amendment-derived 



 14 

right to access to the courts, as in Richmond Newspapers v. Virginia: “The right to attend 

criminal trials is implicit in the guarantees of the First Amendment; without the freedom 

to attend such trials, which people have exercised for centuries, important aspects of 

freedom of speech and of the press could be eviscerated” (448 U.S. 555, 1980).  Thus, 

while there is no explicit right of access to schools or other non-judicial venues, First 

Amendment philosophy certainly supports the notion in theory. Perhaps that is why no 

public school system bans the press entirely; to do so would doubtless give rise to First 

Amendment considerations. An examination of the different kinds of public venues that 

exist in America and what degree to which the public and the press are allowed to access 

them sheds light on how reporters seeking access to schools should be treated.   

 

Development of Media Access 

 A reporter’s ability to gather news from the government bears directly on the kind 

of entity from which the reporter is seeking access. Though public, nonpublic, and 

limited-use forums were designated as a means to determine the legal parameters for 

speech and expression, the courts have used them to determine media access to 

government information and places (Harvard Law Review, 2007). These three 

designations were mapped out most recently in Perry Education Association v. Perry 

Local Educators’ Association, where the courts said that decisions about the legality of 

speech or expression should not be based on its content.  
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 Public forums 

 The roots of public forum doctrine come from the courts trying to categorize the 

places where people might attempt to express themselves as allowed by the First 

Amendment (Fischer, 2003). The 1939 case Hague v. CIO built on the long-held 

American tradition that public places – parks, streets, sidewalks, and the like – are not 

under the “ownership” of the U.S. government in the sense that the government can limit 

expression upon them as a private landholder could (Fischer, 2003).  In 1965, Professor 

Harry Kalven named the facilities articulated by that decision as “public forums,” places 

that citizens ought to be able to commandeer for speech and expression (Fischer, 2003). 

1972’s Police Department v. Mosley found the city of Chicago to be in violation of the 

Constitution for allowing certain groups to picket peacefully but denying that right to 

separate groups. The court said that in a public forum, denying permission for expression 

based on the content of that expression is never acceptable (Fischer, 2003).  

 In Perry, the Court revamped the three main doctrines that make up the public 

forum doctrine. The Perry Court again designated traditional government property as 

public, and said that attempts to limit or ban speech or expression within them should 

receive strict scrutiny. That means that the limits would only be acceptable if the 

government could demonstrate that they are “narrowly tailored” to serve a compelling 

state interest (Fischer, 2003). However, the court did find that the government should be 

allowed to place “reasonable” content-neutral time, place, and manner restrictions on the 

expression or speech. Additionally, the court found it illegal to selectively exclude certain 

members of the public from an open forum that was generally open to most publics 

(Fischer, 2003).  Just as citizens enjoy an almost unfettered right to speech and 
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expression in public places, so do reporters enjoy the right to gather news in such places 

without restrictions. 

 

 Nonpublic forums 

 In a nonpublic forum, the government has more latitude to restrict speech on the 

premise of preserving order within that government-operated place, which is not 

necessarily private, but is also not necessarily open to the public. As such, it also has the 

right to limit the newsgathering abilities of reporters in those forums. In a nonpublic 

forum, such as the open area inside an airport terminal, First Amendment rights to 

expression are more limited, although decisions to restrict speech cannot be based on the 

viewpoint of the speaker (Rudy, 1995). Prisons and schools are two examples of state 

facilities that are considered nonpublic forums, though at times the general public might 

be admitted and certain areas designated limited-use public forums (Halpenny, 1998).  

 

 Limited-use public forums 

 The Supreme Court developed what is called the “transformative principal” 

during Widmar v. Vincent in 1981, when it said that a nonpublic forum could be 

transformed into something more (Fischer, 2003). The limited-use forum has been 

described as a subcategory of a public forum, wherein the state opens up a nonpublic 

forum in such a way that access is reserved for certain groups or categories of speech or 

expressions (Deutsch, 2008). Rudy (1995) used the example of a bus terminal, a 

nonpublic forum that has space allotted for street performers. That kind of expression 

would be allowed, regardless of the content of the performance, whereas other 



 17 

expression, such a picketing, would not. Halpenny (1998) wrote that a school board 

meeting would qualify as a limited public forum, since the public could attend and 

address the board, but speech could be limited to matters under the board’s jurisdiction, 

with time limits applied. That status means that while administrators do enjoy great 

leeway, they lack the ability to restrict the press entirely. 

 Schools have usually been recognized by the courts as nonpublic forums during 

school hours, although there are times when school facilities serve as limited-use public 

forums (Halpenny, 1998). Therefore, special pains must be taken by the media to gain 

access to them. Still, just as nonpublic forums have the right to restrict speech but not 

viewpoint, so the schools have a responsibility not to turn away the press based on the 

kind of story on which they are reporting. 

 

Current Media Access 

 Other governmental realms in which media access have played a role are the 

courts and prisons. There is a large body of literature on media rights and restrictions as 

they apply especially to judicial proceedings and also to the penal system. Since schools 

are considered to be nonpublic forums but occasionally also limited use public forums 

(such as during a sporting event or school play), the right to access them can be 

determined by laws reflecting on other limited-public use and nonpublic forums, like 

courts and prisons. 
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 Courts 

 In Sheppard v. Maxwell, the United States Supreme Court found fault with a 

judge who allowed a murder trial to devolve into a “carnival” when he failed to control a 

courtroom that was literally overflowing with reporters and broadcast equipment. The 

judge did nothing to protect jurors from a litany of media coverage. The decision set 

precedent that courtroom decorum and juries are sacrosanct and should be regarded as 

such by the judge (Huffman, 2002).  

 In Branzburg v. Hayes, the United States Supreme Court recognized that the news 

media’s right to gather information should be protected, because  “without some 

protection for seeking out the news, freedom of the press could be eviscerated” ( 408 U.S. 

665, 681 ).  However, in the same case, the justices said that the news media should not 

receive any special privileges to information; they should be allowed the same access as 

everyday citizens. It was in this case that the Court established a balancing test, wherein 

the public’s interest in receiving information was weighed against the government’s 

interest in denying that access (MacNair, 1997). 

  Richmond Newspapers v. Virginia found that the first and fourth amendments 

guarantee rights to the press (and in fact all citizens) to be present at criminal trials. The 

Court noted several benefits to open trials, including “community catharsis, education, 

increased public understanding of the rule of law, increased comprehension of the 

functioning of the entire criminal justice system, and public confidence in the 

administration of justice” (448 U.S. 555, 1980). In support of the self-governance theory, 

the court held that as citizens increasingly obtain information from the press, having a 

news media presence in the courtroom provided incentive for better job performances by 
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the judge and attorneys. Additionally, the dissemination of trial information by the news 

media provides an opportunity for people to come forward with information on the case 

that perhaps contradicted or supported earlier testimony (VanMeter, 2003).   

 The Court further elaborated on this idea in 1982, when the Boston Globe 

newspaper sought access to a rape trial in a case where the alleged victims were minor 

children. The court found that neither the public nor the press could be excluded from the 

proceedings in court cases involving the testimony of child victims without compelling 

government interest and narrow restrictions (VanMeter, 2003). Both Richmond and 

Boston Globe recognized the power of the courts to impose reasonable time, place and 

manner restrictions on judicial proceedings as a means of ensuring courtroom decorum 

and to limit access to certain sensitive details relating to victims and their future 

testimony (Lind, 2000). Further adding to this school of thought were Press-Enterprise 

Co. v. Superior Court and Press-Enterprise Co. v. Superior Court II, which essentially 

found that the right of the public and the press to witness criminal proceedings were not 

limited just to trials, but extended to other judicial materials and events (Angeja, 1992). 

In the first case, the Court mandated the opening of voir dire transcripts, again holding 

that the First Amendment right of access could only be impeded by a narrowly tailored, 

compelling state interest. In the second, the rights of access to a transcript of a 

preliminary hearing were upheld, even though the proceeding was not a trial (Angeja, 

1992).  
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 Prisons 

 Prisons, on the other hand, though they are usually government entities, are 

considered nonpublic forums and not available for general public use. Therefore, First 

Amendment freedoms are limited within the prison house gates. Schools, too, generally 

fall under the heading of nonpublic forum, and so the ability to gather news there is 

limited as well. Therefore, the judicial findings regarding prisons can be closely tied to 

school decisions (which students certainly would find ironic). In recent years, legislators 

have increasingly sealed off news-media access to prisons and prisoners. In California, 

two governors have thrice vetoed attempts to relax that state’s policy on prison media 

access, and Massachusetts most recently has taken to “draconian” measures to keep the 

press out of prisons almost entirely. 

  

 These are dispiriting times for those who believe the penitentiaries must be 

 subjected to at least the same level of scrutiny given any other government  

 institution, and that the press has an irreplaceable role in spotlighting — or 

 debunking — charges of abuse and corruption in prisons, (Editor & Publisher, 

 2002, p. 13).  

 

 Prison officials say their reasons for keeping media out are the added cost of 

monitoring interviews, keeping journalists safe, and having personnel available to 

transfer the prisoner to the interview. But a major reason most prison officials don’t want 

press coverage of their inmates is because such attention lends these prisoners “fame,” 

which tends to make them rebellious and cocky and could harm the victims and their 

families (Brunt, 2000).  Journalists claim they need access to prisons to provide oversight 

on traditional prison issues, as well as monitoring the growing concern over potentially 

wrongfully convicted death-row inmates (Brunt, 2000). Fundamental to the argument is a 
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long history of jurisprudence that says state officials cannot grant access to the press 

based upon content, and that content concerns cannot be considered in granting the 

request. 

 In Pell v. Procunier, inmates and media members charged that a California prison 

violated their civil rights by prohibiting interviews with certain inmates. The Court found 

that since inmates possessed the right to correspond with anyone and had visitation 

access to friends, family, and clergy, who in turn had access to the media, the inmates’ 

rights to free speech were not infringed upon. Additionally, because the media were not 

denied information that was available to the general public, the Court found the media’s 

claims that their freedoms were abridged to be unfounded (417 U.S. 817). On the same 

day the Court ruled on Pell v. Procrunier, it upheld the rule that the federal government 

had the right to restrict media interaction with certain inmates in Saxbe v. Washington 

Post Co. Four years later, in Houchins v. KQED, the Supreme Court reiterated the view 

that the media has no more right to prison facilities or inmates than the general public 

(MacNair, 1997).  

 The Supreme Court has ruled firmly that viewpoint discrimination is intolerable, 

regardless of the type of forum (MacNair, 1997), stressing that the government violates 

the First Amendment when it suppresses individual expression based on viewpoint. 

Certainly, prisons and schools serve different populations and engage in different 

missions, but case law paints them into a similar picture as far as public and press access 

rights. 
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Agency Relations 

 The access conditions granted by governmental agencies toward the media often 

are determined by the working relationships shared by the agency and the media. Reese 

(1983), in his examination of California police/press relations, found that media access 

practices vary widely between departments as a result of “candor, distortion, retribution, 

objectivity, trust, and compromise” (p. 53).The relationship between the news media and 

the authorities is influenced by the way that media is portrayed in society. Often, the 

media play an adversarial role in relation to the government in their position as watchdog, 

monitor, or gatekeeper. While federal, state and local laws determine the kind of 

information law enforcement officials are allowed to disclose, media personnel who have 

closer relationships with the authorities are more likely to get faster and better access to 

information. The flow of information from media to police was affected by that 

relationship as well (Reese, 1983).  

 

Media Access in Public Schools 

 This research concurs with the assertion of earlier researchers that the news media 

play a central role in self-governance. By informing voters through their reporting, the 

media enrich the discourse and help shape the democratic process. Moreover, because 

voters increasingly prioritize the news media as the number one vehicle by which to 

inform themselves about political issues, the news media’s place in American politics has 

become crucial to the functioning of this democracy (Dautrich & Hartley, 1999; Kahan, 

1999; McChesney, 2000). “The media’s role is important because citizens’ knowledge 
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and participation in elections are necessary to the success of democratic government,” 

(Dautrich & Hartley, 1999, p. 3). 

 Like the courts and prisons, a microcosm of that informed citizenry takes shape in 

relation to the education sphere – the more informed the citizenry about the state of 

education, the better off it is. But a contentious relationship sometimes exists between the 

news media and the educational institutions it covers. Studies and authors have sought to 

demonstrate that the news media isn’t always fair to the institution of education. An 

examination of the literature reveals much about the tension between schools and the 

media and why schools have developed set policies for dealing with it.  

 Levin (2004) highlights the tensions that naturally exist between schools and the 

media, and categorizes the three issues that he perceives to be the root of school distrust 

toward the media, based on his experiences as a Canadian provincial education minister. 

He said schools as institutions distrust the media because they tend to assign blame, 

oversimplify issues, and have a tendency to prioritize the short term. Though both 

schools and the news media need and even benefit from each another, there is often 

profound resentment and distrust between the two entities. For example, Levin writes, 

educators often get upset when their shortcomings are exposed by the media, because 

they may be brought about by situations that the educators perceived to be under- or 

unreported by the media. Because the media tend to cover outstanding students, teachers, 

administrators, and schools within the educational system, Levin states, the overriding 

perception tends to be that individuals and their institutions may be doing outstanding 

work, but the overall system is weak or failing. Another common perception is that “the 

schools” should be the early interveners in all of society’s ills – that if crime is too high, 
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pollution is too bad, or teen driving isn’t up to par, “the schools” are to blame, so 

education and government policy become players in a wide range of issues (Levin, 2004). 

 Berliner & Biddle (2000) go further, stating that Americans have been duped by 

the news media into believing that their educational system is in crisis and desperately 

needs reform. The media, having also bought into that mindset, therefore approach school 

administrators with disdain. Administrators, in turn, are leery of the reporters who helped 

to perpetrate the “manufactured crisis” (Berliner & Biddle, 2000) in education, which 

most educators do not experience in their daily professional lives. 

 Gerstl-Pepin (2002), in her discourse analysis of the media’s role in portraying 

educational issues during the 2000 U.S. presidential campaign, found that the media 

reinforced the idea among Americans that the public education system in their country is 

weakened and failing. Her wider assertion was that by excluding alternative viewpoints, 

the media misrepresent reality and therefore hinder democracy. Her study found that 

media reportage on campaign discourse as it involved education was insubstantial – that 

the media are more interested in reporting how a candidate said he stood and voter 

reaction to that stance than critical analysis of the merits of the viewpoint itself. Gerstl-

Pepin argued that media oversimplification and lack of depth reporting of educational 

issues has led to the incorrect perception among Americans that governmental education 

policy could “right” the existing problems (2002). 

 Increasingly, there is a spotlight on public education over everything from test 

scores to student reactions on current events (Borja, 2002). The result has been for 

educators to increasingly scrutinize their media access policies and rely more heavily on 

the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act  (FERPA), which, among other 
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requirements, mandates parental consent before students can be filmed, taped, or written 

about (Borja, 2002).  

 There is a disconnect between what administrators perceive to be the “real” 

problems in education and the problems the public perceives in education. That 

disconnect undoubtedly affects the relationship between the media and schools, and it 

could be argued that it has resulted in the many public information and media relation 

officials now prevalent in our public schools. 

 As Levin (2004) pointed out, governments have extensive means by which they 

communicate with the media. Most have departmental units with proscribed procedures 

for dealing with the press and media inquiries. Additionally, the communications 

functions of governments have evolved in such a way that it is expected the media’s 

initial contact will be with communication specialists, not the higher-ranking officials 

from whom the information may eventually come. 

 The literature is sprinkled with advice on how to handle journalists, from “media 

inquiries” to “media invasions.” Much of that advice takes a dim view of reporters’ 

intentions and suggests manipulations that will serve to put schools in a better light. 

Frankel (2007) expressed dismay over the media’s attentiveness to the recent double-

murder of two school girls while ignoring other students’ improved test scores. Dorn 

(2004) offered several best practices for teachers and administrators involved in a school-

related crisis, as well as everyday tips for educators when they become involved with the 

media. Among his suggestions is to “never” go off the record, wherein he implies that an 

educator will be quoted regardless of reporters’ promises. He also criticized teachers in 

crisis who speak to the media. Summarily, his comments reinforce the idea that the media 
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are not to be trusted and that media coverage is simply manipulation that can be played 

from both the media and educational sides. Alternatively, some educators advocate an all-

encompassing public relations plan that includes many publics, including the press 

(Ediger, 2001). 

 In view of these and similar incidents, it is not surprising that school officials 

 argue that although they may invite the media onto campus to publicize some 

 student activity, access may be denied, limited, or revoked based on concerns 

 about disruption to the campus. Additionally, mistrust of the media and the light 

 in which the school will be portrayed no doubt influences the decisions of 

 administrators who attempt to limit or control the media's coverage, (Halpenny, 

 1989, p. 12) 

 

 The danger, then, is that schools will begin to make decisions regarding media 

access based on potential content, but blame their restrictiveness on “disruption” to the 

campus or other excuses. It is therefore critical that the news media be attentive to the 

schools’ potential disregard of their own rules. 

 

Other Studies 

 This research will examine whether school personnel follow their district’s 

mandate for press campus access. While the researcher did not find any similar 

access tests applied to schools, the study closely mirrors Freedom of Information 

audits, which are undertaken regularly by the American press and certain journalistic 

and legal entities to gauge the government’s performance in sharing public records.  

 The National Security Archive, an independent, non-governmental research 

institute headquartered at George Washington University, has conducted several 

audits on federal government agencies for policies or data. Most recently, the archive 
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conducted a test of the Electronic Freedom of Information Act to determine if state 

agencies comply with the E-FOIA rules (“File Not Found,” 2007). 

 The first known Freedom of Information audit was conducted in 1992 by the 

Oakland Tribune and the First Amendment Project and sought to determine the 

compliance levels of several Bay Area-agencies in relation to California’s Public 

Records Act, according to the Freedom of Information Center at the Missouri School 

of Journalism. In the 25 years since, countless newspapers have conducted audits of 

local, state and federal agencies to establish compliance levels.  Some recent FOIA 

audits include a USA Today story that listed the location of more than 120 poorly 

maintained and potentially breachable levees; a McClatchy Newspapers report that 

examined about 200 million Veterans Affairs Department computer records and 

revealed that the agency is ill-equipped to handle Iraq war veterans with post-

traumatic stress syndrome; and a feature in the  Marine Corps Times which 

discovered that in 2005, the government knowingly placed 10,000 Marines in flawed 

body armor (USA Today, 2007). 
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Chapter 3 

 

Methodology 

 

 The purpose of this research is to test the media access policy adapted by a major 

public school district in the state of Oklahoma to determine if its administrators comport 

with their own rules as applicable to self-governance theory through an audit of media 

access policy.  

 This study was chosen due to the researcher’s interest in media access to schools 

in her one-time role as a newspaper teen section editor, where school access is critical 

and students in her high school journalism program learned about the importance of press 

freedoms. Such freedoms, however, are important to reporters and editors of all ages, as 

is an understanding of the legalities surrounding the relationship between journalists and 

schools. 

 The researcher began by obtaining the media access policy of the school district 

(Appendix A). A media access policy is an officially endorsed written document or a 

verbal instrument that guides school personnel in responding to media inquiries, from 

requests for campus visits to talking to students to taping or photographing students to 

any other situation in which the press seeks school information from personnel, support 

staff, faculty, or students. Schools have increasingly created such policies to provide 

guidelines for both themselves and the press. This particular school district’s media 

access policy was adopted by the district’s Board of Education in November 1982 and 
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revised in May 2005. The policy states that the district will comply with local and 

national laws in terms of open meetings and open records, and “respond to all media 

inquiries in a prompt, cooperative manner.” It goes on to suggest that reporters can 

contact principals, the public relations officer, or both to gain campus access (Appendix 

A). This district is among the largest public school districts in the state. The district’s 

media access policy will be examined for specific language designed to guide or instruct 

administrators who are contacted by media desiring access to campus. Using information 

extrapolated from that policy, the researcher will conduct access audits at nine specific 

schools via a pre-arranged campus visit to determine if principals, superintendents, and/or 

public relations coordinators follow the district’s guidelines. 

 Because the researcher deals mostly with high schools, tests of the policies will be 

conducted at the district’s nine public high schools. To protect the identity of those within 

the schools, including the site principals and the public information officer for the school 

district, the nine schools are randomly assigned letters A through I, and are identified 

only as High School A, High School B, etc. This identification was completed by writing 

the school names on a slip of paper, then randomly drawing them from a hat and naming 

them A-I in order.  The researcher feels that nine high schools within the same system is 

a reasonable sample size for the audit. 

 The high schools are divided into two groups. High schools A, B, C, and D 

comprise Group 1, and high schools E, F, G, H, and I make up Group 2. To ensure 

blindness to the conditions of the research by the primary experimenter, a research 

assistant sets up the school visits. The goal is for the researcher to “book” one lunch 

period at one school each day for two weeks in March and April. The district’s access 
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policy states that media members interested in on-campus visits must call ahead and seek 

the permission of the principal. Each of the high schools were contacted via telephone 

and were read a script (Appendix B) which states that a freelance writer is requesting 

lunchtime access to the school for one lunch period in the following two weeks. 

Administrators in Group 1 are told that the reporter is working on a story that will result 

in a light-hearted feature about “the crazy things teenagers eat at lunch” (potential 

“positive” or harmless skew). Administrators in Group 2 are told that the piece is about 

whether teenagers are getting a good, nutritious lunch at school (potential “negative” 

skew). A log is kept during the setup process to schedule visits (Appendix C). The 

schools are called every day for a week until the request is either granted or denied, with 

a log kept of all the calls, messages, and conversations leading up to the visits or denial 

thereof. 

 The researcher executes these pre-arranged visits during lunch hours. Since the 

researcher is blind to the conditions of the visit, she does not know in advance if she is 

visiting a school that believes she is there to report on a potentially “positive” story or a 

potentially “negative” story. She makes observations about what students are eating in an 

effort to collect information that could apply to either story topic. Upon arriving on 

campus at the pre-arranged time and place, the researcher requests from the administrator 

who meets her access to the cafeteria for 15 minutes to observe students’ food and eating 

habits, then an exit interview with the administrator. While on site, the researcher makes 

observations about what students are eating. 

  During site visits, the researcher focuses on three key areas: the granting of the 

requested access to the school cafeteria, the attitude of the school official once access has 
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been granted, and the freedom granted the reporter (is the reporter accompanied by a 

school official or a student, or is she allowed to roam unescorted?). Additionally, while 

on site, the researcher makes a subjective assessment of the visit, including overall 

impressions and experience, and compiles those assessments in a research log (Appendix 

D). The visits yield a rich narrative description of the media access policy in play, and 

provide a critical component of this thesis. 

 After spending 15 minutes in the school cafeteria, the researcher requests an 

audience with the principal or administrator responsible for the visit. The researcher then 

reads the debriefing script (Appendix E), which informs that a media access audit had 

taken place. The debriefing explains the conditions and reasons for the audit, and offers 

the administrator a chance to ask questions. Seiber (1983) maintains that because subjects 

involved in deceptive research are denied at least some powers of self-determination and 

are deliberately misinformed, they should undergo a debriefing that will provide them 

satisfaction at having contributed to science or society and new knowledge of educational 

or therapeutic value to them. She writes that subjects should also gain six other benefits 

or reparations: dehoaxing, desensitizing, restoration of confidence in science, information 

on the ways risk was anticipated and circumvented, an opportunity to ask questions, and 

an opportunity to withdraw data.  Because the deception offers a small magnitude of 

harm on a weakly induced behavior, the researcher wishes to bypass the subjects’ 

opportunity to withdraw their participation.  

 The Department of Health and Human Services, the federal regulatory agency that 

provides guidelines to IRBs on human research, says that: 
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 An IRB may approve a consent procedure which does not include, or which  

 alters, some or all of the elements of informed consent . . . provided that the IRB 

 finds and documents that: (1) the research involves no more than minimal risk to 

 the subjects; (2) the waiver or alteration will not adversely affect the rights and 

 welfare of the subjects; (3) the research could not practically be carried out  

 without the waiver or alteration; and  (4) whenever appropriate, the subjects will 

 be provided with additional pertinent information after participation, (DHHS 

 1991, 46.116c). 

 

 It is this researcher’s belief that her study qualifies for an amended consent 

procedure because of (1) the minimal risk to the participants (no identifying information 

will be included in the study and the subjects are being only manipulated in conditions 

that replicate that of real life); (2) the waiver will not adversely affect the subjects 

because they might, in the course of a normal working day, undergo the same kind of 

treatment by a working journalist; (3) allowing for withdraw of consent would not only 

not replicate real-life conditions, it could render the researcher incapable of completing 

the project because of a dearth of information; and (4) the subjects will be debriefed and 

dehoaxed to the greatest degree possible, short of actually allowing withdraw. Because 

the researcher is examining the on-the-clock behavior of government-paid employees and 

seeks to execute the research in the most natural environment possible, this research 

cannot be practically carried out without bypass of retroactive consent. This set of 

circumstances has been accepted by the Institutional Research Board as a condition of the 

study. 

 The researcher posits that school administrators will be more likely to comport 

with district policy if the result could be a “positive” (or harmless) portrayal of their 

school and its students; whereas principals in Group 2 will be less likely to comport with 

the policy. The researcher believes that principals in Group 2 will be reluctant to expose 

their institutions and their students to potential negative publicity that will in return 
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reflect poorly on them and their leadership. Although the school administrators are 

required by district policy to acquiesce to media requests in the same manner regardless 

of content of the request, the researcher expects Group 2 to more closely scrutinize her 

access requests and to take more time in granting them – if at all – than Group 1, because 

Group 2 stands a much greater chance of being subjected to potentially unflattering 

media accounts. 

 

Hypothesis 

 School administrators in Group 1 will be more likely to comport with district policy than 

those in Group 2. 
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Chapter 4 

 

Findings 

 

 The researcher found that “positive” schools were more willing to participate in 

the stories than those schools facing “negative” publicity, although in several cases 

gaining the initial clearance was time-consuming, requiring up to five phone calls no 

matter what the story skew. 

 

Calls 

 The researcher documented the calls that led to the visits in the following log. The 

researcher found that while there didn’t seem to be any correlation with story content and 

the length of time it took to get the request granted or denied, schools facing potential 

negative publicity were generally less likely to give consent. Of five “negative” schools, 

only one gave consent for a visit without first insisting upon approval from higher within 

the school system, while another turned down the reporter flatly on the basis of content.  

Schools facing an innocuous or “positive” story, while not necessarily quick in 

responding to the request, were least likely to seek higher approval – none of the four 

sought a higher authorization, as three of five “negative” schools did.  
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Table One 

Phone Log: Attempts to Establish a Right to Access 

School 
Attempts at 

contact 

Date of 

proposed 

visit 

Time Notes 

High School 

A 

 

4 (counting calls 

to Education 

Service Center) 

Thursday, 

April 2 
12:30 

Initially refused – 

had to go through 

ESC 

High School 

B 
5 

None 

granted 
N/A 

Refused 

permission 

High School 

C 

4 (counting calls 

to Education 

Service Center) 

Friday, 

April 3 
11:25 

Initially refused – 

had to go through 

ESC 

High School 

D 
1 

Thursday, 

April 2 
11:30 

Only school to 

agree almost 

immediately to 

visit 

High School 

E 

3 initially 

5 ultimately 

Monday, 

March 30 
11:30 

Later recanted, said 

had to go through 

ESC 

High School 

F 
2 

Thursday, 

March 26 
noon 

Granted permission 

almost 

immediately 

High School 

G 
2 

Tuesday, 

March 24 
11:20 

Granted 

permission, media 

coordinator 

suggested further 

stories 

High School 

H 
2 

Wednesday, 

March 25 
11:45 

No hesitation, 

“come out any 

time.” 

 

High School 

 I 

 

5 
Wednesday, 

April 1  
11:30 

Agreed to request 

after several calls 
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 Group one: “negative” skew 

 High School A: On Day 1, a message was left for the principal. On Day 2, the 

principal was reached, and he indicated that he was familiar with the request from 

yesterday’s voice mail, but stated that all media requests must go through the Education 

Service Center, the administrative office that serves as the school district’s headquarters 

where the district’s media relations office is housed. At that time, he stated that in fact, all 

media requests should go through the “appropriate superintendent” at the Education 

Service Center before principals could be approached for permission. When told that 

other schools had set up campus visits without this permission, the principal said that he 

previously worked at the Education Service Center, so he was very familiar with its 

policies on media access. He was thanked for his guidance and the call was terminated. 

 

 High School B: Calls were made and messages repeatedly were left with the 

principal, assistant principals, and secretary throughout the week. On the fifth day of 

calling, the principal was reached. However, she denied the request to allow a reporter on 

campus. The principal clearly stated that the denial was based on story content, saying 

that at “this time of year,” the school was “too busy” for someone to come out about “that 

kind of story.” The principal went on to suggest that if the reporter wanted to do a more 

positive story, she would be welcome on campus. She suggested such a story might 

include information about the high number of National Merit scholars at the high school, 

or a feature on a nationally recognized, accelerated academic program that was unique to 

the school. She was thanked for her consideration and the call was terminated. 
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 High School C: After two calls to this school, officials stated that all requests for 

media access had to be routed through the Education Service Center.  However, the 

principal who eventually denied the request was helpful, suggesting a district nutritionist 

who could perhaps accompany the reporter to the high school sites. 

 

 High School D: This was the only “negative” school that agreed to host a reporter 

on campus without first going through the Education Service Center. Additionally, it was 

the only school to agree within a day. Just before noon on the first day of calls, an 

assistant principal who took the message promised to call back that same day. He called 

back about three hours later, asked again about the story’s angle, and then agreed to host 

the reporter.  

 

 High School E: This school initially agreed after three calls to host a reporter, 

then called back and told the researcher that she had to go through the Education Service 

Center (see below for call log information to the Education Service Center). 

 

 Group two: “positive” skew 

 High School F:  This school set up a visit within two phone calls without 

hesitation or resistance. 

 

 High School G: This school quickly responded to the inquiry. A message was left 

on the principal’s voice mail on Monday. That call was not returned. On the following 

day when the school was contacted, the call was routed to a media coordinator who was 

very helpful and was willing to set up an interview for that same day. This media 
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coordinator responded enthusiastically to the story idea (that teens have a crazy diet) and 

even offered suggestions of a more “negative” story, IE, that the high school’s students 

did not get a nutritional lunch, eating too much from vending machines and consuming 

large energy drinks in the morning. The meeting was scheduled for that day, the 

coordinator thanked and the call terminated. 

 

 High School H: Two messages were left before a principal called and set up a 

campus visit for that same day with little to no questioning or reluctance. He was thanked 

and the call terminated. 

 

 High School I: After five phone calls, this school agreed to a visit. Four calls 

were made and messages left. The fifth call yielded an actual conversation with the 

principal, who set up the visit willingly. The principal was thanked and the call 

terminated. 

 

 Education Service Center: Three schools requested that the research team get 

permission from this governing institution to gain campus access. Fortunately, all three 

schools were from the same group, meaning only one similar request was necessary, vs. 

two separate requests through the same official for both positive and negative story 

skews. The director of the center’s media relations office was contacted via telephone on 

the Friday the week the calls to the schools were made. The researcher explained the 

same story to the official, and although the official asked a few questions (such as where 

the piece might ultimately appear), she agreed to contact each of the schools to let them 
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know it was acceptable for them to grant permission to the researcher to come on 

campus. Follow-up calls were made and all three remaining schools agreed to the visits.  

 The public information director explained on the phone during that conversation 

that while the schools were granted leeway as to what media requests they could honor 

independently and which had to be cleared through the ESC, some principals were more 

experienced and comfortable talking to the media than others. She said that for most of 

the principals, media relationships are important. “You get to know a different reporter’s 

reporting style. With some reporters, you can tell them everything and they will know 

what to write and what to leave out. Other younger, more inexperienced or less 

trustworthy reporters might not be as savvy,” she said. She also said that no one in the 

school system would systematically turn down a reporter’s request based on its 

perception as a difficult or unflattering story. “We face tough issues every day – that’s 

just the nature of what we do and in this urban setting, we do face a lot of challenges. Our 

superintendent has promulgated an open culture. We feel we have nothing to hide, so 

why hide it?” 

 

Visits 

 The researcher documented her school visits in the chart below, which is followed 

by an in-depth recounting of her experiences at each school. 
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Table Two 

Visitation Log: Establishing Access to the Schools 

School 
Request 

granted? 
Attitude* Freedom+ Notes 

 

High School A 

 

With ESC 

permission 
1 3 Principal disappeared 

 

High School B 

 

No 0 0 
Denied by principal 

for content 

 

High School C 

 

No 0 0 
Turned away by 

security 

 

High School D  

 

Yes 3 2 
Seemed unperturbed 

by reporter 

 

High School E  

 

With ESC 

permission 
1 1 

Principal seemed 

uncomfortable 

 

High School F  

 

Yes 3 4 Laidback, responsive 

 

High School G  

 

Yes 4 1 
Eager to discuss 

journalism classes 

 

High School H  

 

Yes 3 2 Accommodating 

 

High School I  

 

Yes 3 4 
Seemed unperturbed 

by reporter  

*Coding: Attitude at visit 

0= No visit 

1= Unenthusiastic about visit 

2= Somewhat unenthusiastic about visit 

3= Neutral 

4= Somewhat enthusiastic about visit 

5= Enthusiastic about visit 

 

+Coding: Freedom 

0=no visit 

1=escorted by PR rep and principal 

2=escorted by principal 

3=escorted by PR rep 

4=escorted by student 

5=no escort 
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 The researcher was blind to the conditions at each school as required by IRB 

protocol. After her cafeteria observations but before the debriefing, at each high school 

she opened an envelope that informed her whether she was at a Group 1 or Group 2 

school to enable her to more effectively debrief the administrators. 

 

 Group one: “negative” skew 

 High School A: After clearing the visit through the Education Service Center, the 

researcher went to the school on the appointed day and met the principal in the office. He 

introduced her to another faculty member, who escorted her through the cafeteria. Rather 

than give her an opportunity to observe the students, the faculty member talked to the 

journalist about the school’s history and made subtle suggestions about positive stories 

that might be considered for publication. After a few minutes, the researcher asked to be 

taken back to the office to speak with the principal, but was informed that he was no 

longer available. The researcher opted to debrief the faculty member, who seemed 

somewhat confused about the situation, but relieved that nothing was actually going to 

appear in print about her school. The researcher then left the school. 

 

 High School B: As previously discussed in the “calls” section of this research, the 

researcher was denied access to this school on the grounds that she wasn’t writing a 

“positive” story. The officials at the school, after having been contacted several times, 

informed the researcher that her presence on campus was not desired due to the content 

of her story, but that she was welcome to come to campus if she could come up with a 
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more positive story, such as a feature on the International Baccalaureate program or the 

high number of National Merit scholars. 

 

 High School C: The researcher drove to the school, parked, and entered at the 

main entrance, where she was greeted by a security guard at a table which blocked the 

path. The researcher gave the security guard her name and stated that she was a reporter, 

at the school to observe student nutrition. The guard said she would have to call ahead to 

gain access. The researcher assured the security guard that she had called ahead and that 

she had an appointment to meet with the principal at that time. The security guard, 

without any attempts to communicate with the main office via walkie-talkie or cell 

phone, informed the reporter that such an appointment was impossible because he would 

have been informed of it. He instructed the researcher to leave campus, which she did. 

 

 High School D: This high school was the sole participant on the negative slant 

with little to no reluctance to the admission of a journalist.  The researcher entered the 

school, the only one that forced entrants to pass through a working metal detector. The 

researcher was asked to sign in and then proceed to the main office, where a helpful 

support staffer radioed an assistant principal. This principal escorted her to the cafeteria, 

asking her if she needed anything else. When she said that she needed a few minutes after 

her research was completed, he instructed her to return to the office, ensuring that she 

could find the route. He then left her to observe the students, which she did for the 

prescribed time before making her way back to the office. She debriefed the assistant 

principal, who also admitted to being swayed by previous encounters with journalists, 
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citing a particular conflict between his school and a newspaper reporter whom he said 

behaved in a strangely negative way. He said that this newspaper sent the reporter to his 

school to cover a lecture. When it appeared in print the next day, the article was 

interpreted by many at the school as a condemnation of certain students’ rowdy behavior 

rather than a straightforward report of the lecturer’s speech: 

 Speaking before an auditorium full of (High School D) juniors and seniors 

 Friday, Pearson was repeatedly interrupted by students laughing and talking 

 among themselves as he tried to speak about believing in oneself in spite of other 

 people's perceptions or judgments …Pearson thanked the ‘5 percent’ of students 

 who might take something away from his speech because they were paying 

 attention. He also invited them to share what they had learned with the other 95 

 percent in attendance, who he said did not appear to be listening, (Reporter name 

 withheld to ensure anonymity, 2007,  A16). 

 

 The speaker wrote a rebuttal on the comments section of the newspaper’s website 

that appeared beneath the story within a few hours: 

 

 I would like to provide some clarification. I shared with the audience that 

 statistics say only 5% take something away from a presentation. … The writer 

 decided to focus on the negative aspect and less on the impact. I met her as she 

 was at a few talks of mine and never did she speak to me about any experiences 

 … This write [sic] did exactly what she set out to do and that was to create more 

 controversy. … Many students did pay attention and a number of students stayed 

 after and shared conversation and sought clarity, (Writer’s name withheld to 

 ensure anonymity, 2007, retrieved April 5, 2009 from 

 http://www.tulsaworld.com/news/article.aspx?subjectid 

 =11&articleid=071117_1_A16_hMany00454&archive=yes). 

 

 The assistant principal said the damage visited upon the reporter/school 

relationship was immediate and lasting.  Though the incident was nearly two years 

removed, he said the entire administration knows the reporter and most are probably less 

than helpful to her when she does have occasion to contact or enter the school. He said 

that among other local journalists, however, the school has few problems and welcomes 

reporters on campus. 
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 High School E: The researcher parked and entered the school, where she was met 

by the principal. She attempted to chat with him but he was clearly uncomfortable. The 

two made their way through the school to the cafeteria. The principal stood nearby while 

the researcher took a seat. The principal remained in the cafeteria during the 

“observation,” interacting with student and directing traffic. After a few minutes, the 

researcher signaled that she was done and the principal escorted her back to the office, 

where she asked if they could talk for a moment. The principal glanced at his watch and 

then agreed, on the condition that it take no more than a few minutes because he had “hall 

duty” soon. The principal sat quietly for the debriefing and didn’t ask any questions. The 

researcher would categorize him as “difficult to read” for the duration of the experience. 

He escorted her to the door of the office where she thanked him for his time and left. The 

principal was never rude but was terse, and seemed to be uncomfortable not just with the 

reporter but the students.  

 

 Group two: “positive” skew 

 High School F: The researcher checked in, at which point the secretary alerted 

the principal via walkie-talkie of her presence. A student led the researcher through the 

halls to the cafeteria where the principal was waiting. She introduced herself and told the 

researcher to make herself at home. She introduced the researcher to a student who was 

standing nearby and instructed him to escort the researcher “wherever she wants to go.” 

This didn’t appear to have been premeditated by the principal; rather, one got the 

impression that she tapped a trusted student for help. The student suggested taking the 
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researcher to another, smaller cafeteria, to which the researcher agreed. There, she made 

observations for a few minutes as the student chatted with friends. The student then 

offered to take the researcher on a tour of the school, which she agreed to. They spent 

several minutes wandering the halls, the student explaining the meanings of different wall 

hangings or classroom projects. When the tour looped its way back toward the main 

office, the student escorted the researcher inside so she could check out. The secretary 

asked if she’d gotten all the information she wanted, and the researched thanked her and 

left. 

 

 High School G: The researcher was met at the office by the media coordinator, 

who introduced her to the principal. The principal proceeded to escort the researcher 

across campus to the cafeteria, where students were eating and talking. Rather than 

allowing the researcher to sit and observe, the principal introduced her to students and 

suggested that certain among them would be good sources. It should be noted that this 

particular high school has a new journalism curriculum, and so the principal seemed 

particularly interested in engaging this working journalist in industry conversation. He 

even went so far, after the researcher spent some time in the cafeteria, to take her to 

different classrooms and introduce her to teachers (photography, newspaper, etc.) 

Following these classrooms visits, the researcher sat down with the principal in his office 

and explained the real reason for the visit. He admitted to having been confused about the 

purpose of the researcher’s intent, and explained his decision-making process on allowing 

or banning reporters on campus. He said that his initial reaction is to try to help give 

journalists what they want, understanding that they, like everyone else, have a job to do. 
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Still, he said, he made decisions based on “what’s good for the kids.” The researcher 

asked if the content of a story helped him decided whether to deny or allow access, and 

he said that he wasn’t concerned with content, only “intentions.” He elaborated, 

explaining that he is looking for reporters with “good journalistic intentions.” He said if 

the actions of any visitor on campus could cause harm, he would do his best to keep that 

person off campus. He said that with any reporter, he would ask why they were here, 

what their purpose is and what their end aim is. He reiterated that team-building is 

important and that relationships between journalists and schools are made stronger by 

openness and honesty. 

 

 High School H: Upon arriving at the high school, the researcher saw an 

ambulance with its lights flashing by the school’s front doors. Figuring this would 

provide an excellent test of the school’s openness, she went inside and signed in, waiting 

for her contact. He arrived moments later and escorted her, without a word about the 

ambulance, where he allowed her to sit in the cafeteria alone for 15 minutes and make 

observations. She then went back upstairs to the office where she debriefed the principal, 

who was interested in finding out from her not just about her research but if in her 

experience the school was accommodating to the media. He told her that he had no issue 

with any local reporters and would “throw my doors open for you” at any time. He even 

discussed the ambulance’s presence (a student had an asthma attack and had to be 

hospitalized) in front of the researcher without hesitation or reserve. In fact, he was so 

open about the incident that the researcher was a little nervous that he might be violating 
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some FERPA rules regarding student privacy. After this particularly amicable meeting, 

the researcher thanked the staff and left. 

 

 High School I: Although it took a little longer for this school to grant the request, 

the assistant principal was open and accommodating, allowing the researcher to observe 

the cafeteria and leaving her with a student escort who was instructed to bring her back to 

the main office when she had completed her observations. After a few minutes, the 

researcher asked the student to return her to the office, where she met with the principal 

and debriefed him. He echoed sentiments similar to those of earlier principals who 

indicated how important trust was in a reporter/school relationship. He said that his 

dealings with reporters had been mostly positive. He also said that the Education Service 

Center asks principals to notify officials whenever a member of the media calls about a 

story or requests access. 

 

Results 

 An important aspect of FOI audits is the length of time it takes government 

entities to respond to requests. One of the main tenets of the Freedom of Information Act 

is that government entities respond to requests for information in a “timely manner” (5 

U.S.C. § 552), which is why the length of time it took for administrators to respond was 

reported and considered in this research. Such consideration would be important in cases 

of breaking news or school-related events that had a specific time element attached. 

While there was a clear pattern of acceptance for the positive story skew and reluctance 

on the negative story skew, there was not indication that the content affected the length of 
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time it took to garner a response. One “negative” school took only a few hours to agree to 

a visit, while one “positive” school took an entire week and five phone calls. However, 

there was a clear pattern of unwillingness on the part of the “negative” schools to grant 

reporter access. Three of the five “negative” schools insisted that the journalist involved 

in the project call the Education Service Center to gain approval, while another flatly 

denied the request. In contrast, the schools that were subject to a more “positive” story 

skew were more open to the proposed visit, with none of them suggesting ESC 

permission was necessary. 
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Chapter 5 

 

Conclusion 

 

What This Research Means 

 In this small study, the researcher determined that schools facing negative 

publicity were less likely to agree to a press visit than those facing innocent or positive 

stories, regardless of district policy. This confirms the researcher’s hypothesis and sheds 

light on the decision-making process that will be useful to working journalists. However, 

a second and more stark conclusion may be drawn from the findings that should be of 

interest not just to working journalists, but the public at large: our public education 

system appears reluctant to share information with the press. 

 Among the more basic findings was that that poorer-performing schools 

populated by socio-economically challenged students seemed less concerned about a 

reporter’s visit than the district’s top-performing school, which seemed most concerned 

with managing its image and setting the agenda for media coverage. It is this researcher’s 

supposition that the poorer-performing schools essentially have more serious issues to 

contend with from their at-risk populations than a reporter showing up on campus for a 

few minutes. The higher-performing school, which is populated by the district’s 

wealthiest students, owes part of its successful reputation to the publicity surrounding it, 

and is therefore more cautious about preserving its reputation as the “best” school. Two 

of the district’s poorest-performing schools, populated by the most socio-economically 
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challenged students, were the most willing to host a reporter on campus and seemed most 

open to talking to the press. High School D is well-known as the most troubled school in 

the district, and it made the “negative” list. But it was among the first schools to agree to 

a journalistic visit and was the only school in the “negative” category to allow access 

without first seeking higher authorization. High School B refused the reporter’s presence 

on the basis of content, suggesting instead some positive stories as a means of gaining 

access. And while High School H was a “positive” story, principals and administrators 

inside the office seemed unconcerned about the presence of a journalist, discussing a 

student’s medical issues in front of her. It was as though the administrators were 

conditioned to care more about the issues facing the students than the potential image in 

the media of the school. 

 Interviews following the research revealed another finding – that administrators 

are willing to work with journalists with whom they have an established, trusting 

relationship, even on stories that might have a negative skew. More than any other 

finding, this research points out clearly that the most important aspect to gaining access 

to schools has more to do with interpersonal relationships than it does official policy. 

Time and time again, principals and administrators vetted their support for a close 

working relationship between administrators and journalists as a means to “getting the 

story.” It demonstrates that the groundwork that’s been previously laid is an important 

factor to future success. The researcher posits that working journalists probably will gain 

better information and access by fostering close relationships with school administrators 

rather than shouting down at administrators from a soapbox and quoting district policy. 
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 This researcher thinks it would be a mistake to suggest that source/reporter 

rapport isn’t important. Working journalist will spend their careers walking a fine line 

between establishing trust among their sources while still serving the public with the 

dissemination of information they discover in the course of their work. Most revealing 

about this research were the discussions and exit interviews with administrators 

concerning the guiding tenets that drove them to inform reporters or keep them in the 

dark. Often, that decision-making process had more to do with how the resulting 

publication or broadcast would hurt or benefit the school, its reputation and the standing 

of its employees in the community. Very little consideration was given, it seemed, to the 

larger and more important issue of an informed citizenry, one that is vital for the success 

of self-government. It is worth nothing that administrators in this study were wholly more 

concerned with their jobs and their image than with the fact that withholding information 

from a public that funds them flies in the face of a functional democracy. Though this 

study was just one tiny glimpse into the inner workings of one state-funded school 

district, it raises a red flag worth much deeper examination. How have we gotten to the 

point that repeatedly putting off reporters or flatly denying them entrance into the schools 

has become acceptable? Schools hide under mantras like “Keeping our students safe” or 

throw up federal law as a reason to impede the gathering information. It seems accepted 

that concealing information is simply in the interest of student safety. Due to the minor 

status of their students and protective laws like FERPA, administrators have wiggle room 

to claim the information sought is simply irretrievable. Indeed, schools that violate 

FERPA can face serious fines and punishment. But the end result has become a culture of 

paranoia and resentment on the side of both educators and journalists, all of whom 
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presumably desire the same result – well-educated, safe, functioning students produced 

by the schools. 

 But at the end of the day, successful self-governance depends upon the 

willingness of government entities to reveal information, and for the news media to 

disseminate it. An uninformed citizenry cannot possibly govern itself effectively. 

Parents are among the most important constituents in need of information about the 

schools their children attend. One might surmise that without the penetrating presence of 

the news media, parents would be left to assume that all was beyond well within their 

children’s schools. The extent of the “news” they would receive would be happy pieces 

contained in school newsletters.  This kind of shepherding of information should alarm 

parents, taxpayers, and the press – yet it does not seem to. Should reporters should be 

more forthcoming about the effort required to gain access to the schools? Perhaps that 

might raise awareness as to the lengths schools go to block or ignore media requests. The 

researcher in this study found stunning the amount of time and energy it took for a school 

to grant a request even for a positive story.  

 In the absence of real reportage, there is no accurate portrayal of our schools in 

the marketplace of ideas and no apparent way to go about getting that information. What 

would trickle out of the school instead would be filtered to fit certain agendas and even 

presumably inaccurate. Education reporting is government reporting, and this researcher 

finds it hard to believe that the citizenry would accept such stonewalling from a road 

repair crew or a county courtroom. Perhaps the public needs to be reminded that a vast 

percentage of its tax dollars is spent on public education, and that access to information 
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about what goes on inside the school house gates is fundamental to keeping our public 

school system thriving. 

 

Weaknesses of This Study 

  In design, this look at school access was a model experiment. In reality, the 

conditions set forth to conduct the research may have failed to accurately recreate the 

conditions that working journalists would employ to secure permission to enter campus. 

Schools might be more amenable to working with journalists with whom they have an 

established relationship. The conditions of the study called for anonymity, but the 

researcher wonders if the data might have been different had she represented herself as a 

reporter working for an area newspaper with which the administrators were familiar (the 

decision not to do this rested in the need to protect the administrators from risk should 

they be found to be in violation of the policy). Several administrators pointed out that 

rapport and trust are important elements to the relationship between a working journalist 

and her sources and can often mean the difference between getting the story and being 

turned away. This was reinforced by all the principals, who were in some cases 

unfamiliar with “freelancers” and grew suspicious of the conditions surrounding the visit. 

One principal even suggested that the tactics themselves raised questions as to whether 

the reporter was even a journalist at all, possibly instead a divorce attorney “digging for 

dirt.” 

 Additionally, this study is only representative of one school district. The same 

test, applied anywhere else, might yield much different results. Different media access 
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codes and different school leadership undoubtedly influence the culture of the schools 

and how that pertains to media openness. 

 It became clear throughout the course of the study that schools that tended to be 

populated by high at-risk populations and schools with traditionally lower socio-

economic indicators were less concerned about media presence than, for example, the 

school that flatly denied the request. That school is frequently in the media, as it is among 

the state’s highest-performing and most academically rigorous. The researcher speculates 

that certain schools might be less concerned about reporters because they face more 

pressing concerns, like drug use, teen pregnancy, the drop-out rate, low test scores, and 

other indicators of a struggling adolescent population. 

 

Suggestions for Future Studies 

 The researcher believes the idea of a physical access audit of educational facilities 

is a worthwhile and revealing endeavor. It would be interesting to expand this study to 

other school districts and perhaps compare and contrast media access policies and 

different districts’ willingness to comport with them. One idea would be to attempt a 

similar study on a larger scale that would involve several school districts in the state in 

the same area, or researchers could conduct a larger-scale study of similarly sized 

districts in cities across the nation. A similar access study attempted within prison or 

court systems might also yield interesting information on the willingness of these 

government entities to comply with regulations and laws regarding media access. While 

the researcher could not find any similar studies – where a researcher attempted to gain 

access to a public building as a means of testing public policy – she believes such 
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experiments and similar Freedom of Information audits are important to ensuring 

openness in government. 
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Appendix A 

Media Access Policy 

 

(Withheld) Public Schools Policy 9301 

MEDIA RELATIONS  

PURPOSE: To inform and guide the media and District staff in the proper manner of 

informing the public of District business.  

The District will comply with all state and federal laws and regulations regarding open 

meetings and open records and respond to all media inquiries in a prompt, cooperative 

manner. Media requests received by the Public Information Office will be responded to in 

a timely manner. 

The Director of Public Information is the spokesperson for the District. All contacts and 

press releases concerning matters of District-wide interest and controversial topics should 

be conducted by Public Information Staff. Any staff member, in addition to Public 

Information staff, should respond to questions from news media with accurate 

information and within the scope of their jobs. Principals will inform the Director of 

Public Information of existing or potential problems at their school. 

Media on campus will be subject to all rules for visitors and should contact the Public 

Information Office before going to a school site. Once on site, clearance from the 

principal and/or the main office is necessary. If principals have questions about releasing 

information, they will contact the Public Information Office. 

Parents/guardians may request in writing that no photographs or identifiable information 

of their child be obtained by the media. Photography of students in a classroom setting is 

permitted with parental consent and as long as the classroom is not disrupted.  

Crises and emergency information will be coordinated between the Public Information 

and Safe Schools Offices.  

 

Adopted: November 1982 

Revised: May 2005 
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Appendix B 

Phone Script for Securing Permission to Visit Campus 

 

 

Script One (for use with Group A, Schools 1-5, skews negative) 

1. “Hi, I’m a freelance reporter based in (city). Can I speak to whatever administrator 

handles media inquiries, such as the principal?” 

If the principal is unavailable or unwilling to talk, go to 2. If call is directed to principal, 

go to 3. 

 

2. Leave the following message with whoever is on the phone: “I’m doing research for a 

possible story on the nutritional value of school lunches. I’d like to arrange a site visit 

with your school to observe what students eat at lunch and if it’s healthy for them. Can 

you please have him/her call me back at this number?” Thank respondent and terminate 

call. 

 

3. If administrator is on line, then: “I’m doing research for a possible story on the 

nutritional value of school lunches. I’d like to arrange a site visit with your school to 

observe what students eat at lunch and if it’s healthy for them.”  If principal agrees and 

date is set, denote, thank and end call. If consent not granted, go to 4. 

 

4. “Will you please explain to me why you’d prefer I not visit your campus?” Take notes 

on response, thank and end call. 

 

Script Two (for use with Group B, Schools 6-9, skews harmless or positive) 

1. “Hi, a freelance reporter based in (city). Can I speak to whatever administrator handles 

media inquiries, such as the principal?” 

If the principal is unavailable or unwilling to talk, go to 2. If call is directed to principal, 

go to 3. 

 

2. Leave the following message with whoever is on the phone: “I’m doing research for a 

possible story on the crazy things kids eat for lunch. I’d like to arrange a site visit with 

your school to observe what students eat at lunch try to find the zaniest food they eat. Can 

you please have him/her call me back at this number?” Thank respondent and terminate 

call. 

 

3. If administrator is on line, then: “I’m doing research for a possible story on the crazy 

things kids eat for lunch. I’d like to arrange a site visit with your school to observe what 

students eat at lunch try to find the zaniest food they eat.”  If principal agrees and date is 

set, denote, thank and end call. If consent not granted, go to 4. 

 

4. “Will you please explain to me why you’d prefer I not visit your campus?” Take notes 

on response, thank and end call. 
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Appendix C 

 

Phone Log: Attempts to Establish a Right to Access 

 

 

School 

Date and time of 

calls (attempts at 

contact) 

Date of 

proposed 

visit 

Time Notes 

 

High School A  

 

    

 

High School B 

 

    

 

High School C 

 

    

 

High School D 

 

    

 

High School E  

 

    

 

High School F  

 

    

 

High School G 

 

    

 

High School H  

 

    

 

High School I  
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Appendix D 

 

Visitation Log: Establishing Access to the Schools 

 

School 
Request 

granted? 
Attitude* Freedom+ Notes 

 

High School 1  

 

    

High School 2     

 

High School 3 

 

    

 

High School 4  

 

    

 

High School 5  

 

    

 

High School 6  

 

    

 

High School 7  

 

    

 

High School 8  

 

    

 

High School 9  

 

    

*Coding: Attitude at visit 

0= No visit 

1= Unenthusiastic about visit 

2= Somewhat unenthusiastic about visit 

3= Nuetral 

4= Somewhat enthusiastic about visit 

5= Enthusiastic about visit 

 

+Coding: Freedom 

0=no visit 

1=escorted by PR rep and principal 

2=escorted by principal 

3=escorted by PR rep 

4=escorted by student 

5=no escort 
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Appendix E 

 

Debriefing after Deceptive Research 

 

 Researcher: “Thank you for allowing me to observe students at your school 

today.” 

 Dehoaxing: “In reality, I not interested in the eating habits of teens. I am a 

graduate student at the University of Missouri in the process of finishing a master’s 

degree, which requires a research project. I chose to research whether or not schools 

comport with their own policies for media access given a choice between negative and 

positive or harmless stories. Your school was randomly selected from among nine public 

high schools to be in Group (A or B), which was tested on the basis of a (negative or 

positive/harmless) story. I am a writer, but I have no intention of writing a story about my 

observations here today. I actually ‘observed’ the campus visit itself, where I recorded 

the kind of access I was allowed as a journalist. My research is based on the self-

governance theory, the premise of which is that schools are taxpayer-funded entities and 

therefore should be subject to media scrutiny as applicable to the watchdog role that the 

press plays on the government. The purpose of this study was to see if schools comported 

with their own media access policies, and if ‘negative’ and ‘positive/harmless’ stories – 

ie, content – were relevant to administrators in their decision to let a journalist on 

campus.” 

 Desensitizing: “I realize that you do not appreciate being deceived. I meant you 

no harm or sought in any way to undermine your confidence in your ability to do your 

job.” 
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 Confidence in science: “Please understand that such research goes on the world 

over and that this study will go toward the larger body of work that pertains to media law 

and policy.” 

 Risk control: “I want to assure you that this study is completely anonymous and 

no identifying characteristics of the schools or their principals/administrators will be 

made.” 

 Questions: “Do you have any questions about this research? Do you have any 

comments that you would to make, either to be potentially included in the research or 

simply as a statement?” 

 (No withdraw of information will be allowed as that would not accurately 

duplicate the conditions under which this request was made). 
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