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Dolores Watson Seigenthaler, 
widow of the late longtime Tennes-
sean publisher John Seigenthaler 
and a regionally renowned singer 
in the 1940s and ‘50s, died Nov. 30 
while in hospice care. She was 96.

Kind and beautiful, Dolores 
Seigenthaler was a fixture at her 
husband’s side at hundreds of com-
munity events, nonprofit fundrais-
ers and newspaper functions while 
he served as editor or publisher 
from 1962 to 1991. John Seigen-
thaler was a civil rights activist, 
Nashville power broker, and a na-
tionwide journalism icon for whom 
Nashville named the downtown 
pedestrian bridge in 2014, five 
months before he died.

The co-founder of the Mirror-Ex-
change newspaper, Dorris Parkins, 
has died at the age of 93.

Ms. Parkins and her late husband 
of 56 years, Bob Parkins, founded 
the Milan Mirror in June of 1965. 
They published their first edition on 
Wednesday, June 23, of that year.  
While Bob served as editor in chief, 
Dorris worked behind the scenes 
selling and making up advertise-
ments and managing the newspaper 
office.  

Ms. Parkins passed away peace-
fully Tuesday afternoon, Dec. 23, 
surrounded by her children at her 
home in Milan. She was born on 
April 5, 1932 to Denton William Fly 
and Esther Lee Rollins Fly.

Dolores Seigenthaler, 96, widow of 
longtime Tennessean publisher

Dorris Parkins, 93, co-founder of 
Mirror-Exchange with husband Bob
VICTOR PARKINS
The Mirror-Exchange, Milan
December 30, 2025
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Who is a ‘Journalist?’ An evolving definition

Obituaries

BRAD SCHMITT
The Tennessean, Nashville
December 1, 2025

Submitted/The Tennessean, Nashville

Dolores Seigenthaler, widow of 
newspaper icon and former long-
time Tennessean publisher John 
Seigenthaler, passed away Nov. 30 
at age 96. She was a regionally re-
nowned singer in the ‘40s and ‘50s.

Who is a journalist?
The answer was simpler in ear-

lier times, but in the 21st century, 
it’s being reshaped by time, law 
and technology.

But while definitions vary, the 
First Amendment’s protection for 
a free press makes no mention 
of employment or the means of 
communication to qualify as a 
journalist. Instead, freedom of the 
press protects the right of anyone 
to spread thoughts, ideas, news 
and views by publishing them.

Over time, however, courts have 
created additional legal protections 
in specific circumstances for those 
who gather information with the 

intent to present it to others. This 
includes the right to withhold the 
identity of sources and, at times, to 
enter locations or buildings where 
the public is excluded.

Who is a journalist according 
to common understanding?

Merriam-Webster defines a 

journalist as “a writer or editor for 
a news medium” or “a writer who 
aims at a mass audience,” while 
Cambridge Dictionary says a jour-
nalist is anyone “who writes news 
stories or articles for a newspaper 
or magazine or broadcasts them 
on radio or television.” The job 
search website Indeed defines the 
term as “a professional involved in 
the collection, editing, and presen-
tation of news through the spoken 
or written word.”

But who Americans see as a 
“journalist” varies widely, Pew 
Research Center found in an Au-
gust 2025 report. The report cites 
a “lack of consensus and perhaps 

some uncertainty” about whether 
news aggregators, opinion writers, 
and people who share information 
via newer media like newsletters, 
podcasts and social media are 
journalists.

It noted that “many everyday 
Americans who participated in 
our focus groups said they think 
of traditional TV newscasters.”

The report also found that 
“Younger adults tend to be much 
more likely than older Americans 
to say that people who report on 
or host a news podcast, write their 
own newsletter about news, or 

See POLICINSKI Page 9
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Dorris Parkins and her late husband 
of 56 years, Bob Parkins, in 1965 
co-founded the Milan Mirror, which 
would eventually become known 
as The Mirror-Exchange. She 
passed away on Dec. 23 at age 93.
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Why small provision in TN’s public records law 
has big consequences for public’s right to know

This past year, the University of 
Tennessee agreed to settle a public 
records lawsuit I brought on behalf 
of WBIR anchor John Becker seek-
ing access to documents related 
to a federal energy lab. Along 
with turning over the records 
Becker sought, the university cut 
a $60,000 check to cover his attor-
ney’s fees and costs. 

The push to recover legal fees 
in this case wasn’t to help Becker 
cover my bills; journalists and 
newsrooms never pay a penny for 
legal support from the Reporters 
Committee for Freedom of the 
Press. Instead, the fee recovery 
helps support our programming 
and, hopefully, the hefty cost 
would make the university and 
other public bodies think twice be-
fore they decide to withhold public 
records going forward.   

Fee-shifting, as it’s commonly 
known, is a key tool for members 
of the press and public to enforce 
their right to know under pub-
lic records laws. In many states, 
including Tennessee, the public 
records law contains a fee-shifting 
provision that allows requesters 
who prevail in a public records 
lawsuit to possibly be reimbursed 
for their attorney’s fees and costs 
by the losing party. 

These provisions are important 
for two main reasons: They make 
it possible for requesters to take on 
expensive legal fights to vindi-
cate the public’s right of access 
to information, and they can be a 
deterrent for government agencies 

that unlawfully withhold records 
from the public. 

But not all fee-shifting provisions 
are created equal. 

Some states, like North Carolina, 
California, and Texas, require gov-
ernment agencies to pay fees when 
they lose a public records lawsuit. 
But under Tennessee’s Public 
Records Act, fee-shifting is far from 
mandatory. When the government 
loses, the TPRA states that a court 
may only award attorney’s fees to 
the winning party when it finds 
that the government “knew that 
such record was public and will-
fully refused to disclose it.” Even 
when a court makes a willfulness 
finding, the court can still decide 
not to award attorney’s fees.

This provision makes it ex-
tremely difficult for Tennesseans to 
recover legal fees in public records 
litigation. In my five years of work-
ing as the Reporters Committee’s 
Local Legal Initiative attorney in 
Tennessee, I have helped journal-
ists and news organizations sue for 
records that revealed the salaries of 
a publicly owned hospital’s execu-
tives, disciplinary records of police 
officers accused of using excessive 
force, documents related to the 
state’s response to the COVID-19 

pandemic, and more. Still, state 
courts have never awarded attor-
ney’s fees to one of my clients. 

Research shows that states with 
mandatory fee-shifting have better 
compliance rates with public 
records requests compared to 
those without. With discretionary 
fee-shifting, too often the public 
pays the price — both literally and 
figuratively. 

Financially strapped requesters, 
including news organizations, are 
less likely to sue for public records 
that have been wrongfully with-
held knowing they could be on the 
hook for costly legal fees even if 
they win. This means government 
agencies can keep records out of 
reach for journalists and the com-
munities they serve with virtually 
no consequences. 

I will continue to fight on behalf 
of journalists and newsrooms in 
Tennessee to make government 
agencies produce public records 
when wrongly withheld. But these 
fights would be much less frequent 
if state lawmakers amended the 
TPRA to make it easier for request-
ers to win attorney’s fees when they 
prevail in public records cases. By 
making fee-shifting mandatory, the 
legislature could help fulfill the pur-
pose of the law, which is to ensure 
greater government transparency 
and accountability in Tennessee.

Paul McAdoo is the Tennessee Lo-
cal Legal Initiative attorney for the 
Reporters Committee for Freedom of 
the Press. He is based in Nashville.

On
The
Docket
Paul McAdoo

Audit finds DCS has not been fully reporting 
information on deaths, near deaths of children

A new state comptroller’s audit 
has found that the Department of 
Children’s Services has not been 
fully reporting — and in some 
cases still hadn’t reported — 
information about the deaths and 
near deaths of children in 2023 
and 2024 who had been involved 
with DCS.

The delayed reporting has re-
duced transparency and account-
ability of the department’s work in 
investigating cases of deaths and 
near deaths.

“As a result, the public may 
lack critical information needed to 
evaluate the effectiveness of Ten-

nessee’s child protection system in 
a timely manner,” the audit said.

The finding in the December 
2025 performance audit was 
one of several that revealed DCS 
continues to have internal oper-
ational problems, some of which 
the department said it is in the 

process of correcting. For example, 
one finding said the department 
still has not fully met its oversight 
responsibilities for hard-to-place 
children and youth that are in 
transitional housing.

The department has come under 
fire for the long periods of time 
children are left in temporary hous-
ing — even sleeping on the floor in 
state office buildings. Its commis-
sioner said it plans to open better 
facilities to house such children in 
2026 and 2027.

TN Coalition
for Open
Government

Deborah Fisher

See FISHER Page 8
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February 2026
2: State Press Contests deadline 

for submissions. Rules and entry 
information available at tnpress.
com.  Categories remain the 
same as in 2025.  

24: TPA Day on the Hill, Nashville. 
The event will be in lieu of a Win-
ter Convention. Watch your email 
for more details or contact TPA 
Executive Director Mark Millsap 
at mmillsap@tnpress.com.

March 2026
5-7: ACP Spring National College 

Media Conference, Hyatt Regen-
cy Embarcadero, San Francisco.

9-13: 2026 INMA (International 
News Media Association) News 
Media Subscriptions Summit, 
“Reinventing the Funnel: A New 
Agenda for Subscription Growth 
in the AI and Creator Era of Me-
dia,” Toronto, Ontario, Canada.

March 30-April 1: News Industry 
Mega Conference, presented by 
America’s Newspapers, Austin, TX.

April 2026
8-10: 2026 Niche Media Confer-

ence, Conference, featuring five 
niche media tracks: Publisher 
Strategy, Digital Strategy, Ad 
Sales Training, Audience & 
Marketing Growth, Editrorial, 
Orlando, FL.

May 2026
4-8: INMA World Congress of 

News Media, Berlin, Germany.
8: 2026 MDDC Conference and 

Celebration, “Power of the 
Press,” Annapolis, MD., 
mddcpress.com.

17-20: 2026 Media Financial Man-
agement Association and Fi-
nancial Executives International 
Annual Conference, Mariott 
RiverCenter, San Antonio, TX, 
www.mediafinance.org/annu-
al-conference

June 2026
10-12: 2026 ADMA Conference, 

Audience Development Media 
Alliance, South Point Hotel Casi-
no and Spa, Las Vegas, NV. 

July 2026
15-19: The International Society of 

Weekly Newspaper Editors 2026 
Conference, Cardiff, Wales.

For Your Calendar
The Trump administration is in 

full attack mode, even creating a 
government website criticizing re-
porters for their coverage. The AP 
has been exiled from the White 
House. Pentagon reporters had 
to pack up and leave rather than 
compromise their principles. And 
of course, polls on news media 
credibility just keep sliding.

Where journalism differs from 
companies. organizations and 
individuals under siege, though, is 
that the press so rarely fights back.

I’ve had enough years as a 
newspaper editor to understand 
why. We like to let our work 
speak for itself. It feels unseemly 
to be self-aggrandizing.

Yet Americans continue to mis-
understand the work of profession-
al journalists. The free press clause 
of the First Amendment isn’t a 
sweetheart deal for journalists. It’s 
a guarantee to the American people 
that there will be someone keeping 
an eye on the powerful and ensure 
that none of our most fundamental 
freedoms are being limited by the 
government. 

Roughly only one American 
in five recognizes that Freedom 
of the Press is part of the First 
Amendment. That helps explain 
why many see news media as an 
irritant or political target rather 
than a Constitutional imperative. 
It’s in the interests of all journal-
ists to help readers understand the 
First Amendment and the role of a 
free press.

At the Free Speech Center at 
Middle Tennessee State University, 
we’re heartened when we  see 
Tennessee journalism explaining 
the essential nature of the First 

Amendment  and how all five of 
its freedoms enrich and enlighten 
our communities. 

Some examples of that good 
work in 2025:	

Freedom of Speech
Book-banning: The Rutherford 

County Library System became 
ground zero for removing books 
from public libraries after the 
secretary of state ordered a review 
throughout the state.

Early in the year, Angele 
Latham of the Tennessean offered 
a detailed overview of books being 
targeted in Tennessee. 

In November, Scott Broden of 
the Murfreesboro Daily News 
Journal broke the news that three 
Rutherford County public libraries 
were going to be closed to the 
public while employees scoured 
the children’s collections for “in-
appropriate” books.

Ben Sessoms of  the Chatta-
nooga Times Free Press took a 
comprehensive look at why books 
are being banned in his commen-
tary “The authoritarian rationale 
behind book bans.”

The aftermath of Charlie Kirk’s 
murder: Within hours of Kirk’s 
death came calls to punish those 
who posted negative comments 
about the activist on social media. 

Much of the outrage was directed 
at employees of the state’s univer-
sities.

Steven Hale of the Nashville Ban-
ner provided a thoughtful analysis 
of the legal issues surrounding the 
firing of two professors.

Keenan Thomas of the Knox-
ville News Sentinel focused on the 
case of Professor Tamar Shirinian, 
who was suspended after a Kirk 
comment.	

Other free speech battles:
Brooke Muckerman of the 

Memphis Commercial Appeal 
explained to readers why the Uni-
versity of Memphis had no choice  
but to allow the speaking engage-
ment of controversial speaker Kyle 
Rittenhouse.

Angele Latham of the Tennes-
sean reported in detail about a 
pharmacy student at the Univer-
sity of Tennessee Health Science 
Center prevailing in court after 
being temporarily expelled from 
college for an allegedly lewd social 
media post.

In the wake of Jimmy Kimmel’s 
suspension on ABC, Clint Cooper 
wrote a compelling editorial ex-
plaining why  “When a president 
‘hates’ his critics, free speech 
limits must be scrutinized”

Freedom of Religion
Leon Alligood wrote an out-

standing feature in the Nashville 
Scene in 2025 revisiting the 
legendary Scopes Monkey Trial in 
Dayton, TN. In addition to being 
a great read, the article deftly 
explored issues involving the sepa-
ration of church and state, and the 
issues that continue to color our 
politics and public policy.

 Freedom of Assembly
Jordan Green, of the Memphis 

Commercial Appeal offered a 
helpful explainer answering the 
question “What is a “No Kings” 
protest?”

Freedom of the Press
J. Holly McCall of the Tennessee 

Lookout wrote a powerful com-
mentary explaining why setting 
a 25 ft. buffer zone around law 
enforcement officers undermines 
journalists’ work.

This column is a simple thanks 
to all who have stepped up to 
illuminate the many threats to 
our First Amendment freedoms in 
2025. The Free Press Center and 
the American Society for News 
Excellence appreciate your com-
mitment to the good fight. 

In 2026, we’ll do this in a more 
comprehensive fashion, collecting 
and celebrating the best examples 
of First Amendment coverage 
and commentary in Tennessee 
newspapers, with a more formal 
recognition at the close of the 
year. I’m sure we missed import-
ant First Amendment articles this 
year. Paywalls can limit access and 
searches don’t find everything. 

We’d appreciate your help in 
recognizing the good work of your 
newsrooms in 2026 . All it takes 
is an email to FreeSpeechCenter@
mtsu.edu with a link to your First 
Amendment article, column or 
editorial. We’ll take it from there.

Ken Paulson is director of the Free 
Speech Center at Middle Tennes-
see State University and a former 
editor-in-chief of USA Today.

The good fight: Tennessee newspapers’ role in defending First Amendment

Your Community  
Shopper has ceased  
publication

Your Community Shopper, Ard-
more, ceased publication Nov. 26. 
The Shopper was established by 
Helen T. Stagner in April 1964.

It has been our pleasure to bring 
news and events of our commu-
nity to our readers over the last 
six decades. Sincere thanks to our 
subscribers, readers and advertis-
ers for supporting us through the 
years.

Your Community Shopper, 

Ardmore
Nov. 26, 2025

TPA Day on the Hill set 
Feb. 24

TPA’s Day on the Hill to be held 
Tuesday, Feb. 24 in Nashville. The 
event will be in lieu of a Winter 
Convention. Watch your email 
for more details or contact TPA 
Executive Director Mark Millsap at 
mmillsap@tnpress.com.

News & Moves

Free
Speech
Center
Ken Paulson

See NEWS & MOVES Page 4

State Press 
Contests 
2026 
Deadline 
approaches!

Monday, 
Feb. 2 at
10:59 p.m. 
Central Time

A contest for newsrooms.
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You may have heard the story 
about the man who spent a hot 
summer afternoon doing yard 
work. When he came inside, his 
little boy said, “Come on, Dad, 
let’s play!” The man was tired af-
ter all that work, so he stretched 
out on the couch and closed his 
eyes. His son jumped onto the 
couch, pulled open his father’s 
eyelids and said, “Let’s go, Dad! 
Aren’t you ready to play?”

Realizing that he needed to keep 
his son busy while he took a short 
nap, Dad reached for a magazine 
on the coffee table and turned to 
a page he had seen a few days 
earlier. It was a full-page, full-color 
map of the world. He pulled out the 
page, tore it into a dozen pieces and 
placed them on the floor. He said, 

“Son, here’s a puzzle. Put these 
pieces of the world together and 
then we’ll play.” 

As he drifted off to sleep, he 
could hear the pieces being shuf-
fled, and after only a few minutes, 
his son tugged on his arm and 
said, “Dad, I got it!” He opened 
his eyes and – sure enough – 
every piece was in the right place. 
He said, “I’m proud of you. How 
were you able to do that? You’re 
too young to know how the world 

fits together.”
The little boy broke into a big 

smile and said, “Dad, I turned 
those pieces of paper over and 
there was a picture of a boy. So I 
put that picture together, because I 
knew if I put the boy together, the 
world would take care of itself.” 

The lesson is simple: Even 
though there will always be 
troubles in the world, our job is to 
work on ourselves. 

Consider the economy. We can’t 
do anything to change inflation 
rates or interest rates or interna-
tional conditions. But we can have 
an impact in our little corner of 
the marketing world. Let’s take a 
look at three steps to help advertis-
ers who are concerned about the 
economy: 

1. Localize the problem. Like the 
little boy and the map, it’s important 
to narrow our focus to the things 
we can influence. For us, that 
means concentrating on the local 
economy. What are the local issues 
that individual business people in 
your town are worried about? 

When advertisers wring their 
hands over far-reaching issues, 
reframe it for them by asking 
questions like, “In what ways is 
that impacting your business?”

2. Localize the solutions. Once 
areas of concern are identified, 
work with each advertiser to 
develop individualized solutions. 
A little brainstorming can help 
shift their attention from fearful to 
hopeful, from negative to positive. 

3. Learn how to create ads 

that work. The best way to serve 
your clients is to make sure their 
ads generate results. That means 
targeting specific audiences, devel-
oping consistent campaigns and 
insisting on compelling offers in 
every ad. When ads work, adver-
tisers will keep running them. 

Nothing sells like a history of 
success. That’s why putting the 
puzzle together starts with us. 

Copyright 2025 by John Foust. 
All rights reserved. John Foust has 
conducted training programs for 
thousands of newspaper advertis-
ing professionals. Many ad depart-
ments are using his training DVDs 
to save time and get quick results 
from in-house training. Email for 
information: john@johnfoust.com

Ad-libs®

John Foust

When advertisers are concerned about the economy, pitch local to them

H-C announces change to 
print editions

The Herald-Citizen, Cookeville, 
staff has devoted the past several 
months to examining where we 
are, what we believe the future 
will bring and how we can best 
position ourselves to be a vital 
part of the future of Cookeville 
and Putnam County.

The way people receive their 
news is trending more toward 
digital platforms. The Herald-Cit-

izen has met that trend through 
our website, herald-citizen.com, 
our Facebook page and our e-edi-
tion. The local news is delivered 
daily to our website visitors, who 
viewed over 5.9 million online 
pages during the past year, and to 
our 22,000 Facebook followers. In 
just the past month, content post-
ed on the Herald-Citizen Facebook 
page was viewed nearly 900,000 
times.

The result of our review has led 
to the decision to change our print 
editions from Wednesday, Friday, 
and Saturday to Wednesday and 

Saturday, effective Dec. 31 accord-
ing to Paxton Media, owners of the 
Herald-Citizen.

 The staff of the Herald-Citizen 
has never been more committed to 
providing Cookeville and Putnam 
County with local news, events, 
sports, and photos as well as 
providing an established platform 
for local businesses to advertise to 
their community.

We thank you for your contin-
ued support by subscribing to and 
reading the Herald-Citizen, your 
trusted news source since 1903!

Herald-Citizen, Cookeville

Nov. 22, 2025

Paxton announces changes
Changes have been made to 

the number of print publishing 
days for the following Tennessee 
Paxton Media newspapers (sep-
arate, more-detailed information 
for the Herald-Citizen is available 
elsewhere in this section):

Cleveland Daily Banner, effec-
tive 12/31/25, print days changed 
from Tuesday, Thursday, Saturday 
to Wednesday and Saturday

Herald-Citizen (Cookeville), ef-
fective 12/31/25, print days changed 

from Wednesday, Friday, Saturday 
to Wednesday and Saturday

Southern Standard (McMin-
nville), effective 12/31/25, print 
days changed from Wednesday, 
Friday, Saturday to Wednesday 
and Saturday

Lebanon Democrat, effective 
12/31/25, print days changed 
from Wednesday and Saturday to 
Wednesday only

Mt. Juliet News, effective 
12/31/25, suspending print edi-
tion, became online edition only.  

Paxton Media, Paducah, Ky.
Jan. 7, 2026
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While I sit in front of my com-
puter at 1:00 a.m., I ask myself, 
“Who am I to give anyone advice 
about time management?” 

I suppose you should know 
a few things before you judge 
me too quickly. First, I’m most 
productive after 9:00 p.m., so I 
schedule my day knowing that. 
Secondly, I included a lot of tasks 
in my daily planner (yes, the com-
puter version) for today, and this is 
the last thing on the list.

From time to time, I speak 
on the subject of time manage-
ment. Talking to sales staff often 
involves managing your time to 
increase ad sales. When leading 
a class for CEOs, managers, or 
publishers, I tend to speak about 
how to get things done without 
working ourselves to death.

When it comes right down to it, 

we all have the same amount of time 
each day. Obviously, things happen 
to interfere with our plans. Phone 
calls, never-ending emails and text 
messages, and unexpected emergen-
cies can throw a wrench in the best-
made plans. Granted, much of what I 
talk about here is about me and how 
I manage my time, but I believe there 
are ideas and strategies here that can 
be adapted to your day and work for 
you as well.

When leading a webinar or 
speaking at a conference about 

time management, I generally have 
a to-do list of things to remember 
when planning. A list like that 
might include putting long-term 
events on your calendar first, 
thinking weeks and months ahead, 
to be sure you get the most import-
ant tasks done. After that, I’d prob-
ably suggest laying out your plans 
for the next week, again keeping 
an eye on the overall picture, rather 
than the hour-to-hour activities. 
Finally, I recommend making daily 
plans last and making sure the 
most critical chores are already on 
the calendar.

In this column, however, I think 
I’ll just “shoot from the hip” and 
share some thoughts on how I 
get through my day and get done 
what needs to get done, without 
living in a constant state of stress. 
Thinking back on my day, it 

looked like this:
9:30 - 10:00: I bought and sold 

some stock, a daily routine for 
me each morning when the stock 
market opens.

10:00 - 10:45: Answered emails, 
phone calls, and texts that came 
in overnight. I get these out of the 
way, then don’t keep a constant eye 
on my phone and email the rest of 
the morning. Studies show that, on 
average, Americans lose 2.5 hours 
during the average workday due to 
these types of interruptions. 

10:30 - 12:30: Worked on a design 
project that was on my calendar. I 
spent about an hour on the design 
project (a 170-page book), contacted 
the writer about changes, and had it 
finished by lunch. I finished a little 
earlier than expected.

1:15 - 2:30: Created two email 
blitz campaigns and studied the re-

sults of our latest marketing efforts. 
I also contacted a potential custom-
er about a new product. I’ve found 
that daily time spent marketing my 
own products pays off considerably.

2:30 - 4:00: I’ve learned that I’m 
most productive at night. That’s 
why I spend the morning on tasks 
that don’t require as much focus. I 
generally spend my early after-
noons dealing with marketing and 
sales. Most people don’t focus as 
well after lunch, so I left my office 
and went to another room to “mark 
up” an Oregon newspaper whose 
staff I’ll be meeting with later this 
week. I  initially scheduled the 
work for later this week, but I was 
feeling sluggish and decided my 
time would be better spent going 
through the newspaper.

Time management is about taking time to see what works for you
From The 
News 
Guru
Kevin Slimp

See SLIMP Page 10



How far would you go to stand 
up for your First Amendment right 
to press freedom?

Ron Sachs tested that in 1971, 
when he was arrested and put on 
trial — all before he graduated 
college.

As editor in chief of The 
Florida Alligator, the University 
of Florida’s student newspaper, 
Sachs oversaw a staff covering 
campus and local news for the 
city of Gainesville and his fellow 
students. The staff was set to pub-
lish a list of abortion providers in 
the state in a 1971 issue — part of 
the paper’s “deep-rooted history of 
fighting for abortion rights.”

This was before the U.S. Su-
preme Court’s 1973 ruling in Roe 
v. Wade made abortion legal na-
tionwide. A law student working 
on the paper advised Sachs that 
printing the list could be a felony 
under a 19th-century Florida law 
that made it a crime to publish 
ads or information about abortion 

services. The university president 
said The Alligator could not print 
the list, and the paper’s printer 
said it would refuse to do so if the 
edition included the list.

But Sachs and the newspaper 
staff thought the information was 
important for readers. The student 
body president paid to have the list 
copied on separate sheets of paper, 
which Alligator staff inserted into 
each copy of the newspaper. Sachs 
signed his name on the insert to 
let campus officials and police 
know he was responsible.

That kicked off a legal case that 
echoes today.

What was at stake:
Freedom of the press is one of the 

five freedoms protected by the First 
Amendment (along with religion, 
speech, assembly and petition). It 
means generally, the government, 
including public universities, can’t 
control what news outlets publish 
or demand that government officials 
review and approve stories ahead 
of time. (The First Amendment 
doesn’t apply to private companies, 

including private 
universities; those 
schools are free to 
set their own poli-
cies and rules.)

But there are 
exceptions to 
press freedom 
that the First 
Amendment 
doesn’t protect, 
like defamation, 

plagiarism and obscenity. The 
First Amendment also does not 
allow an individual to knowingly 
aid and abet illegal activity.

Student media outlets at 
public universities have editorial 
independence that allows staff to 
decide what to report and publish. 
Generally, just like public universi-
ties can’t tell students what to say 
or how to dress, the First Amend-
ment protects public university 
student media outlets by ensuring 
they have press freedom, just like 
their professional counterparts do.

 
What happened:

Following The Alligator’s 

distribution of the list of abortion 
providers, Sachs was arrested and 
charged with a felony.

But Florida’s attorney gener-
al said the university president 
could not review and approve the 
content before publication, finding 
that use of “prior restraint” would 
violate the First Amendment.

The judge in Sachs’ case ruled 
that the state law prohibiting the 
newspaper from publishing such 
abortion-related information was 
unconstitutional and dismissed 
the charge.

That same judge also ruled Flor-
ida’s abortion law unconstitution-
al, and state lawmakers passed a 
new law that was less restrictive. 
A year later, the U.S. Supreme 
Court made abortion legal nation-
wide in Roe v. Wade, which the 
court later overturned in 2022.

In an Alligator editorial, Sachs 
explained the choice to print the 
list, writing, “[First Amendment] 
freedoms are as much the priv-
ilege of The Florida Alligator as 
they are the privilege of The New 
York Times. The readers have a 
right to read the facts.” The case, 

along with other controversial 
reporting and editorials, prompted 
the university and newspaper to 
distance themselves from each 
other, and in 1973, the paper 
officially separated all business 
and editorial ties, becoming The 
Independent Florida Alligator.

Sachs has since led a long career 
in journalism and media, serving 
as communications director for a 
Florida governor. He started his 
own public relations firm and led 
the National Hurricane Survival 
Initiative in 2006.

What Ron Sachs says:
“The impact of what we did for-

ever changed the collegiate press 
in America, the First Amendment 
in Florida and abortion law.”

— Ron Sachs reflecting on the 
50th anniversary of the publica-
tion

Why it matters to you:
The First Amendment’s protec-

tion for “the press” doesn’t only 

Local governments put the 
finishing touches on this year’s 
operations as 2025 closed. Budgets 
and tax levies were presented to 
citizens, debated and adopted. 

Most newsrooms have been 
there at each step reporting on 
individual budgets of city, school, 
county and other bodies with tax-
ing authority. Pause for a moment. 
Is your work done? Have you 
given readers a complete picture 
for the new year?

Your homework: Don’t write in a 
vacuum. Many government actions 
have a cumulative impact, espe-
cially budget decisions. Seize the 
opportunity to write a final story.

A report by Minnesota Public 
Radio offers a great example of 
offering greater insight into statis-
tics. The story details the tax sting 
being felt by residents in Albert 
Lea, a city along the Iowa border. 
The headline: “In this Minnesota 
city, proposed property tax bumps 

pile up as residents push back”
The report highlights: “The city 

of Albert Lea, Freeborn County 
and the Albert Lea School District 
have all proposed to raise their tax 
levies for 2026 — by 8 percent for 
the city, 15 percent for the county 
and 6.7 percent for the school 
district. Even local officials who 
help set the levies know that there 
could be a compounding effect.”

The story underscores that 
local leaders in other places have 
proposed some of the steepest 
single-year levy increases in 

recent times.
The timing is not only perfect 

to put a wrap on local govern-
ment budgets. Newsrooms should 
also brainstorm opportunities for 
timely and meaningful coverage of 
government spending throughout 
the year. 

For example:
• Dissect the puzzle – It’s mis-

leading and incomplete to simply 
treat budgets as a single dollar 
figure assessed against – funded 
by – taxpayers. Be aware of the 
pieces. For example, examine dif-
ferences among the general fund, 
enterprise funds and capital funds. 
Budgets also include projects fund-
ed by grants. All these expenses 
may show up on the bottom line, 
but it’s important to distinguish 
whether they are ongoing or one-
time expenses along with accom-
panying funding sources.

• How does local city, school 
district or county spending rank 

with counterparts across the state? 
It’s most instructive to focus on 
expenditures per capita versus tax 
levy per capita to reflect the many 
sources of funds. For example, a 
government unit in a similar-sized 
community may have a relatively 
low tax levy because it receives 
a significantly larger amount of 
state aid. 

• Budgets for government, 
similar to a family or business, are 
living documents and a best guess 
at a given time. They are moving 
targets. Recognize that prelimi-
nary budgets include anticipated 
costs for unresolved health care or 
labor contracts. Provide an update 
throughout the year.

Finally, don’t be afraid to ask 
the questions. Your goal is to 
ensure a thoughtful and educated 
discussion. There is a good chance 
that elected officials themselves 
don’t have a full grasp of all the 
numbers. Furthermore, if you 

don’t understand the statistics, 
resulting stories will be confusing 
to readers. 

The strongest coverage is two-
pronged: solid advances to lay the 
groundwork for an informed dis-
cussion, and follow-up reports that 
provide meaningful interpretation 
of actions. Your readers stand to 
be the ultimate beneficiary.

Jim Pumarlo is former editor 
of the Red Wing (Minn.) Republi-
can Eagle. He writes, speaks and 
provides training on community 
newsroom success strategies. He 
is author of “Journalism Primer: 
A Guide to Community News 
Coverage,” “Votes and Quotes: A 
Guide to Outstanding Election Cov-
erage” and “Bad News and Good 
Judgment: A Guide to Reporting 
on Sensitive Issues in Small-Town 
Newspapers.” He can be reached 
and welcomes comments and ques-
tions at jim@pumarlo.com.
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1A in action: Remembering Ron Sachs’ historic 
fight for press freedom on college campuses

Close the loop on local government budgets, tax levies
Community
Newsroom
Success

Jim Pumarlo

Ron Sachs, in 
the early 1970s

SCOTT A. LEADINGHAM
Freedom Forum
October 22, 2025

See SACHS Page 9
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Dorris grew up working on 
her family farm while attending 
Milan schools. At age 17, she was 
stricken with polio, which ended 
a promising basketball career. Yet, 
with the aid of a crutch, she grad-
uated with her classmates, went 
to college, and walked down the 
aisle with the love of her life, Bob 
Parkins. Together, they produced 8 
healthy children.

In 1965, Bob and Dorris founded 
the Milan Mirror newspaper. 
During that same time, the couple 
also worked tirelessly on Green 
Acres Farm that included over 300 
dairy cows and a tomato packing 
shed that employed hundreds and 
supplied tomato plants for some of 
the largest tomato producers in the 
world.

Dorris was an artist at heart. 
She loved ceramics and porcelain 
so much she opened her own 
business in 1970 called Dorris’ 
Ceramics. There, she created 
hundreds of beautiful molded and 
hand-painted pieces that reside in 
homes all over the U.S. She also 
held classes that taught many 
students her skilled craft.

Dorris was very much involved 
in the community and was a PTA 
officer and legend in her day. She 
was a member of the Freed Harde-

man College Associates, the Graball 
Community Center, a 4-H Club 
leader and a YMCA Board member. 
In 2024, she was recognized for 
her 50-year membership with the 
Daughters of the American Revolu-
tion. She was also a member of the 
Colonial Dames XVII Century. She 

was a lifelong member of the Sitka 
Church of Christ where she taught 
Sunday school and organized hun-
dreds of church events. She instilled 
the love of Jesus Christ to her chil-
dren and all those around her.

Among her many honors, Dorris 
was named Milan Woman of the 
Year in 1982 by the Milan Cham-
ber of Commerce, Woman of the 
Year by the Milan Garden Club 

and Mother of the Year in 1971 by 
the Milan VFW Auxiliary. She was 
also noted in Outstanding Women 
in America. Her crowning award 
came in 1968 when the late Gover-
nor Buford Ellington presented her 
the coveted Governor’s Trophy as 
Tennessee’s Handicapped Citizen 
of the Year.

She was preceded in death by her 
husband of 56 years, Bob Parkins, 

and her parents Denton & Esther 
Lee Fly.

She is survived by eight children: 
Deborah Ayers (Dick), Melanie 
Day (Dewitt), Denton Clay Parkins 
(Donna), Tamara Dunnebacke, 
Paris Parkins, Scarlet Elliott (Marty), 
Crystal Goldie (Shaun) and Victor 
Bob Parkins (Carol); 12 grand-
children, Jordan Parkins, Holland 
Parkins, Deborah Lee Day Story 
(Taylor), Austyn Dunnebacke (Lau-
ren) Casen Dunnebacke (August), 
Clay Elliot (Brittany), Demi Elliott, 
Bob Elliott, Tyler Jackson (Sydney) 
Walker Parkins, Kendall Parkins, 
Edward Goldie, Juliette Goldie, and 
a brother, Felix Fly.

Great grandkids: Liam Dunne-
backe, Ryker Dunnebacke, Nalani 
Perez Parkins, Cooper Jackson, 
Jordy Jackson, Marshall Jackson 
and Riley Jackson, Denton Elliott, 
Mason Elliott, Xander Largent and 
Emma Largent.

The family was to receive friends 
of Ms. Parkins on Saturday, Dec. 
27 at Sitka Church of Christ from 1 
p.m. to 4 p.m. and on Sunday from 
2 p.m. to 3 p.m. with the service at 
3 p.m. at Sitka Church of Christ. In-
terment was to follow at Oakwood 
Cemetery in Milan, TN.

Memorials may be sent to the 
Milan High School Alumni Associ-
ation, Sitka Church of Christ or the 
Tennessee Children’s Home.

PARKINS from Page 1

Photos submitted by Victor Parkins

Photo of Mom and Dad. Co-Pub-
lishers Bob and Dorris Parkins.  This 
photo was taken outside of a Mem-
phis hospital, circa 1950, before 
they were married. Mom, who was 
stricken with polio at age 17, was in 
the hospital receiving treatments.

Dorris Parkins (center front) with all eight of her children on her 90th birthday. 
Kneeling: Paris Parkins, Dorris, Scarlet Elliott.  Back: Tamara Dunnebacke, Den-
ton Parkins, Victor Parkins, Melanie Day, Deborah Ayers and Crystal Goldie.  

Have you ever had a nagging 
feeling that something was not 
just right pertaining to your life? 

You had different characteristics 
than your parents, siblings, and 
other family members and that 
maybe, just maybe, you could 
have been switched at birth??

Well, for one former Henderson 
Countian, those feelings turned 
out to be real as DNA testing 
later proved. She discovered that 
her parents, although loving and 
caring, were not her real birth 
parents. But it took 57 years to 
find out the truth about who she 
really was. 

“Not many people go through 
this kind of thing in life… I hope,” 
Teresa Ann Davis Carter said 
about her experience. 

According to Teresa Ann Davis’ 

certificate of birth, she was born 
on September 14, 1962, at the Lex-
ingtonHenderson County Hospital. 
Supposedly the day before another 
baby girl was born weighing only 
one ounce different than Teresa.

“My birth mother stated she 
birthed her child on September 
13 at about 5:30 in the evening,” 
Carter said. “She saw her baby im-
mediately but not again for at least 
five hours. She also asked many 
times the next day but was told 
that baby was asleep, feeding or 
being bathed. Her recollection is 
disturbing and likely proves there 
was something going on at that 
time that was inappropriate.” 

The switch, while as improbable 
as it sounds, wasn’t discovered 
until many years later after Carter 
decided to take advantage of a 
special that was being offered by 
Ancestory.com. Those DNA test re-
sults proved not only life-changing 

for Carter, but it opened a window 
into a life she had suspected for 
years. 

“The first time I realized some-
thing was different… my brothers 
and sisters had dark hair, but I 

didn’t.” said Carter. “And I was 
blonde as a baby.” 

At age 9 or 10, it was apparent 
that others noticed she looked 
different when she attended family 
reunions. Family members asked 
her dad who she favored in the 
family and he responded laugh-
ingly… “the Milk Man.” She knew 
she looked different than everyone 
else in her family. 

Carter grew up in Huron with 
her parents that brought her home 
from the hospital, Tommy and 
Patricia Ann Horton Davis. She at-
tended Westover Elementary, grad-
uated from Lexington High School 
and Jackson State Community Col-
lege as well as The University of 
Tennessee at Martin and worked 

at FirstBank for 19 years. 
It was after she married Dr. 

Lee Carter of Huntingdon that 
he became very interested in his 
family history and purchased DNA 
testing kits from Ancestry.com. He 
had taken advantage of a buy-one, 
get-one-free offer. 

In 2019, Carter took the DNA 
test from Ancestry.com, which is 
the largest for-profit genealogical 
company in the world, and pro-
vides tools for researching family 
history, genealogy research, and 
setting up a family tree. 

A year after taking the test, Carter 
said she started receiving odd email 
messages. She ignored these emails 
until May 23, 2020, when she 
received a message stating that her 
parents had done nothing wrong, 
but there was something she needed 
to know about her life. It turns out 
the emails were from her birth 

TPA MEMBER COVERAGE SHOWCASE 1: The Lexington Progress

Switched at birth: One former Henderson Countian’s story
STEVE CORLEW
The Lexington Progress
September 10, 2025

See SWITCHED Page 12

Submitted to The Lexington Progress

It took 57 years for her to find out 
the truth, that Teresa Ann Davis 
Carter had been switched at birth.
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 Before she got married in 1955, 
she earned her own fame as a pop 
standards and big-band singer.

She performed regularly on 
national network radio programs 
and on stage throughout the South, 
once as an opener for Elvis Presley 
in Mississippi in 1956.

In Nashville, Dolores Seigen-
thaler appeared on TV on WSM 
(now WSMV-Channel 4) on “Music 
City USA” and at regular concerts 
in Centennial Park, where she 
met her husband. She continued 
performing and recording for 
several years after she married 
then Tennessean cub reporter John 
Seigenthaler in 1955.

“People would stop us in the 
grocery store when I was a kid 
— ‘Dolores, we heard you on the 
radio, we saw you on TV,’“ said the 
Seigenthalers’ son, John Michael 
Seigenthaler. “Nobody really knew 
who Dad was.”

 After getting married and 
having a son, Dolores Seigenthaler 
started winding down her singing 
career, said John Michael Seigen-
thaler, a former longtime national 
and local TV news anchorman.

“I think she felt she might’ve had 
an opportunity to do bigger and 
more. But she made the decision to 
stay home and take care of me and 
support Dad’s career,” he said.

Dolores Seigenthaler was born 
in Lexington, Ky., and moved with 
her mother to Rome, Ga., shortly 

after her parents divorced when 
she was a young girl. She started 
singing at 14 and made her first 
recording at 16.

In high school, she sometimes 
sang pop standards on the local 
radio station WRGA. After a stint at 
then all-girls Shorter College in her 
hometown, she won the ”South-
ern Radio Queen Contest,” which 
scored her gigs in Miami and Cuba.  

The following year, Seigenthaler 
moved to Nashville after WSM 
Radio executive Ott Devine offered 
her a chance to sing on the sta-
tion’s programs.

That led to appearances on NBC 

Radio’s “Sunday Down South” and 
on the ABC Radio Network’s “Jim 
Reeves Show.” Dolores Seigenthaler 
also sang on WSM radio’s nightly 
show “Dreamtime” with the late 
guitar legend Chet Atkins, a show 
that reached more than half of the 
country because of the station’s 
strong signal.

On Nashville’s WSM-TV, she 
often appeared on the noon show, 
the morning “Waking Crew” show, 
and on the Sunday evening “Music 
City U.S.A.” program.

On stages, she performed with 
greats like Eddy Arnold, comedian 
Minnie Pearl, Whitey Ford, and 

Slim Whitman.
At a June 1953 performance in 

Centennial Park, she met John Sei-
genthaler, who’d been dispatched 
to cover the big-band concert.

“It was Father’s Day, as a matter of 
fact, and I was singing a silly song,” 
she said later. “The song was called 
‘Daddy,’ and he made some silly 
comment on it in the newspaper.”

Local author Alice Randall, who 
wrote “The Wind Done Gone,” said 
in 2014 the Seigenthalers’ marriage 
was epic.

“The John and Dolores show, 
the John and Dolores reality, the 
John and Dolores love seemed mi-

raculous,” Randall said. “He still 
called her ‘baby.’ There was still so 
much feistiness and glamour, and 
she didn’t put up with anything 
from him.”

John Michael Seigenthaler said his 
parents had an incredible life togeth-
er: “They traveled the world. They 
got to meet people and see people 
who most people never get a chance 
to get close to,” he said. “She made a 
huge contribution to his career, to his 
public life. And he was so proud of 
her singing and her career.”

Frank Sutherland, Tennessean 
editor from 1989 to 2004 and a Sei-
genthaler family friend for decades, 
said Dolores Seigenthaler’s legacy 
is that she “radiated goodness.”

“John Seigenthaler saw it the 
moment he heard her sing at a 
park concert. Her friends felt it in 
the warmth she showed them,” 
Sutherland said. “Souls in distress 
felt it in the work she did while 
volunteering. Politicians who 
valued virtue felt it when she gave 
them her whole-hearted support.”

Dolores Seigenthaler is survived 
by her son, John, and his wife, 
Kerry Brock; a brother, Frank 
Watson of Athens, Ga.; a grandson, 
Jack Seigenthaler, a Harvard Law 
School student; and many nieces 
and nephews.

The family is requesting dona-
tions be made online in Dolores 
Seigenthaler’s name to the two 
charities where she volunteered 
most, Ladies of Charity and Room 
in the Inn.

SEIGENTHALER from Page 1

Sara Jane (Ford) Locke
Sara Jane Locke, of Dayton, 

Tenn., passed away on Thursday, 
January 1, 2026, at Hospice of 
Chattanooga. She was 75. 

Locke was born January 9, 
1950. She was a member of the 
Ford and Locke families, pioneer 
residents of Rhea County. Mrs. 
Locke was a devoted mother and 
grandmother and will be missed 
by many lifelong friends. She 
received her education at Rhea 
Central High School and the Uni-
versity of Tennessee, Knoxville.

Locke, a nearly 40-year veteran 
of the newspaper industry, worked 
for many years with the Daily 
Post-Athenian under Jones Media 
Group and then Adams Publishing 
as publisher of The Herald-News, 
Dayton, a position which she held 
at the time of her death. During her 

time with The DPA, she had served 
as advertising manager until being 
promoted to regional sales manag-
er/valley region in 2007.

Locke was an award-winning 
publisher with The Herald-News, 
which earned multiple Tennes-
see Press Association awards 
during her tenure at the paper. 
She was the personal recipient of 
the first-place award for the 2013 
Tennessee Press Association Best 
Personal Column. She also served 
as a director on the TPA Board of 
Directors from 2018 through 2021 
and was involved in the TPA Ad-
vertising Committee for decades.

In addition to her service at The 
Herald News, Locke was active in 
the Dayton Rotary Club, Dayton 
Chamber of Commerce and Main-
Street Dayton. At The Herald-News, 
Locke oversaw Rhea County’s 
annual Veterans Day Luncheon at 

First Baptist Church Dayton and in 
more recent years, the Senior Expo 
at Rhea County High School.

State Rep. Ron Travis, accord-
ing to The Herald-News, said that 
Locke was very active in com-
munity involvement and that she 

would be missed.
“Sara Jane and I go back a long 

time, many, many years,” Travis 
said. “She was a fantastic person 
and had a lot of love in her heart.”

Travis lauded Locke’s work with 
veterans, saying that she not only 
took interest in local issues but 
statewide issues as well at the Ten-
nessee General Assembly.

Ralph Baldwin, the publisher 
who originally hired Locke to The 
DPA, remembered her as a good 

person to be around.
“She was a really good, good 

person,” Baldwin told the DPA. 
“She was always happy and excited 
to be there.

“She did a good job with her staff 
and those around her. She was very 
precise with her work.”

Locke’s funeral was held on 
Monday, Jan. 5, at Coulter-Gar-
rison Funeral Home in Dayton, 
Tenn., with visitation from noon 
to 2 p.m. and a service at 2 p.m.

Memorial contributions may be 
made to the Dayton Rotary Club 
in memory of Sara Jane Locke P.O. 
Box 481 Dayton, Tenn. 37321.

Sourced from the Daily Post- 
Athenian; The Herald-News, 

Dayton; Locke’s obituary, Coulter 
Garrison Funeral Home; 

and staff reports
January 2026

Submitted, The Tennessean, Nashville

Left photo: Dolores Seigenthaler was an accomplished singer, performing with the likes of Eddy Arnold and 
comedian Minnie Pearl. Right photo: John and Dolores Seigenthaler had been married 59 years when he 
passed away in 2014.

Obituaries
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Sara Jane Locke, a veteran of nearly 
40 years in newspapers, worked for 
many years with the Daily Post-Athe-
nian under Jones Media Group and 
then Adams Publishing as publisher 
of The Herald-News, a position which 
she held at the time of her death. She 
passed away Jan. 1, 2026, at age 75.
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Cookeville student, 12, continues ‘cold’ pursuit of ‘dryland mushing’

Three years ago, it was just a 
dream.

Ian Kiser, then a nine-year-old 
student at Northeast Elementa-
ry School, had first heard about 
the sport of mushing — guiding 
sled dogs over snowy terrain — 
through a family friend.

Today, Ian is looking to make 
a career of the sport and (was) 
selected to run for team USA at the 
Dryland World Championships in 
October (2025).

“Since he got to ride with a real 
musher in Wyoming, Ian has put 
together his own race team, and 
he’s been competing as a junior in 
Dryland Mushing, a type of mush-
ing run with wheels instead of 
snow for those of us who don’t live 
in a snowy climate,” his mother, 
Ashlee, said.

Ian says when it’s possible, he 
spends about two to three hours a 
day running his dogs.

“In the summer, Ian can’t 
mush his dogs,” Ashlee clarifies. 
“Huskies need temps of 50 degrees 
or cooler to run them in harness, 
so he takes them hiking in creeks 

during the summer.”
But she says as Ian gets closer 

to race season, the length of hikes 
will increase.

“Once cooler weather hits, Ian 
runs the dogs every day that it is 
cool enough,” she said. “Some-
times he has to be up before 

daylight to get to the trails while 
it is still cool enough for the dogs. 
He only spends about 30 minutes 
running the dogs on the trail since 
he has been training for sprint 
races, but getting dogs ready to 
run and taking care of them after 
running takes a lot of time.”

How so?
“Before he runs, he 

has to harness all four 
dogs, then load the dogs 
and his equipment in 
the truck,” Ashlee said. 
“Then, we drive to a 
trail to run and he has 
to get everything set 
up; then, he hooks dogs 
to the gang line one by 
one. After running, Ian 
waters the dogs first, 
and checks their paws 
for injuries, then he 
stretches and massages 

each dog before loading every-
thing to go home.”

She said it takes around two to 
three hours for a morning training 
session, “but this doesn’t count all 
the rest of the time he spends on 
daily dog care.”

“Ian’s dad and I think it’s 
important that he do most of this 
work by himself (with supervi-
sion) because he will have to do 
all of this by himself in the snowy 
wilderness someday when he 
begins running distance races like 
the Iditarod,” she said.

Ian adds, “I usually run dogs, 
then bring them home, eat my 
breakfast while the dogs eat, then 
I get onto schoolwork.”

A decision to homeschool was 
made to accommodate the training 
regimen.

“Ian began homeschooling in 
2023 when he began racing his own 
dogs,” Ashlee said. “He takes classes 
and private music lessons for violin 
and mandolin with Sarah Howell 
at Peachtree Learning Center and 
works with private tutors from TTU 
to help him with his core classes, 
along with some online learning 
programs. He works on a year-
round schedule, so he has more 
flexibility to travel in the winter, but 
he still completes a lot of school-
work in the backseat of the truck 
during long drives to Michigan.”

“Homeschool gives me a lot 
more time and flexibility to work 

JIM HERRIN
Herald-Citizen, Cookeville
August 1, 2025

Reporting deaths of 
children in state custody

Margie Quin is the commission-
er for the Tennessee Department 
of Children’s Services.

When children die while in DCS 
custody, or have a “near fatality,” 
DCS is required by law to report it 
publicly. They also must report a 
death or near fatality for children 
who either are the subject of an 
investigation by child protective 
services or have been subject to 
an investigation within 45 days of 
the death or near fatality. A “near 
fatality” means the child had a se-
rious or critical medical condition 
resulting from child abuse or child 
sexual abuse as reported by a phy-
sician who examined the child.

However, the audit found, the 
department did not disclose any 
of the near fatalities of children 
it had investigated since October 
2023.

Additionally, although the 
department posted basic informa-

tion such as age 
and gender on its 
website within 
five days of when 
a child died, it 
had not followed 
up with required 
reporting of its 
investigation 
results of the 
death for a large 

number of cases in 2023 and 2024.  
(The audit period was from Sept. 
1, 2022 through Sept. 30, 2025.)

In 2023, there were 192 child 
fatality cases and in 2024, 168 fa-
tality cases, according to the audit. 
The auditors reviewed a nonstatis-
tical sampling of 70 pending child 
death cases that were opened 
in 2023 and 2024 for which the 
department had not yet posted 
the final details. It found that the 
delays in those cases were caused 
by supervisors failing to review 
investigator summaries, investi-
gators who had not finished their 
investigative tasks or had not pre-
pared their summaries, and delays 
in getting autopsy reports back 

from a medical examiner’s office, 
especially in West Tennessee.

Reporting near fatalities 
of children in DCS

The audit found that the depart-
ment had not reported any near 
fatalities of children since October 
2023 because it lacked a physician 
reviewer to make required near-fa-
tality determinations, the audit 
said. At the time of the review, all 
58 preliminary near-fatality cases 
from October 2023 through May 
2025 remained pending physician 
review.

Management explained to 
auditors that the person who had 
previously conducted the reviews 
left in December 2023 and no 
new physician reviewer had been 
hired.  However, a month before 
the audit’s period ended, DCS 
reported that it had finally filled 
the position and would soon be 
reviewing the backlog of cases.

The audit noted that DCS is also 
obligated to report deaths and near 
fatalities within 10 business days 

to members of the state senate and 
house of representatives represent-
ing the child. This audit, however, 
did not focus on the reports to 
lawmakers.

The audit of the Tennessee 
Department of Children’s Services 
by the Tennessee Comptroller’s 
Office covered a 36-month period 
between Sept. 1, 2022, through 
Sept. 30, 2025.

The audit called for the De-
partment of Children’s Services 
commissioner, Margie Quin, to 
strengthen internal controls to 
ensure timely public reporting of 
child deaths, especially by moni-
toring investigative tasks and fa-
tality closing summaries to ensure 
they are completed and approved 
without delay.

DCS also said it was creating a 
Child Death team to investigate 
only cases of child death and near-
death to help streamline investiga-
tive tasks.

Quin appeared before the House 
Committee in December as part of 
a routine Sunset Review, answer-
ing questions about the audit.

Other major findings of the 
audit included:

• A need to increase oversight of 
the Special Investigations Unit be-
cause of insufficient and untimely 
investigations of child abuse.

• A need for more oversight of 
Child Protective Services staff so 
as to meet key timelines for inves-
tigating child abuse and neglect.

• A need for more oversight for 
children in transitional housing.

• A need to fix the delays in ob-
taining medical and dental screen-
ings of children in its custody.

• A need for more oversight over 
residential facilities and juvenile 
detention centers that house 
custodial youth to ensure safety, 
compliance and accountability.

Deborah Fisher has been execu-
tive director of Tennessee Coalition 
for Open Government (TCOG) since 
2013. Previously she spent 25 years 
in the news industry as a journal-
ist. This column was republished 
here with her permission and was 
originally published by TCOG on 
Dec. 16, 2025.

FISHER from Page 2

Quin
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See MUSHING Page 10
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Ian Kiser trains with his 
sled dogs. In the front 
(middle) is Carly, with 
Shallot (on the left) 
and Falcon (right) in 
back in what is called 
the ”wheel” position in 
mushing.
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apply to people working at newspa-
pers and similar established media 
outlets — at universities or other-
wise. Press freedom applies to all 
forms of publication and distribu-
tion for established news outlets and 
independent online streamers alike.

That means if you’re a public 
university student, you can start 
your own email newsletter, social 
video commentary account, cam-
pus sports podcast or a traditional 
newspaper. Just as university offi-
cials generally can’t tell the official 

student newspaper what to publish 
(or review it ahead of time), they 
can’t tell you what to say on your 
own independent platform. That’s 
the First Amendment in action.

Ron Sachs’ university and 
Alligator legacy:

Sachs has preserved his roots at 
the university’s journalism school. 
He’s started multiple scholarships 
for students there, a school he 
once covered and fought with over 
press freedom.

Students who run The Alliga-

tor today continue covering the 
university independently. In 2024, 
UF’s president abruptly resigned, 
which sparked investigative 
reporting to break news about his 
spending and administration.

The paper’s work led Freedom 
Forum to present the 2025 Al Neu-
harth Award for Excellence in the 
Media to The Alligator staff.

Thoughts from a First Amend-
ment expert:

“In 1969, the U.S. Supreme Court 
ruled that students and teachers do 
not ‘shed their constitutional rights 
to freedom of speech or expression 

at the schoolhouse gate.’ Just a few 
years later, Sachs and the staff 
of The Florida Alligator showed 
what student journalists could do 
with those rights: on behalf of their 
readers, face arrest and challenge a 
state law that quickly was found to 
be unconstitutional.”

— Gene Policinski, senior 
fellow for the First Amendment, 
Freedom Forum

To learn more about the First 
Amendment, visit:

www.freedomforum.org/the-
first-amendment/. For a list of First 
Amendment-related legal terms, 

visit www.freedomforum.org/
first-amendment-glossary/

Keep in touch:
We’ll come to you. Sign up for 

our newsletter to get First Amend-
ment news and resources in your 
inbox every week. And get in touch 
if you want to share a 1A in Action 
story of you or someone you know.

Scott A. Leadingham is a content 
writer at Freedom Forum. He 
can be reached at sleadingham@
freedomforum.org. Ron Sachs photo 
courtesy of The Independent Flori-
da Gator Archives.

make posts about news on social 
media are journalists.”

Freedom Forum’s 2025 “Where 
America Stands” survey similarly 
found that younger people are 
much more likely to recognize 
nontraditional media as protected 
under press freedom. According to 
the survey, “Gen Z are overwhelm-
ingly more likely (65%) than the 
average across all respondents 
(47%) to say that social media 
platforms are protected but less 
likely than the average to identi-
fy broadcast TV and radio (67% 
versus 73%) and cable news (60% 
versus 69%) as protected.”

How is journalism evolving in 
the digital age?

“Prior to the digital era, who was 
a journalist was largely defined by 
the small mix of news outlets avail-
able,” said Amy Mitchell, founding 
executive director of the Center for 
News, Technology and Innovation, 
in an email to Freedom Forum 
from August 2025.

“It was the internet era that 
made the point of entry much 
more feasible,” Mitchell said. 
“Social media sharing, podcasts, 
individual content creators and 
citizen reporting continue to ex-
pand that mix. That leaves it much 
more up to the public to define 
who they see as a journalist and/
or a journalism provider.”

A 2025 Center for News, Tech-
nology and Innovation survey 
explored these trends. It found that 
while 77% of respondents in the 
U.S. think “news organizations 
that employ reporters are a critical 
part of an informed society,” 73% 
also agree “everyday people” can 
produce journalism. Indeed, 22% 
of respondents in the U.S. said 
when looking for information on 
issues and events, they seek out 

information from a “certain indi-
vidual” — which includes social 
media accounts — rather than 
from an organization.

Longtime journalist Mark Tra-
hant, former editor of the multi-
media news organization ICT and 
former editorial page editor for the 
Seattle Post-Intelligencer, recog-
nized this shift in an August 2025 
email to Freedom Forum. “On one 
hand,” Trahant said, “It is easy to 
scroll past the voices on TikTok, 
shake your head, and shout, ‘This 
is not journalism!’.” But he notes, 
“There is an audience.”

In fact, Pew Research Center 
reports that 20% of adults regular-
ly got their news from TikTok in 
2025. “That means, like it or not, 
journalism [is] being committed 
[on the platform],” Trahant said.

Aaron Parnas, a digital influ-
encer with a reported 4.5 million 
TikTok followers and author of the 
Substack newsletter The Parnas 
Perspective, spoke to 51 high 
school students at Freedom Fo-
rum’s June 2025 Al Neuharth Free 
Spirit and Journalism Conference. 
Reflecting on the experience, he 
wrote: “I told them what I wish 
someone had told me at 17: ... You 
don’t need a degree from an elite 
school or a connection inside a 
legacy newsroom to get started. 
All you need is a phone, an app, 
and a commitment to the truth.”

While the extent to which 
social media figures are journal-
ists remains debated, many are 
recognizing the need to embrace 
these online content creators. In 
a January 2025 NPR article, Sum-
mer Harlow, associate director of 
the Knight Center for Journalism 
in the Americas at the University 
of Texas at Austin, explained her 
thinking behind creating a class 
that aims to provide “newsfluenc-
ers” with the tools they need.

“This is the future of journalism. 

What these newsfluencers are doing 
is really ideally what journalism 
is supposed to be at its very core. 
It’s holding power accountable, but 
it’s also serving the interests of the 
public,” Harlow said.

Journalism’s evolution in the 
digital age goes beyond social 
media accounts. Grey Journal, an 
online magazine that studies soci-
etal trends, noted in a 2024 article 
that podcasts, another popular 
outlet, “provide an opportunity 
for longer-form journalism. They 
allow journalists to explore stories 
in more detail and engage listeners 
on a deeper level.”

Who is a journalist legally?
Courts have often focused more 

on defining the protections and 
limits on actions associated with 
journalism than on defining who 
is a journalist.

One area where courts and 
the government have created 
rules around the functions of 
journalism is the right not to 
reveal confidential sources and 
newsgathering notes, sometimes 
called reporter’s privilege. Another 
such area is press credentials and 
access to government events and 
officials that the public may not 
have access to.

Who is protected by state- 
level reporter’s privilege and 
shield laws?

The U.S. Supreme Court said in 
1972 that journalists do not have 
a First Amendment right to refuse 
to identify confidential sources 
“that other citizens do not enjoy” 
(Branzburg v. Hayes). Like other 
cases, this decision did not focus 
on defining a journalist, but on 
how journalists work.

In that case, Justice Byron 
White wrote that creating a spe-
cial privilege for reporters would 

require defining who qualified for 
the privilege, which would conflict 
with “the traditional doctrine that 
liberty of the press is the right of 
the lonely pamphleteer ... just as 
much as of the large metropolitan 
publisher.”

Since that 1972 ruling, many 
states have passed what are known 
as shield laws to protect journalists 
from having to reveal confidential 
sources and information.

According to The National Law 
Review, when it comes to deter-
mining who’s protected under 
these shield laws, states define a 
“journalist” or “reporter” different-
ly. Some base this definition “on 
the function of journalism,” other 
states “only provide the reporter’s 
privilege to persons employed by 
an established media entity.”

In 1987, a U.S. Court of Appeals 
set a legal standard around who is 
a “journalist” for the purposes of 
reporter’s privilege, again empha-
sizing purpose: the intent to pro-
vide information, from the start of 
the newsgathering process, to the 
public. That legal standard is still 
in use today and has been used by 
other courts around the country.

Other appeals courts have 
extended the protection of jour-
nalists’ right to protect sources to 
“a professor and to a non-fiction 
writer of investigative books.”

Who has a right to press 
credentials, access to events 
and officials, and government 
information?

In its 1972 Branzburg decision, 
the Supreme Court didn’t create 
special legal protection for journal-
ists but said, “News gathering is not 
without its First Amendment protec-
tions, and without some protection 
for seeking out the news, freedom of 
the press could be eviscerated.”

In order to gather news, 

journalists often need access 
to places other members of the 
public cannot go. This often 
occurs through a process known 
as “credentialing,” which gives 
a person a physical pass — a 
credential — identifying them as 
press. But as demonstrated by the 
controversy around the Pentagon’s 
October 2025 media policy, there 
is no uniform process for anyone, 
including journalists, to obtain 
“press credentials” that grant ac-
cess to places or data. And public 
institutions and private organi-
zations can freely establish their 
own credentialing processes.

Questions remain around jour-
nalists’ access to other government 
events and spaces. For example, an 
ongoing lawsuit against the White 
House by The Associated Press 
involves the administration’s denial 
of access credentials to the AP for 
certain events and places while 
covering President Donald Trump.

The bottom line on who’s a jour-
nalist under the First Amendment

The First Amendment’s free 
press protections ensure journal-
ists can fulfill their watchdog role. 
But definitions vary of who is con-
sidered a journalist and to whom 
these protections apply, although 
they often focus on the functions 
and actions of newsgathering and 
reporting.

Still, the definition of who is 
a journalist has been broadened 
and complicated by technology’s 
expansion of each person’s ability 
to bring news, opinion and infor-
mation to others.

Gene Policinski is a senior 
fellow for the First Amendment at 
Freedom Forum. He can be reached 
at gpolicinski@freedomforum.org. 
This article is republished with the 
permission of Freedom Forum. It 
was originally published by Free-
dom Forum on Nov. 7, 2025.
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dogs,” Ian said. “I can double up 
on school work the week before 
a race so that I can have Fridays 
open to pack for travel. I also 
love Peachtree Learning Center 
because the teachers and staff are 
flexible with me when I need to 
travel and I have friends there, so I 
don’t get lonely like some homes-
choolers.”

He does the training “mostly at 
Cummins Falls State Park, Standing 
Stone State Park, Standing Stone 
State Forest, and some at home.”

“My parents drive my dogs and 
me there and back, but I’m ex-
pected to get everything ready to 
go, and to do the unpacking when 
we get home,” he said. “At first it 
seems like a big commitment, but 
once you get used to it, you figure 
out a good rhythm and mushing 
begins to blend with your daily 
activities.”

He says building a relationship 
with the dogs is key.

“Of course I get to know them 

personally. These are my team-
mates. I work with them daily and 
while I take care of them, they 
also take care of me,” he said.

His four racing dogs are Shallot, 
a Siberian husky; Carly, an Alas-
kan husky; Colt, also an Alaskan 
husky; and Uzi, yet another Alas-
kan husky.

“My first husky I ever got is 
named Balto (Siberian husky),” 
Ian said. “He doesn’t race because 
he’s too big and slow, but I still 
mush with him at home. Falcon 
(Alaskan husky) was my first sled 
dog. He used to run in the Iditarod 
before he was flown to Tennessee 
to teach me how to mush and to 

help train Shallot to be a lead dog. 
He’s retired now and living his 
best life on our couch.”

Jenna, a Siberian husky, is “our 
family dog.”

“She is the team psychologist 
and helps the race dogs to stay 
calm when they’re nervous,” Ian 
said.

What kind of reward does he get 
from all this work?

“Mostly, the reward of having 
fun,” he said. “On a technical trail, 
there’s definitely an adrenaline 
rush. I have occasionally won 
some money, and there are medals 
and trophies, but I do this because 
I want to eventually be a profes-
sional musher. I would love to run 
a tour kennel to bring more people 
into the sport to keep it alive. This 
would also give a purpose for my 
dogs who are retired from racing.

“The most important part of 
mushing is DOGS FIRST! Mushing 
is a great sport, and I’m thankful 
for the opportunity to show my 
team to the world.”

Ian’s kennel has a Facebook 
page for people who would like to 
follow his journey. Search for Ten-
nessee Mushing on Facebook.

4:00 - 5:30: Finished work on a 
book cover and manuscript and 
sent the files to the printer. Anoth-
er project finished ahead of time.

8:00 - 12:00: Redesigned two 
pages of a newspaper from New 
York. I’m currently redesigning 
four newspapers, and I know I 
can’t get behind if they will be fin-
ished on schedule. I set aside time 
each day to redesign pages.

1:00 – 1:30: The last thing on 
my to-do list today was to write 
this column.

People often ask how I get so 

much done and why I never seem 
stressed. The truth is that I’ve 
always been good at doing things 
very quickly. I’m good at making 
quick decisions.

I don’t attend or host meetings, 
even though I own three compa-
nies. I know that meetings are 
necessary, but I’ve learned – in 
my world – I can get my work 
done, oversee my businesses, and 
leave plenty of time for disk golf, 
volunteer efforts, and dinner with 
friends, if I don’t invest too much 
time in group meetings. If not hav-
ing meetings would cause more 
stress in your world, don’t follow 

my example. I don’t expect that 
what works for me would work 
for everyone. It’s just how I get 
through my day.

The clock says 1:22 – once 
again, I’m ahead of schedule – and 
Microsoft Word tells me I’m at 
792 words. It seems my work is 
finished, at least for today.

Kevin Slimp is a consultant, ad-
visor and trainer in the newspaper 
industry. From 1997-2018, he direct-
ed The Newspaper Institute of The 
University of Tennessee. He is CEO of 
Market Square Publishing and Chief 
Guru at NewspaperAcademy.com.

Job Posting
General Manager

Lakeway Publishers 
Middle Tennessee Region

Immediate opening for an expe-
rienced General Manager with sales, 
editorial and leadership experience 
for 2 small weekly newspapers locat-
ed in Shelbyville, and Lewisburg TN. 
The successful candidate will direct 
and manage the comprehensive 
day-to-day activities and ensure the 
achievement of revenue goals and 
expense budgets attained. This po-
sition will ensure that the individual 
newspapers remain the primary and 
most relevant source of information 
in the market while supporting the 
community they serve. 

General Duties Include:
• Direct, manage, and execute 

the oversight of advertising sales 
strategy.

• Coach and manage employees 
for continued success.

• Create and maintain relation-
ships with the community.

• Set goals and promote all new 
initiatives.

• Create and maintain an atmo-
sphere of openness and positive 
communication.

Qualifications:
• Bachelor’s degree or equivalent 

in related field.
• Proven history of successful 

leadership: visionary, high energy, 
self-managing, effective communi-

cator, fosters creativity and innova-
tion, and manages complexity.

• Capability to identify and 
capitalize on opportunities quickly; 
ability to maintain effective balance 
between strategic and tactical 
priorities.

• Demonstrated ability to 
establish transparent, candid rela-
tionships while maintaining high 
standards of integrity; capability 
to present unvarnished truth in a 
constructive manner.

• Well-developed oral and written 
communications abilities.

Please send your resume and 
salary expectations to hrmgr@
lakewaypublishers.com Position is 
Full Time with benefits package and 
reports to the President.

SLIMP from Page 4
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The sun peeks over the horizon 
as Ian Kiser takes his dogs on an 
early-morning training run.

Tennessee Press Service
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Editor’s note: This column 
includes portions of an earlier 
column that Michael Zinser sub-
mitted for our December issue but 
which we couldn’t run because of 
limited space.

Shortly after being inaugurated, 
President Trump fired NLRB Gen-
eral Counsel Jennifer Abruzzo. 
Case Law indicates this is a totally 
lawful decision. President Trump 
then named William Cowan to be 
acting General Counsel. Cowan 
quickly rescinded many very 
biased pro-union General Counsel 
Memos authorized by Abruz-
zo, maybe the most pro-union 
NLRB General Counsel ever. On 
March 25, 2025, President Trump 
nominated Crystal Carey ( from a 
management side law firm) to be 
General Counsel.

On January 28, 2025, President 
Trump also fired NLRB Member 
Gwynn Wilcox. By firing Demo-
crat Wilcox, President Trump is 
challenging the constitutionality 
of Section 3(a) of the National 
Labor Relations Act which states 
that the President can only remove 
NLRB Members “Upon notice of 
hearing, for neglect of duty or 
malfeasance in office, but for no 
other cause.” The Trump Admin-
istration is relying on Article II of 
the Constitution which vests in “a 
President”, singular, all Executive 
Power to take care that the laws 
be faithfully executed. The NLRB 
is part of the Executive Branch. 
The President’s power to supervise 
the Executive Branch depends on 
his ability to remove officials who 
do not follow his policy directives. 
President Trump’s firing of Wilcox 
embraces that position. Wilcox 
was appointed by the President. 
She should be removeable by the 
President. Although Wilcox filed 
suit to get her job back, her termi-
nation was ultimately upheld by a 

Federal Court of Appeals. The U.S. 
Supreme Court has also signaled 
that the termination was proper. 

Since the Wilcox firing, the 
Board has not had the required 
quorum of three (3) Members. That 
has been the case throughout 2025. 
The U.S. Supreme Court has ruled 
that the Board must have three (3) 
sitting Members to have a quo-
rum to do business. In July 2025 
President Trump nominated Scott 
Mayer (longtime labor lawyer with 
a management background) and 
James Murphy (a career attorney 
with the NRLB) to fill vacancies 
at the NLRB. The confirmation 
process for Mayer has been long 
and tortured. In November 2025 
Republican Senator Josh Hawley 
delayed his approval by the Senate 
Committee on Health, Education, 
Labor and Pensions. After Mayer 
successfully answered Senator 
Hawley’s questions, his nomination 
was further delayed by Senator 
Bernie Sanders. It is thought Sand-
ers was retaliating due to the firing 
of Wilcox in January 2025. Mayer 
was finally approved by the Senate 
HELP Committee on December 3, 
2025. On December 18, 2025, the 
Senate voted 53-43 to approve a 
Senate Resolution confirming a 
slate of 97 Trump Administration 
nominees en bloc that included the 
nominations of James Murphy and 
Scott Mayer to be Board Members 
and the nomination of Crystal 
Carey to be the new NLRB General 
Counsel. Once Murphy and Mayer 
are sworn in and seated, this will 
give the NLRB a functioning quo-
rum. For the last twelve months, 
the NLRB has issued zero (0) 
decisions.

The Board is now composed of 
Mayer and Murphy, both Republi-
cans, and David Prouty – a Demo-
crat. If this newly constituted Board 
stays with tradition, it will not 
overrule prior precedent without 
three (3) votes. For that to happen 
President Trump is going to have 
to nominate another Republican to 
fill one of the other vacancies. Let 
us hope he does so with dispatch. 

Democrat David Prouty’s term 
expires in August 2026.

Two Circuit Courts tell the 
NLRB to stay in its lane

Editor’s note: This item is from 
Zinser’s December column.

The Biden NLRB in 2022, in a 
3-2 decision, issued its decision in 
THRYV, Inc. In this new case the 
Board located newfound, categor-
ical authority “to order Employers 
to compensate affected employees 
for all direct or foreseeable pecu-
niary harms.” The Board crafted 
many other possible examples of 
direct or foreseeable harm: 

• Childcare costs
• Transportation expenses
• Credit card debt (including 

interest and late fees)
• Penalties on early withdrawals 

from retirement accounts
• The loss of a car or home 

from missed loan and mortgage 
payments

• Relocation costs
These are new consequential 

damages to be awarded in addition 
to the usual remedies of reinstate-
ment and back pay if the Em-
ployer has unlawfully discharged 
someone. On October 31, 2025, the 
United States Court of Appeals for 
the 5th Circuit and on November 5, 
2025, the United States Court of Ap-
peals for the 6th Circuit ruled that 
the NLRB overstepped its bounds 
when it ordered an Employer to 
cover the “downstream” costs of an 
unfair labor practice. The two dis-
trict courts found that the NLRB’s 
THRYV approach awarded “legal 
damages,” not equitable relief. 

Section 10(c) of the National 
Labor Relations Act allows the 
NLRB to order Employers “to 
cease and desist” from identified 
unfair labor practices and “to take 
such affirmative action including 
reinstatement of employees with 
or without backpay, as will effec-
tuate the policies of the NLRA.” 
Both courts ruled that the NLRA 
only allows the equitable remedies 
of reinstatement and backpay. 
The phrase “Affirmative Action” 
included in the text in Section 
10(c) does not give the Board the 
right to award legal damages. The 
Courts ruled that reading Section 
10(c) that authorized the NLRB to 
award compensatory damages as 
part of an administrative proceed-
ing raises a constitutional question 

over the fundamental right ratified 
in the 7th Amendment that “In 
suits at common law the right of 
trial by jury shall be preserved.” 
The Supreme Court recently reaf-
firmed that the 7th Amendment 
encompasses all claims that are 
“legal in nature”, regardless of 
whether they derive from statute 
or common law.

These two (2) cases are a great 
victories for management. Pres-
ident Biden’s appointed General 
Counsel Jennifer Abruzzo (one 
of the most pro-Union General 
Counsel in history) pursued these 
remedies and the Biden appointed 
NLRB approved them. These two 
(2) cases rein in the unconstitu-
tional overreach of the NLRB.

Home Depot prevails in 
BLM case

Editor’s note: This item is from 
Zinser’s December column.

The United States Court of 
Appeals of the 8th Circuit reversed 
a ruling by the NLRB and stated 
that Home Depot was justified in 
implementing a policy barring 
employees from writing “BLM” on 
their uniforms in support of the 
Black Lives Matter movement. 

Writing for the Court, Circuit 
Judge James Loken stated this was 
a business decision made to pre-
serve the stores’ a-political face to 
customers and safeguard employ-
ee safety in a riskful environment. 
Judge Loken further wrote “the 
Board majority did not properly 
balance the competing interests 
and give weight to all the relevant 
factors which are involved.” The 
Court ruled that “the BLM mes-
sage relates to the workplace only 
in the sense that workplaces are 
part of society.” 

The Court held that the “special 
circumstances” defense should 
apply. The Employer’s policy of 
prohibiting all political speech 
on uniforms was reasonable and 
evenly applied. Significantly the 
store at issue was located just 
a few miles from the scene of 
George Floyd’s death. 

White males urged to file 
EEOC charges

On December 18, 2025, EEOC 
Chair Andrea Lucas on X made 
the following post:

“Andrea Lucas Chair of the 

U.S. Equal Employment Oppor-
tunity Commission – Are you a 
white male who has experienced 
discrimination at work based on 
your race or sex? You may have 
a claim to recover money under 
Federal Civil Rights Laws. Contact 
the EEOC as soon as possible. 
Time limits are typically strict 
for filing a claim. The EEOC	
 is a Federal Agency charged with 
enforcing Federal Anti-Discrimi-
nation Law against businesses and 
other private sector Employers. 
The EEOC is committed to identi-
fying, attacking and eliminating 
ALL race and sex discrimination 
– including against white male 
applicants and employees. check 
out EEOC.gov to learn more and 
read our one (1) page explainer 
about DEI related discrimination.”

This announcement by Lucas 
is a direct result of the recent U.S. 
Supreme Court ruling in Ames 
v. Ohio Department of Youth 
Services. That case involved a 
straight woman who alleged she 
was passed over for employment 
due to her sexual identity. The U.S. 
Supreme Court reversed the lower 
court decision and unanimously 
ruled that someone who belongs 
to a so-called “majority group”, i.e. 
white, male or straight can sue for 
discrimination under Title VII of 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964.

The EEOC website gives guid-
ance on what DEI related discrim-
ination can look like. DEI poli-
cies, programs, or practices may 
be unlawful if they involve an 
Employer…taking an employment 
action motivated – in whole or in 
part – by an employee’s race, sex, 
or another protected characteristic. 
In addition to unlawfully using 
quotas or otherwise “balanc-
ing” a workforce by race, sex, or 

A look back at NLRB’s tumultuous and historic 2025
Legal
Update

L. Michael Zinser

See ZINSER Page 12
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other protected traits, DEI related 
discrimination in your workplace 
might include disparate treatment, 
harassment, retaliation and lim-
iting segregating and classifying 
employees based on race, sex, or 
other protected characteristics. 
The website makes clear that Title 
VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 
protects employees, potential and 
actual applicants, interns, and 
training program participants—
even if you are a White male.

Recommendations: Human 
Resources Departments should 
reevaluate their written policies 
concerning all hiring and em-
ployment practices. So called 
“diversity programs” may in fact 
evidence discrimination. At the 
current time all companies should 
embrace MEI - - Merit, Excellence, 
and Intelligence. 

Lucas has ordered the EEOC to 

be even handed in its enforcement 
priorities. Lucas has made it a 
priority to protect Americans from 
religious discrimination.  

DOJ targets employer 
DEI policies

The Department of Justice has 
launched investigations into the 
use of DEI Policies in hiring and 
promotion at major U.S. Compa-
nies. The civil probes are using the 
False Claims Act. The allegations 
are that holding a federal contract 
while still promoting DEI is in ef-
fect fraud against the United States 
Government. The DOJ will seek to 
recoup millions of dollars. 

Deputy Attorney General Todd 
Blanche directed DOJ “to investi-
gate and, as appropriate, pursue 
claims against any recipient of 
federal funds that” knowingly 
engages in preferences based on 
race, sex, ethnicity, or national 

origin.
President Trump in January 

2025 issued an Executive Order to 
end discriminatory race and sex-
based preferences. 

L. Michael Zinser, Gallatin, 
Tenn., represents employers on 
a nationwide basis in the areas 
of labor and employment. Reach 
him at 615.244.9700 or mzinser@
zinserlaw.com
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half-sister. The curiosity got the bet-
ter of Carter and she picked up the 
phone and dialed the number. 

“I’m your half-sister,” the voice 
on the other end of the line said. 
“You were switched at birth.” She 
and my birth brother had done 
the research as far as checking 
out my Facebook page photos and 
birthdate. 

Connecting with that mysteri-
ous person changed Carter’s life. 
That simple phrase, “switched at 
birth,” kept going through her 
mind. She began doing more re-
search, trying to figure out how it 
happened and who she really was. 

She started looking closer at 
family photos, checking Facebook 
accounts, and searching for more 
information about her birth family 
and other relatives. 

This sister sent Carter photos to 
compare. One was of Carter’s own 
son and the other that of the bio-
logical brother. The resemblance 
was “striking.” 

“My son looks like he is my 
brother’s child,” Carter said. 
“That’s freaky.” 

Then came the picture of her 

birth mother. “I look like her,” 
Carter said. 

She began to realize why so 
many people thought she looked 
different than her family members. 

“I looked different, because I 
was different,” Carter stated. 

The more she looked at photos on 
Facebook, the more she realized she 
really had been switched at birth. 

Carter doesn’t know how the 
switch occurred. Childbirth was 
different in the early ‘60s, and hos-
pital stays were much longer then. 

The most common identity 
method for babies used in the ‘60s 
was the armband that was put on 
immediately after birth. 

Carter has the photo of her 
mother holding her baby and that 
armband was attached tightly. 

In that era, most women were 
given twilight anesthesia for 
childbirth, a sedation technique 
that doesn’t deeply sedate patients. 
In those days doctors did not go 
into the nursery immediately after 
the mother gave birth so one of 
the nurses would take the baby to 
the nursery and attach the identity 
armband as soon as possible. 
Note that nurses would rotate all 
positions during this time period 

including the nursery, according 
to a nurse who still lives in Lex-
ington and worked at this time at 
this hospital. 

“There is no way this happened 
by accident,” Carter said she was 
told by several doctors and the 
above-mentioned nurse. 

“The armband just didn’t fall 
off the arms of two babies,” Carter 
said. “How would it come off of 
two of them?” 

For Carter, her father did not 
believe the results of the first DNA 
test, so she took another through 
23andMe.com. Those results were 
the same. 

Carter’s research gave her 
reason to believe others may have 
been switched at the hospital 
during that time period. She was 
telling the story to one friend who 
knew that in August, 1962, a boy 
and a girl had also been switched. 
That switch was quickly caught by 
one of the mothers and it was cor-
rected. Two more girl babies were 
switched in September and one 
mother recognized she had the 
wrong baby and it was corrected. 

Carter also learned that two other 
baby girls were swapped in March 
of 1963. One had a birth mark, and 
the mother quickly recognized that 
she was given the wrong baby. This 
incident was corrected. 

“In my case, the babies were so 
much alike, no one knew,” she said. 

Carter is telling her story, not for 
notoriety, but so others will know 
the deeper impact that completely 
changed what she knew to be her 

family medical history.
“Mine changed tremendously,” 

Carter said. “You go to the doctor, 
and you have the same family 
medical history forever, now you 
don’t know.” 

Another reason Carter wants 
to tell her story is so that families 
can be united and enjoy getting to 
know each other.

“I have met most of my immedi-
ate family members and do spend 
some time with my birth mother, 
brother, and sister,” she said. 

Carter’s father, who did not be-
lieve the results of the first DNA test, 
later decided that he wanted to meet 
his birth daughter. Soon afterwards, 
he was taken to the hospital after 
he contracted Covid 19 and passed 
away a couple of weeks later. 

“A friend of mine found her 

brother late in life and he died a 
few months later. When someone 
needs to find a family member, 
maybe they can find somebody 
out there that is still living that 
they can bring into their family,” 
Carter stated about the reasons for 
telling her story. 

For Carter, family is more than 
DNA. It is also about the family 
environment and how someone is 
raised. “I am so much like my moth-
er who raised me,” Carter said. 

The discovery of the switch 
caused Carter to think about her 
life and she sought counseling to 
help her deal with and understand 
her feelings. 

“It is not hard to bring other 
people into your family. You just 
must be open minded,” Carter said. 
“I had a truly loving family, and I 
am so glad that I grew up in that 
atmosphere. The drama is finding 
out and then figuring out how you 
are going to explain it to those you 
grew up with who you love just the 
same as before the news.” 

Carter said she is very grateful 
that her best friend was with her 
when she learned the shocking 
news. “That helped a whole lot, 
because I fell apart,” she recalled. 
“I was thinking, Why did this 
happen to me?” 

She believes her faith in God 
helped her cope with the news. 

“I was thankful my family took 
me to church. When you find the 
Lord and you know you are going 
to go to heaven, that is the most im-
portant thing in life,” Carter noted. 
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Even at an early age, Carter, on 
the left above, realized she didn’t 
look like anyone else in her family. 
The photo on the right was taken 
in the hospital of the mother who 
raised Teresa with her actual baby 
soon after it was born and before 
it was switched for Teresa.
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Save the date!


