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Censorship and College Newspapers 

 

 Protection of the First Amendment Rights for free speech is the main focus for Professor 

Kevin O’Neill. After serving four years as Legal Director for the American Civil Liberties Union 

of Ohio, Professor O’Neill joined the full-time faculty of Cleveland State University Marshall 

College of Law in 1996. 

O’Neill met with students recently at CSU to discuss recent legal decisions regarding 

censorship of college newspapers and how these decisions may affect CSU’s student-run 

newspapers. 

Historically, there are two landmark cases regarding censorship at the high school level. 

These cases were Tinker vs. DesMoines (1969) and Hazelwood School District vs. Kuhlmeier 

(1988). In 1969, students were suspended for wearing armbands in protest of the Vietnam War. 

Their parents sued the school system and won. 

“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the 

free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech or of the press; or the right of the 

people to peaceably assemble and to petition the government for a redress of grievances,” as 

stated of the First Amendment on Web site www.landmarkcases.org.  

In 1969, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in favor of the students, stating that the armband 

protest was protected by the First Amendment right of free speech. O’Neill spoke of the fact that 

the students don’t lose their freedoms once they enter the school. 

In 1988, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of the Hazelwood School District to allow 

administrators to censor the high school newspaper. The student staff was writing stories about 
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teen pregnancy and effects of divorce in which the administrators wanted censorship of those 

stories. 

The resulting decision was in contrast to the 1969 decision. Due to the nature of the news 

stories, the courts felt the topics were inappropriate at the high school level.  

O’Neill stated this decision allowed school districts to censor school-sponsored activities, 

including student government speeches, plays, and assemblies. 

Over the past 10 years, lawyers have wanted to entend the rulings of the 1988 decision to 

college level school-sponsored activities, including newspapers. 

O’Neill stated these decisions have made it more difficult for First Amendment lawyers 

to defend their clients. 

The most recent decision was the case of Hosty vs. Carter. In this case, the 7th Circuit 

Court allowed the use of the Hazelwood decision to allow college administrators the ability to 

censor student newspapers. As of Feb. 2006, the Supreme Court denied a request to hear an 

appeal regarding this case. 

The students attending this presentation felt very unsure about how the law will allow 

them to practice their critical writing skills. O’Neill stated that being in Ohio, CSU was part of 

the 6th Circuit Court, where the court sides with the students regarding censorship. As this 

becomes a nationwide issue, all college students will watch with bated-breath for a decision from 

the Supreme Court regarding censorship of college newspapers. 


