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Editor’s note: The six newspapers 
participating in the Walt Potter 
Digital Ambassadors Program and 
selected by the Tennessee Press 
Association Foundation are The 
Bledsonian-Banner, Pikeville; Citi-
zen Tribune, Morristown; Bulletin 
Times, Bolivar; Lewis County Her-
ald, Hohenwald; Tennessee Tribune, 
Nashville; and Murfreesboro Post. 
The students worked with the 
participating newspapers Jan. 5-9, 
2026. The participating students 
are all from Middle Tennessee State 
University and had assignments 
and preparation work in advance of 
the on-site week as well as support 
from the Potter Digital Ambassa-
dors Program.

While The Bledsonian-Banner, 
Pikeville, had “good bones” starting 
out, it still needed help advancing 
its digital footprint. Middle Tennes-
see State University (MTSU) soph-
omore Jaeda Jackson was chosen 
to spend a week working with the 
traditional newspaper to improve 
and expand its digital presence.

This was made possible through 
the Walt Potter Digital Ambassadors 
Program and the Tennessee Press 
(Association) Foundation. The Walt 
Potter Digital Ambassadors Program 
originated in Missouri. Walt Potter 
Jr. partnered with the University 
of Missouri to provide newspapers 

with on-site digital expertise to 
enhance their online presence and 
audience engagement.

The Bledsonian-Banner was one 
of six Tennessee newspapers across 
the state to be chosen and paired 
with a student from MTSU.

“After hearing Mr. Potter speak at 
the Tennessee Press Association’s 
(TPA) summer convention about 
the ambassador program, I knew 
we needed to apply,” said Publisher 
Sandy Dodson. “When I received 
word we were chosen, a whole 
new world of opportunity opened 
for our publications.”

Jackson, a resident of Chattanoo-
ga, was selected to work with Dod-
son and her graphic designer, Becky 
Barger, for one week. During the 
week, they improved the newspa-
per’s website, revamped their social 

media presence on 
Facebook and added 
Instagram, along with 
developing a news-
letter in the future for 
Valley Publishing’s 
two newspapers, The 
Bledsonian-Banner 
and The Dunlap 
Tribune.

Jackson led them 
on a journey that 
should improve the 
interaction of the 
Bledsonian’s readers, 
both in print and 
online.

She got her start at 
MTSU as a freshman 

working at MTSU Sidelines, which 
is the student-run publication.

“It’s completely editorially inde-
pendent from the university, which 
is fantastic,” said Jackson. “I start-
ed with just making social media 
content as one of the creators. And 
this year, I became the social media 
manager, which is an editorial 
position.”

She went to a retreat over the 
summer for editors and met TPA 
Executive Director Mark Millsap 
who talked with the students about 
the ambassador program.

Jackson said the digital ambas-
sador program would enhance 
what she wants to do in the future, 
providing digital and social media 

Banner, other TPA’ers, enjoy Digital Ambassadors Program
SUBMITTED
The Bledsonian-Banner, Pikeville
January 13, 2026

See BANNER Page 3

Tribune Publisher Miller-Perry inducted into Nashville Entrepreneur Center HOF

At 90, Rosetta Miller-Perry Is 
Still Building Nashville

Rosetta Miller-Perry stood on 
stage at the Schermerhorn Sym-
phony Center on October 20 and 
made an announcement. She’s 
building an apartment complex on 
Jefferson Street. Not for low-in-
come residents—that’s her “friend 

Freddie’s job.” For middle-income 
people who can’t find decent hous-
ing at decent prices in Nashville.

She’s 90 years old. Most people 
at 90 are reflecting on their legacy. 
Rosetta is expanding hers.

The Nashville Entrepreneur 
Center inducted her into its Hall of 
Fame because for 60 years, she’s 
built the infrastructure Nashville’s 
Black community needed when 
nobody else would. She didn’t wait 
for permission. She didn’t form 

committees. She identified gaps 
and filled them.

Building platforms, not 
just businesses

In 1991, Rosetta founded The 

Submitted photo

Jaeda Jackson, MTSU sophomore; Becky 
Barger, graphic designer; and Sandy Dodson, editor 
and publisher, The Bledsonian Banner, Pikeville.

TPA Day on the Hill, board 
meeting set for Feb. 24

TPA President Alison Gerber has 
set the Concurrent TPA Board of 
Directors Meeting and Busi-
ness Session for 3 p.m. CST on 
Tuesday, Feb. 24, during the TPA 
Day on the Hill in Nashville. The 
meeting and day’s activities will 
be held in the Cordell Hull Build-
ing, which houses the offices of 
state legislators.

All members are invited. TPA asks 
all publishers, general managers 
and editors to attend the Day on 
the Hill. Schedule follows:

8 - 8:25 a.m. Go through security

8:30 - 10 a.m. Coffee with Legis-
lators. Invite legislators and their 
staff members.

10 a.m. - Noon: Members visit 
with Legislators

Noon - 1 p.m. Members lunch, 
hear from some legislators 
speaking to our group

1 - 3 p.m. Members visit with 
Legislators

3 - 4 p.m. TPA Concurrent Board 
of Directors Meeting and Busi-
ness Session

Adjourn
Staff reports

January 20, 2026

ROB WILLIAMS
Tennessee Tribune, Nashville
December 13, 2025

See MILLER-PERRY Page 5

Submitted

Rosetta Miller-Perry, Tennessee Tri-
bune founder, flanked by her children 
Wanda Benson and William Miller.
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News outlets granted expanded 
access to Tennessee executions

In January, the Davidson County 
Chancery Court ordered Tennessee to 
drop restrictions that have kept jour-
nalists from witnessing much of the 
state’s execution proceedings, ruling 
that the restrictions likely violate 
state law and the First Amendment.

“It is in the public interest to 
ensure that the death penalty in 
the State of Tennessee both brings 
closure to victims and is done in an 
appropriate fashion,” Chancellor 
I’Ashea L. Myles wrote in a 29-page 
decision. “Having an independent 
media to report fully on the events of 
executions serves the public interest.”

The judge’s ruling came in re-
sponse to a lawsuit my colleagues 
and I at the Reporters Committee 
for Freedom of the Press filed last 
year on behalf of The Associated 
Press, Gannett, Nashville Public 
Media, Nashville Public Radio, 
Scripps Media, Six Rivers Media, 
and TEGNA. The lawsuit argued 
that the Tennessee Department of 
Correction’s restrictions on media 
access to lethal injection and elec-

trocution proceedings violated state 
law, the state constitution, and the 
First Amendment.

The ruling pulls back the curtain 
on proceedings that previously 
were, in large part, hidden from 
media witnesses. When Tennessee 
ended its three-year pause on capital 
punishment last year by carrying out 
three executions, it did so without 
any independent observer present 
during critical stages of the process 
— depriving the public of a full and 
accurate account of what happened.

Tennessee law explicitly allows 
media witnesses at executions to 
ensure journalists can hold the 
government accountable when it 
exercises the ultimate punishment 
in the public’s name. But under the 

TDOC’s lethal injection protocols, 
journalists are only permitted to 
watch about 10 to 15 minutes of the 
proceeding. The state’s electrocution 
protocols are similarly restrictive.

Media witnesses serve as crucial 
watchdogs over the execution cham-
ber. The public relies on journalists 
to be its eyes and ears in the witness 
room, making sure the government 
follows the law when it carries out 
one of its gravest responsibilities. 

As part of our lawsuit, journal-
ists from news outlets across the 
coalition provided written decla-
rations with firsthand accounts of 
how TDOC’s press limitations have 
hampered their ability to inform 
the public about how the state uses 
taxpayer dollars to carry out the 
death penalty. 

Take, for example, the August 
execution of Byron Black, who 
was sentenced to death in 1989 
for murdering his girlfriend and 
her two daughters. Per the state’s 
protocol, media witnesses were not 

On
The
Docket
Paul McAdoo

Despite objections from the 
Department of Correction, a 
Senate subcommittee voted Jan. 6 
to move forward on considering a 
potential pilot program to equip all 
prison security guards with body 
cameras in the state’s privately 
managed prison in Trousdale 
County northeast of Nashville.

The troubled prison, run by 
CoreCivic, has been the site of fre-
quent violence and assaults among 
inmates and against staff, multiple 
deaths (including deaths related 
to drug overdoses), and a riot in 
June 2025 when inmates left their 
housing units, damaged cameras 
and set fires. The prison has had 
frequent staffing shortages and 
has been the subject of a U.S. De-
partment of Justice investigation.

As Sen Ed. Jackson put it: “Body 
cameras would keep everyone hon-
est. No more ‘he said, she said.’”

District Attorney Jason Lawson, 
whose district includes the Trous-
dale County prison and who has 
advocated for body cameras there 

to provide better evidence for pros-
ecutions, gave the subcommittee 
a slide presentation showing the 
gaps in video evidence collected 
by the prison’s stationary surveil-
lance cameras.

He used an example from a case 
in which surveillance video showed 
two inmates chasing a guard. The 
inmates attacked the guard and 
stabbed him with pens before he 
escaped. The surveillance camera 
video was too pixelated to clearly 
identify the faces of the inmates. 
The actual assault was not shown 
on video because the inmates had 
pushed the guard into a cell, outside 
the view of the cameras.

Lawson showed how if the guard 

had been wearing a body camera, 
all of the assault would have been 
captured as well as the faces of the 
inmates and who did what.

Several states already have de-
ployed body cameras in prison, in-
cluding Florida, Ohio and Arizona, 
and others have pilot programs. 
One key issue that might be in 
play are policies around when the 
cameras must be on and when 
they could be turned off.

Benefits of prison guard 
body cameras

A bill is likely forthcoming from 
Sen. Tom Hatcher, who chaired the 
Jan. 6 meeting of the Senate State 
and Local Government Corrections 
Subcommittee meeting Hatcher 
said he saw seven key benefits of 
guards using body cameras:

• Deterrence of violence and ag-
gression, as inmates will know that 
cameras will record more actions.

• Enhanced accountability and 

TN Coalition
for Open
Government

Deborah Fisher

See FISHER Page 4

See MCADOO Page 4

Senate committee pushes forward with 
body-worn cameras in Tennessee prisons
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February 2026
9: TPA State Press Contests dead-

line extended for submissions. 
Rules and entry information 
available at tnpress.com.  Cat-
egories 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.

20: TPA Ideas Contest deadline for 
submission of advertising and 
circulation entries. The contest 
has 41 categories, including 10 for 
digital and one for innovation.

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, 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. 

For Your Calendar

An open invitation to Tennessee 
Press Association members: please 
join us for 2026 Day on the Hill in 
Nashville.

Every winter, newspaper own-
ers, publishers and editors from 
the Appalachian Mountains to the 
Mississippi Delta make the trek to 
the middle of the state. Each year, 
that gathering serves as a reminder 
that democracy works best when 
everyday people show up and 
speak directly with those elected to 
represent them at the Capitol.

The legislative session always 
brings bills that affect our industry. 
Some proposals threaten the finan-
cial stability of newspapers, while 
others undermine open government 
and public access to information. 
Day on the Hill gives us a chance to 
speak up, share our concerns and 
try to influence how those proposals 
ultimately take shape.

Emails and phone calls matter, 
but nothing compares to face-to-face 
conversations with the people mak-
ing decisions that affect our work. 
It’s important that we show up — 
and it’s the best way to be heard.

Lawmakers want to hear from 
the people who serve their constit-
uents. A legislator from Upper East 
Tennessee is far more interested in 
talking with the publisher of the 
local paper their voters read than 
with someone from West Tennes-
see. That’s why it’s critical that 
members attend from every region 

of Tennessee and speak directly 
with their own legislators.

We won’t persuade every 
lawmaker, and that’s not the 
point. What matters is making 
our case. When constituents share 
their experiences in person, those 
conversations carry weight. They 
humanize policy debates and are 
often remembered long after the 
meeting ends.

Newspapers employ hundreds, 
perhaps thousands of Tennesseans 
and include many locally owned 
businesses that have served their 
communities for generations. We 
are stewards of our communities’ 
histories and watchdogs for the 
public interest. Lawmakers need to 
be reminded of that when consid-
ering legislation that could damage 
our industry.

Showing up together demon-
strates that these issues matter 

enough for us to give our time and 
energy. A strong, visible pres-
ence at the Capitol sends a clear 
message: this matters, and we are 
paying attention.

TPA’s Day on the Hill is Tues-
day, Feb. 24. Members are asked 
to arrive by 8 a.m. Central Time. 
At 8:30 a.m., we’ll share coffee 
and breakfast with legislators, 
followed by time for individual 
meetings, a members’ lunch, and 
a TPA board meeting.

Please consider attending. Your 
participation helps turn abstract pol-
icy debates into real human stories 
that can influence how decisions 
are made. By showing up together, 
we amplify our voices and help 
shape the future of our industry.

Alison Gerber, Chattanooga 
Times Free Press, is serving as TPA 
president for the 2025-26 term.

Put Day on Hill Atop Your To-do List

TPA Board considering 
Nashville Banner’s appli-
cation for membership

 The TPA Membership Commit-
tee has reviewed an application 
for membership by the Nashville 
Banner (www.nashvillebanner.
com) and recommends it for 
membership. The committee will 
report to the Board of Directors on 
Tuesday, Feb. 24 during the Concur-
rent Board of Directors Meeting and 
Business Session (open to all mem-
bers). The meeting is set for 3 p.m. 

CST during TPA Day on the Hill.
If no TPA member objects by 

Feb. 17, the agenda will include 
the Nashville Banner’s applica-
tion. Any objections should be 
addressed to TPA President Alison 
Gerber and Membership Commit-
tee Chairman Ron Fryar.

The objecting newspaper shall 
provide supporting evidence to the 
Membership Committee chair with-
in 10 business days of the objection. 
The board’s ruling is binding.

Staff reports
Jan. 23, 2026

Deadline is March 20 for 
2026 Ideas Contest for ad-
vertising and circulation

TPA is calling for entries in the 
2026 Ideas Contest for advertising 
and circulation departments. The 
contest has 41 categories, includ-
ing 10 for digital and one for inno-
vation. The Ideas Contest deadline 
is Friday, March 20. The contests 
portal to open  on Feb. 13.

Staff reports
Jan. 26, 2026

TPAF grant applications 
due by Apr. 30

The Tennessee Press Associ-
ation Foundation is accepting 
grant applications for consid-
eration at its summer meeting. 
April 30 is the deadline for 
requests to be considered for 
fiscal year 2027. Contact TPAF 
Secretary/Treasurer Mark Mill-
sap at mmillsap@tnpress.com 
for the application.

Staff reports
Jan. 26, 2026

News & Moves

Your
Presiding
Reporter
Alison Gerber

assistance.
“The program is a great idea,” 

said Jackson. “It’s really what I’m 
kind of fashioning my mission 
statement as a soon-to-be grad-
uate, wanting to connect with 
well-established, more traditional 
newspapers to the upcoming gen-
eration of Americans and citizens, 
through helping them with digital 
content and fleshing out some 
of these digital ideas that would 
make connecting those commu-
nities easier—especially in a time 
where a lot of people are looking 
for information—wanting it quick-
ly, but also being concerned about 
whether information is reliable or 
being concerned about biases and 

wanting to make sure that they’re 
finding things that are like good 
information.”

Once she was notified she was 
being paired with The Bledso-
nian-Banner, she said she looked 
at the newspaper’s website.

“I was like, okay, this isn’t bad 
because we (fellow ambassadors) 
all kind of got together and we’re 
looking at our websites for the 
papers that we had compared to,” 
said Jackson. “I was like, where 
even is this?”

She jokingly said her hope 
was to be paired with nice people 
who are ready to learn and that’s 
exactly what she got with Dodson 
and Barger.

“You guys started out with good 
bones,” Jackson told the newspa-

per staff. “The willingness to learn 
is here, the open-mindedness is 
here, the ability to catch on, the 
curiosity, the asking questions, is 
gonna really bring you guys far in 
growing the paper, and wanting to 
establish a foothold in the commu-
nity, a more established foothold 
in the community when it comes 
to digital presence.”

Over the five days, Jackson 
moved the staff through a lot 
of technological advancements, 
said Dodson, which will help us 
continue as the community’s news 
source in all areas.

MTSU is celebrating its 100th 
anniversary, and Jackson was able 
to pick up a few pointers from 
Dodson and Barger on how to 
publish a print newspaper.

She even joined Barger on 
Wednesday putting the newspa-
pers on the stands in area stores. 
And while doing that, she tagged 
each delivery site on social media, 
letting people know the latest edi-
tion was available, said Dodson.

“It was a great experience for 
us. We appreciate the Walt Potter 
Digital Ambassador Program and 
TPAF for giving us this oppor-
tunity to learn, improve our 
commitment to our community to 
provide news, and prepare for the 
future,” Dodson said.

Experience the newspaper’s 
new digital footprint at thebledso-
nian-banner.com. Follow them on 
Facebook at The Bledsonian- 
Banner and on Instagram.

BANNER from Page 1
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You may have heard the old 
computer saying, “Garbage in, gar-
bage out.” It means that the quality 
of input that goes into a system will 
determine the quality of the output. 
Good input equals good output and 
bad input equals bad output. 

This is certainly true in the ad-
vertising business. What you learn 
in researching information for an ad 
campaign will influence the quality 
of the advertising you produce. I’ve 
found it helpful to use the “Five 
Ws,” a technique commonly used 
in journalism – Who, What, When, 
Where and Why. For our purposes, 
we’ll add an “H” for How. 

Not all of this information 
should appear in a campaign. This 
approach is simply intended to dig 
a foundation for the end result of 
the advertising itself. Of course, 

the questions can be customized 
as needed. Let’s take a closer look: 

1. A logical WHO question is, 
“Who is your target audience?” 
Don’t accept “everyone” for an 
answer. Ads that try to appeal to 
everyone actually appeal to no 
one. Narrow it to a specific and 
relevant group of people – busi-
ness owners, first-time homebuy-
ers, weekend gardeners, etc. 

2. A couple of WHAT questions 
come to mind. First, “What are the 

features and benefits of the product 
or service your client is advertis-
ing?” Draw a vertical line down the 
center of a page in your notepad 
and label the left side “Features” 
and the right side “Benefits.” Make 
sure the benefits are relevant to the 
target audience. Reduce the list lat-
er to the most meaningful points. 

Another question is, “What 
special offer can be made?” A 
buy-one-get-one sale? A discount 
coupon? A free sample? Maybe 
even a free consultation? 

3. WHEN is a question to sharpen 
the focus. For example, “When will 
the special offer be available?” An 
offer should create urgency with 
reasonable start and end dates. 

“When can the target audience 
use the product or service?” If it’s 
seasonal, advertising at certain 

times of the year is obviously 
better than in the off season. 

4. “WHERE is the competition 
coming from?” Local merchants, 
big box stores, online sellers? The 
answer doesn’t mean those places 
should be mentioned by name in 
the ads. It’s simply another piece 
of information that can help you 
understand your advertiser’s 
marketing objectives. A natural 
follow-up question is “Where is 
the competition advertising?” 

5. “WHY should the target 
audience buy from your client, 
instead of the competition?” This 
should open a conversation about 
ways to differentiate your client 
from competitors. In order to be 
effective, they have to stand out. It 
could be special pricing, business 
philosophy, selection, track record 

of success, or something else. 
6. If price is a factor to the target 

audience – and it usually is – an 
important HOW question is, “How 
much does the product or service 
cost” If it’s not appropriate to quote 
specific prices, consider quoting 
ranges or “starting from” prices.

It’s all about research. The right 
questions control the information 
coming in, so you can control the 
advertising product on the page.

 
Copyright 2026 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

One way to get better information from advertisers is asking the right questions

allowed to watch as Black entered 
the execution chamber and IV lines 
were inserted into Black’s arms, 
among other parts of the process. 

According to the Nashville Ban-
ner, Black’s attorney told reporters 
after the execution that her client 
had been “tortured,” noting that 
medical personnel had trouble 
finding the veins in both of his 

arms, leading to a puddle of blood 
on his right side. It took 10 minutes 
for the tubes to be attached, the 
attorney added. Media witness-
es can’t independently verify 
these claims, and TDOC’s official 
statement about the execution 
doesn’t address them. As a result, 
the public lacks the full picture to 
decide whether the execution was 
conducted as required.

With Chancellor Myles’s deci-

sion, journalists will now be able 
to shine more light on executions. 

The judge’s order requires the 
TDOC to make several changes to 
its execution protocols: Most impor-
tantly, it requires the curtains of the 
chamber to be opened before the 
condemned enters and to remain 
open until after the pronouncement 
of death, permitting journalists to 
witness much more of the pro-
ceeding than they were previously 

allowed to observe. To address one 
of the government’s concerns, the 
order also requires members of the 
execution team to wear protective 
gear to conceal their identities. 

“Public access to executions plays 
a significant role in promoting trans-
parency, accountability, and public 
confidence in the administration of 
capital punishment in the United 
States,” Chancellor Myles wrote in 
her ruling. “This Court finds that 

a meaningful and full observation 
of executions allows the public to 
assess whether the state carries out 
death sentences in a lawful and hu-
mane manner and ensures that the 
execution process remains subject 
to democratic oversight.”

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

MCADOO from Page 2

transparency for the prison.
• Protection of inmates and of 

staff.
• Improved evidence gathering 

when a crime has occurred.
• Generation of video that can 

be used as training.
• Reduced liability and cost to 

the state.
• Better coverage in the blind 

spots of existing surveillance 
cameras.

However, Frank Strada, com-
missioner of the Department of 
Correction, told the subcommit-
tee that he did not support body 
cameras because they could be 
too expensive and the department 
is taking other measures, such 
as improving its current camera 
systems and starting a drone pro-
gram outside the prison. He said 
the body cameras would produce a 
vast amount of footage that would 
need to be reviewed and noted 
that the footage could be subject 
to public records requests, which 
would be expensive to fulfill.

Strada said it would cost $2 

million to $3 million annually 
in personnel and legal costs to 
handle public records requests, 
and $6 million to equip its guards 
throughout the prison system 
with cameras.

“I recognize that many of you 
approach this issue with a strong 
belief that body worn cameras 
could improve accountability and 
transparency in Tennessee pris-
ons,” Strada told the subcommit-
tee. “Our responsibility, however, 
is to ensure that any technology 
we deploy in our prisons is not 
only well intentioned, but work-
able in a correctional environ-
ment, legally defensible… and 
fiscally sustainable over time.”

“Our position is not opposition 
to accountability,” Strada said. “It 
is a commitment to choosing the 
safety and security measures that 
deliver the greatest benefit for all 
staff, inmates and taxpayers.”

Producing video for 
public records requests

Frank Strada, commissioner 
for the Tennessee Department 

of Correction, opposed putting 
body cameras on security guards 
in prisons, telling lawmakers at 
a Senate subcommittee meeting 
that they would cost too much and 
not be the best way to improve 
accountability and transparency.

Jen Brenner, the general counsel 
for the Department of Correction, 
told the subcommittee that the 
department currently gets public 
records requests for video from its 
surveillance cameras inside the 
prison, but these are usually of in-
cidents related to ongoing criminal 
investigations or internal investiga-
tions by its Office of Investigations 
and Conduct. The department can 
deny those requests without having 
to review the video because of 
exemptions in state law, she said.

“When we do get a public 
records request, we are required to 
review that frame by frame. And 
so if we have an individual who 
says, ‘Look, I’ve been harassed by 
an officer, I’d like the first week of 
January, all of that footage where 
I had an interaction with that of-
ficer,’ we’ve got to have somebody 
who has the technical capability 

of going back to pull that footage.
“When we are reviewing that 

for disclosure under the Public 
Records Act, we have to deter-
mine whether there is — frame 
by frame — any exception that’s 
available to us.”

She said each facility would need 
someone trained on the IT side to 
make video redactions. After the 
redactions, the attorney would have 
to look through the redacted video 
again to “make sure that we have 
redacted whether we have some 
sort of medical episode occurring 
in the video, whether we’ve got an 
inmate who’s under some protective 
status, whether we’ve got a juvenile 
that’s depicted in that video . . . ”

Hatcher also pointed out that if 
someone asks for video, the state 
already has an ability to recoup 
some of the costs.

State law provides that if some-
one asks for copies of records, a 
government entity can charge 
reasonable fees for the actual costs 
necessary to produce the records 
according to the Office of Open 
Records Counsel’s Schedule of 
Reasonable Charges.

CoreCivic’s viewpoint
CoreCivic’s CEO Patrick Swindle 

also addressed the committee. 
CoreCivic operates prisons in sev-
eral states, including Ohio, which 
adopted body cameras in prisons.

Swindle said that the video pro-
duced by the body-worn cameras 
has had a positive impact in Ohio 
where the cameras have been 
operational since 2021. He also 
said 98% of grievances by inmates 
against officers are being dis-
missed due to camera evidence.

Swindle said correction officers 
themselves had mixed feelings 
about the cameras. Some officers 
felt they were being monitored 
too much; others appreciated the 
ability to record confrontation-
al interactions. He said it was 
important to have a policy that 
ensures officers turned on their 
cameras when necessary. 

 
Deborah Fisher is executive direc-

tor of Tennessee Coalition for Open 
Government. This article was orig-
inally published Jan. 7 at tcog.info 
and was edited to fit this space.
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Editors are regularly solicited to 
publish news that puts merchants 
in good standing. In small com-
munities, grip-and-grin photos 
of check presentations often 
dominate the requests. The topic 
generated a healthy conversation 
in an editors’ hotline during 
the holiday season of charitable 
giving.

To no surprise, approaches 
covered the landscape. Editors 
know their communities best and 
incorporate policies accordingly.

The thread extended into other 
business coverage. One com-
ment made me especially cringe 
and should give all editors and 
publishers food for thought. The 
remark: “I’m also this passion-
ate about doing stories about 
businesses – nope. If you want 
me to write a story about your 
new business to bring customers 
through the door, it’s advertising, 
not news.”

The opinion was not universal.
I welcomed one publisher’s 

response that a new business, 
especially in small communities, 
is news: “Writing a story about a 
new business will create business. 
It shows a new business owner 
how many people are reading 

your paper!”
There’s no single standard for 

recognizing business donations 
to nonprofits and civic endeavors; 
policies should be flexible and 
open to re-evaluation depending 
on circumstances. Among the con-
siderations, does a donation satisfy 
criteria for a photo and/or story, 
front or inside page?

Some suggestions to consider:
• Focus on recipients and not 

donors, especially for photos con-
tributed month after month. Two 
cases in point:

A newspaper regularly carried a 
full page of chamber of commerce 
ambassadors decked out in red 
coats visiting new businesses. All 
eight ambassadors were in each 
photo; the only new face was the 
particular business owner. That is 
material for chamber newsletters. 
Instead, why not carry a photo 

of each owner with brief text 
including a distinctive element of 
the business.

Or consider the mayor who gets 
his or her photo in each commu-
nity donation. Sorry, they have 
ample other opportunities to be in 
the news.

• Focus on results. Recognize 
donors but elaborate on the value 
to the recipients and their contri-
butions to community.

• Avoid check presentations, if 
possible. If a donation is made to a 
playground, take a photo of a kid 
on new equipment.

• Set appropriate monetary 
levels to recognize. Remember, 
however, that a $50 donation 
from a small company might be 
as equally noteworthy as a $500 
donation from a large corpora-
tion.

• Devote a page or section 
periodically to acknowledge 
donations.

Bottom line, business donations 
contribute to the social fabric 
of communities. There’s ample 
reason to acknowledge the philan-
thropy in some fashion.

Then there’s the realm of PR 
pitches beyond donations. 

Some can be dismissed imme-

diately. A merchant submits a 
photo celebrating its 90th year of 
operation for the annual Progress 
Edition, a reasonable benchmark 
– but it proceeds to seek coverage 
for its 91st, 92nd, 93rd anniversa-
ries. An appliance store carries a 
new brand and style of refrigera-
tor, submits a photo of the owner 
wheeling the model on a dolly into 
the showroom.

Other stories are legitimate and 
newsworthy. I put new businesses 
in that category with a caveat. 
Timeliness and relevancy are 
essential. A new retailer merits 
a report when it opens. Its grand 
opening three months later is an 
ad.

A plethora of business stories 
can be pursued beyond the stan-
dard fare of openings, anniver-
saries, expansions and employee 
promotions. What happens in the 
workplace can often have greater 
impact than votes at a city council 
meeting. Consider the hours that 
employees – your readers – spend 
on the job.

Incorporating stories about 
employers and employees – the 
local economy – is a great topic 
to brainstorm. It’s imperative that 
news and advertising depart-

ments are on the same page 
regarding policies and guidelines. 
Consistency and fairness are 
especially important; the largest 
advertisers or friends of the pub-
lisher should not warrant special 
treatment.

Business dynamics were center 
stage during the extraordinary 
times of COVID-19. Recording the 
pulse for readers is equally vital 
during ordinary times. Expanding 
coverage into an everyday beat 
can be a win-win proposition. 
Stories generate great content and 
plant the seed for more advertising 
dollars.

 
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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Business coverage is vital to your product and community
Community
Newsroom
Success

Jim Pumarlo

Tennessee Tribune because 
Black-owned businesses and 
Black community stories weren’t 
getting coverage. The mainstream 
press showed up for crime. They 
skipped the ribbon cuttings, the 
graduations, the business expan-
sions.

The Tribune became “the 
Wall Street Journal of Jefferson 
Street”—the place where entrepre-
neurs found opportunity, where 
readers learned about new deals, 
where businesses got visibility 
that translated to growth.

In 1998, she started the Great-
er Nashville Black Chamber of 
Commerce. The existing chamber 
infrastructure wasn’t serving 
Black businesses. So she created a 
new one.

That same year, she launched 
the Anthony J. Cebrun Journalism 
Center. Young Black journalists 
needed training and opportunity. 
She built the platform.

This is the pattern: see the 
gap, build the solution, run it for 
decades.

Strategic real estate as 
community development

Rosetta’s real estate portfolio on 
and around Jefferson Street wasn’t 
about personal wealth accumula-
tion. It was about controlling the 
future of North Nashville.

She bought the Avon and Wil-
liamson on Herman Street and 
converted it into a funeral home 
that doubles as a teaching space 
for historical preservation and 
cultural tourism. Visitors learn 
the history. The building stays 
standing. The neighborhood main-
tains its identity while generating 
revenue.

Each property purchase was 
strategic. Each renovation pre-
served history while creating 
economic activity. She wasn’t flip-
ping buildings for profit. She was 
anchoring a neighborhood against 
displacement.

The newsstand that’s 
really an incubator

The Tennessee Tribune news-
stand at Nashville International 

Airport sells more than newspa-
pers. It’s stocked with local prod-
ucts. It functions as an incubator, 
a gallery, and a welcome center.

Travelers arriving in Nashville 
see local goods before they see 
anything else. Small businesses 
get airport foot traffic without 
airport rent. The stand announces 
that Nashville supports entrepre-
neurs before visitors leave the 
terminal.

One storefront doing the work of 
four institutions.

Launching careers, not 
taking credit

Multiple people use the same 
phrase: she’s a mother figure. She 
wraps her arms around people 
and makes sure they get opportu-
nities she never had.

Rosetta hired Caroline Randall 
Williams, Professor, Author and 
Poet as a junior columnist at the 
Tribune in 2000. She gave her 
press credentials to interview Bob 
Woodward. She sent her to cover 
the Democratic and Republican 
National Conventions. Caroline 

credits her with launching her 
writing career

She hired journalists right out of 
college. She didn’t just give them 
bylines. She taught them the busi-
ness, introduced them to sources, 
opened doors. Then she pushed 
them to climb higher.

That’s not mentorship as net-
working. That’s mentorship as 
infrastructure.

60 years of showing up in 
numerous pursuits

The National Newspaper Pub-
lishers Association gave her their 
Lifetime Achievement Award. 
Tennessee inducted her into the 
Women’s Hall of Fame. Those are 
backward-looking honors.

Rosetta is forward-focused. At 
90, she’s working on middle-in-
come housing.

She’s still publishing the Tribune. 
She’s still buying property strategi-
cally. She’s still creating platforms 
for other people to succeed.

Her speech ended with this: 
“You’ll have to do this again in 
about 10 years. So I’ll be waiting.”

What Nashville needs now
The EC inducted Rosetta 

because she represents what 
transformational entrepreneurship 
looks like. She built businesses 
that strengthened the commu-
nity. She created platforms that 
launched other people’s success. 
She invested in infrastructure that 
will outlast her.

She also represents something 
Nashville needs to remember: the 
best entrepreneurs solve for every-
one, not just themselves.

Rosetta came to Nashville 
from Coraopolis, Pa. Her parents 
warned her that bad things would 
happen in the South.

She came anyway.
She served in the Navy.
She marched with King.
She built a media empire, a 

chamber of commerce, a real 
estate portfolio, and a journalism 
training program.

At 90, she’s still building.
That’s the standard for the Hall 

of Fame.
It’s not ot what you built. It’s 

how many people you helped 
build while you were building.

MILLER-PERRY from Page 1



Page 6 • The Tennessee Press • February 2026

TPA MEMBER COVERAGE SHOWCASE I: Chattanooga Times Free Press

From the editor: In the age of AI, let’s keep our opinions human

On Christmas Eve, a frequent 
letter writer sent me a gift. At 
least, it felt like one.

“Tihis letter is an original, 
composed without plagiarism nor 
with AI assistance,” he wrote. (Ed-
itor’s note: I’m including his typos 
here because human mistakes, in 
the age of our seemingly infallible 
spellchecked artificial intelligence 
overlords, have become some of my 
favorite things).

“How did he know?” I thought.
“How did you know,” I wrote 

back, “we have been having lots of 
trouble with AI-written submis-
sions lately?!”

These submissions come in with 
a certain sheen, sounding much 
too polished and formal to come 
from any real person (or at least 
one who hasn’t spent a career 
in corporate communications). 
They usually make great, relevant 
points, but the edges of those 
points are smoothed over. They 
substitute personal touches for 
snappy prose, and the voice of the 
author for the average of all the 
voices chewed up and spit back 
out by generative AI models.

Submissions even come in the 
very font that gives their source 
away — that rounded sans serif 
used by OpenAI’s ChatGPT. (I’ve 
also talked with submitters using 
other AI tools, including Anthrop-
ic’s Claude and Google’s Gemini.)

“I assumed any and all sites 

open to public comment are likely 
seeing AI generated feedback,” the 
letter writer responded. “I guess I 
assumed that because AI is getting 
to be so scary good, and I imagine 
that improvment trend will only 
accelerate in future.”

“You are certainly working in 
the newspaper world at time of 
sea-change transition,” he added, 
wishing us “good navigation” in 
these “uncertain news publica-
tion” waters.

So, here we are on the open 
seas. We’re navigating a debate 
that, in news and everywhere else, 
seems more unavoidable by the 
day: What the &@$% should we 
do about AI?

Here is our dilemma: I’d like 
everything you read in the Times 
Free Press to be 100% human, to 
come from a real person bringing 
their real-life experience, conversa-
tions, knowledge and point of view 
to a story or opinion. That ensures 
there is always a real person who 
can be held accountable for what 
they write, what facts they cite and 
who they quote; someone you can 
respond to directly with questions, 
frustration or appreciation. When 
you read the TFP, we want you to 
be certain you’re reading the voices 
of your neighbors, not a computer 
algorithm.

In that spirit, our company’s AI 
policy prohibits us from publishing 
any content produced by generative 
AI. We don’t use AI-generated im-
ages or videos; we require reporters 
to tell their supervisor if they use 
AI tools, like ones that help with 

transcription; we treat anything 
generated by AI as unchecked 
source material that needs corrobo-
ration. (Read the full policy here.)

That’s all well and good for our 
staff, professionals who work with 
multiple layers of editors who 
check things like grammar, facts 
and spelling.

But when it comes to submis-
sions we publish from members 
of our community, I recognize 
that AI tools like ChatGPT can 
make it feel a lot easier to put your 
thoughts into words.

That could mean more people 

may feel equipped to write their 
own op-ed or letter to the editors, 
including anyone who may have 
convinced themselves their writ-
ing or grammar or punctuation 
isn’t fit for print without the help 
of an AI editor. (To them I would 
say — bring it on. Nothing makes 
my day like a good grammar fix or 
a visit to my friends Merriam and 
Webster.)

AI is good at writing some 
things. It can whip up a suggested 
itinerary for a trip to Myrtle Beach 
(just check that everything’s still 
open), a workout plan targeting bi-

ceps or a summary for a city meet-
ing agenda. It might even help you 
research an op-ed or letter to the 
editor (though we’d caution you 
to double-check with the original 
source everything it says).

But when it comes to writing 
your opinion, we still need that 
human voice, and the accountabil-
ity that comes with it.

I like reading imperfect writing. 
I like reading about your frustrat-
ing commute, your kid’s wrestling 
match, your grocery bill, your fall 
from an e-trike. I like to cry when 
I read something moving, which 
so far has never been brought on 
by AI text.

I am continually amazed (and 
forever grateful) that people across 
our community take time out of 
their lives to sit down, read the pa-
per and compose a response to what 
they learned. I am delighted when 
I see ranters spar with each other 
week after week, and when we can 
tell an editorial struck a nerve from 
the retorts that pour in the next day.

So please, if you can, keep it hu-
man. Send us your thoughts, un-
filtered, in your own words, and 
don’t shy away from citing your 
own experiences and feelings. 
Don’t worry about your grammar 
— we can take care of that.

If you have any other thoughts 
on how and where AI should play 
a role in your local newspaper, feel 
free to reach out to us at opinion@
timesfreepress.com.

We can’t do this without you — 
after all, we’re only human. And 
we’d like to keep it that way.

Study shows paid obits 
bring in little income but 
are nearly universal

Charging to publish obituaries 
is nearly universal among weekly 
newspapers in the United States, 
and newsroom leaders say the 
practice is justified because it 
brings in needed revenue. But our 
new study in this largely unex-
amined corner of journalism finds 

that, for most news organizations, 
obituaries contribute only margin-
ally to overall income, remaining 
a minor source rather than a 
major financial cornerstone.

It has long been recognized that 
newspaper obituaries hold value for 
communities, documenting lives 
and preserving local history. Their 
significance is rarely debated. Their 
value to the business of news and 
in sustaining local newsrooms is 
far less understood. To explore this, 
we surveyed 135 weekly newsroom 
leaders — owners, publishers and 
editors — from across the country 
to take stock of the current state of 

obituary practices in local news. 
While this study represents only 
a fraction of the roughly 4,500 
weekly newspapers nationwide, 
it provides a glimpse into both 
practices and the perspectives of 

newsroom leaders.
Of the publications surveyed, 

88% charge a fee for publishing 
obituaries, and 64% of newsroom 
leaders say it is appropriate to do 
so because they provide needed 
revenue for the newspaper. Yet in 
80% of the newsrooms surveyed, 
that revenue accounts for less 
than 5% of total income. While 
that may not be insignificant for 
weekly newspapers, which often 
operate on a razor-thin margin, it 
is far from a windfall.

Overall, our research found 
there is no widespread best 
practice for publishing obituaries 

in community newspapers. Still, 
weekly newspapers appear com-
mitted to providing this service 
as a public good, prioritizing their 
community role over revenue.

“We keep the fee low,” one 
newsroom leader wrote in re-
sponse to a series of open-ended 
questions. “We make no profit 
from obituaries, but their inclu-
sion is important to our model.”

Eighty-nine percent of news-
room leaders agree or strongly 
agree that obituaries serve as an 
essential connection to the com-

ELLEN GERST
Chattanooga Times Free Press
January 17, 2026

Photo by Ellen Gerst/Chattanooga Times Free Press

Mail from decidedly human readers, ranters and letter writers, seen Jan. 
15, is still delivered to the Chattanooga Times Free Press every day.

Inside the business of obituaries in weekly newspapers
HANNAH ARTMAN & 
NICK MATHEWS
Reynolds Journalism Institute
January 20, 2026

See PRICING OBITS Page 7
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Cody Murphy has touched ‘em all.
Though still a young man, the 

Bethel Springs native has achieved 
a goal many his senior have either 
dreamed of or sadly not been able 
to accomplish in their lifetimes by 
visiting all 30 Major League Base-
ball stadiums active at the time.

The parks are spread across 
the United States of America (and 
Canada), from Toronto to Miami, 
from Boston to San Francisco and 
spread throughout the land along 
the way. 

The majority of the locales (22, 
to be exact) are open-air fields, 
though all but one (the remains 
of Tropicana Field in St. Peters-
burg, FL) have some element of 
retraction to the roofing, meaning 
Murphy has gotten to see a great 
deal of America from one of the 
finest seats imaginable – a chair in 
an MLB stadium.

The history of the stadiums 
alone make them architectural 
wonders for any U.S. History buff 
to admire. All but five of them 
were built in his lifetime, the only 
parks older than he being:

• Fenway Park in Boston, MA, 
home to the Boston Red Sox, which 
opened in 1912

• Wrigley Field in Chicago, IL, 
home to the Chicago Cubs, which 
opened in 1914

• Dodger Stadium in Los Ange-
les, CA, home to the Los Angeles 
Dodgers, which opened in 1962

• Angel Stadium in Anaheim, 
CA, home to the Los Angeles An-

gels, which opened in 1966
• Kauffman Stadium in Kansas 

City, MO, home to the Kansas City 
Royals, which opened in 1973

Though, to be fair to Cody, there 
is a 16-year gap from 1973 until 
1989 in which no current parks 
were opened.

A baseball fan “all his life,” 
Murphy recalls attending St. Louis 
Cardinals games in old Busch Sta-
dium for “many, many years.”

“I remember researching the 
parks and thinking, ‘We could 
probably do this,’” said Murphy. 
“We started with parks closest to 

us – Atlanta, Miami, et cetera – 
and gradually mapped it out and 
branched out from there.”

For baseball fans, the idea of 
visiting world-famous parks is one 
which surely lights up your mind’s 
eye; even for people loosely famil-
iar with baseball, certain parks 
are iconic still. On the same token, 
Murphy said Fenway Park in 
Boston, long considered one of the 
cathedrals of the game, is a park 
which surprised him positively.

“I am not a Red Sox fan at all, 
but being there in Fenway was spe-
cial,” said Murphy. “Looking over 
and thinking, ‘that’s the Green 
Monster – holy crap!’”

Some ballparks, like LoanDepot 
Park in Miami, surprised Murphy 
in a negative way.

“Miami felt more like Vegas and 
just was not a baseball atmosphere 
at all,” said Murphy. “The stadium 
had glitter on the sidewalks and 

TPA MEMBER COVERAGE SHOWCASE II: McNairy County News, Selmer

Murphy’s full count: Bethel native completes quest of visiting all 30 MLB parks
DREW WHEELER
McNairy County News, Selmer
December 25, 2025

Submitted photos

Above left: Cody Murphy at Globe Life Park in Arlington, Tex. in 2015 for a Texas Rangers game. Above right: Mur-
phy at a a Kansas City Royals game in 2014 at Kauffman Stadium in Kansas City, Mo, which he singled out as the 
best of the 30 MLB ballparks in terms of food. Far right: Murphy has collected an official game jersey at each MLB 
venue he has visited, including the familiar number 10 worn by Atlanta Braves Hall of Famer Chipper Jones.

munity, and 73% say obituaries 
are a key reason readers subscribe 
to or purchase their newspaper. 
Also, 78% of newsroom leaders 
agree or strongly agree that obitu-
aries in their newspaper represent 
their community appropriately.

“Obituaries are part of our com-
munity’s history,” as one newsroom 
leader wrote, “and the newspaper is 
the documentarian of that history.”

Only 32% of the respondents 
agree or agree strongly that obituar-
ies should be free as a public service 
to the community, and 39% of the 
respondents said they personally 
would prefer obituaries were free 
to the public. Also, more than half 
(53%) said that the cost of obituaries 
can be a barrier for families.

When it comes to the pricing 
process, nearly half of surveyed 
news organizations charge either 
per word (26%) or a flat fee (23%). 
Others use a tiered payment sys-

tem based on different variables, 
and some charge by column inch 
and use of photographs.

One newsroom leader highlighted 
the free nature of their obituaries, 
writing in their print edition, “We 
believe obituaries are an important 
aspect of a community newspaper 
and do not want to limit them by 
charging.” Another newsroom lead-
er was sharply critical of charging 
for obituaries at all, arguing that it 
contributes to larger problems. “I’m 
embarrassed that other newspapers 
charge an arm and a leg for what 
should be an essential service. 
Practices like theirs are helping to 
kill off the relevance of newspapers 
in their communities.”

Weekly newspaper leaders also 
emphasized the value of their own 
organizations’ obituary services, 
especially compared to high-
er-priced obituaries at regional 
news organizations.

It is important to note that 82% 
of weekly newspapers said they 

offer obituaries or death notices 
for free under certain circum-
stances. These death notices typ-
ically include only the most basic 
information — the person’s name, 
date of birth and death, location 
and date of services and, often, a 
small photo.

“We are specifically a community 
newspaper, so we try to get as many 
people included as possible in our 
free death notice section,” one lead-
er said. “I view our paid obituaries 
as a service for families to share 
more about their loved ones than 
we would in our death notices.”

Other notable findings from the 
survey:

• 20% of obituaries submitted 
to weekly newsrooms were from 
family members, and 11% of re-
spondents reported that their news-
rooms use a third-party service 
provider — such as Legacy.com or 
Obituaries.com — to facilitate writ-
ing or publishing obituaries.

• 53% of respondents said the 

number of obituaries submitted 
has remained steady in recent 
years, with 26% reporting the vol-
ume has decreased or decreased 
significantly. “Facebook has 
taken over for letting friends and 
families know their loved one has 
passed,” one leader wrote.

• 26% of news organizations 
reported they shared obituaries on 
social media.

• 37% of newsroom leaders said 
they care about the online analytics 
for obituaries, with leaders noting 
that the obituaries link on a naviga-
tion bar remains incredibly popular. 
As one leader wrote, “ever since 
internet analytics became available, 
obituaries have always ranked in 
the top three of our traffic.”

• 6% of newsrooms reported 
having a dedicated email news-
letter for obituaries, which some 
larger news organizations use as a 
revenue source.

• 33% of respondents agreed 
or strongly agreed that obituary 

pricing is easy to find on the 
newspaper’s website, and 23% 
said it is easy to locate in the print 
edition. Overall, newsroom leaders 
recognize that readers often lack 
awareness of obituary costs.

What remains to be explored 
in this study? We plan to conduct 
interviews with newsroom leaders 
to better understand their business 
decision-making processes and the 
reasoning behind their choices.

As long as newspapers can con-
tinue serving local communities, 
this commitment is likely to en-
dure. As one leader noted, “People 
wake up to check the obituaries to 
make sure their name isn’t listed!”

Hannah Artman is a post-doc-
toral research fellow in local news 
at the Missouri School of Journal-
ism. Nick Mathews is an assistant 
professor at the Missouri School 
of Journalism who specializes in 
local news and the economics of 
journalism. 

PRICING OBITS from Page 6

See MLB PARKS Page 9
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“Be the flame, not the moth.”
-- Giacomo Casanova

If I were to ask you to mark a spot 
on a line with a “1” on the left end 
and a “10” on the right end – with 
“10” representing “extremely pas-
sionate” and “1” representing “no 
passion at all” – how would you rate 
yourself when you think of your 
current passion for your newspaper? 

Reading a post by Joey Young, 
publisher in Kansas, prodded 
my thoughts toward passion this 
morning. Some of you are familiar 
with Joey. In many ways, he 
reminds me of the younger version 
of me. Joey is very passionate 
about newspapers, and his passion 
leads him – and Lindsey, his 
co-publisher and wife – to many 
interesting places. In his post, Joey 
wrote about his recent conversa-
tion with NPR podcast host Jake 
Williams. Jake hosts a podcast 
titled “Out of Print: The Unmaking 

of American News.”
As I looked back over Jake’s 

podcasts, I quickly realized I 
knew many of the newspaper 
folks he had interviewed. He 
seems genuinely interested in 
small community newspapers.

Okay, back to passion.
I spent my morning today 

visiting with the publisher of a 
well-known periodical about the 
possibility of taking ownership 
and moving it under my pub-
lishing company’s umbrella. We 
agreed there was great interest on 
both of our parts. Afterwards, I 
called a friend and brainstormed 

ideas to grow the publication and 
make it much more recognized 
than it currently is.

Before I knew it, I was listing 
influential writers (both in the 
U.S. and internationally) who 
could help by writing for the 
publication. I threw out an idea 
of localizing the periodical by 
getting news organizations around 
the world to submit their own ma-
terial and create localized “issues” 
that could be accessed online. 
We discussed who I could recruit 
to join quarterly focus groups to 
review the content and brainstorm 
ways to improve what we’re doing.

The conversation with my friend 
lasted less than 30 minutes. Still, 
in that short time, we came up 
with at least a dozen ideas for 
monetizing the publication and 
getting the right people in place to 
create something we could expand 
beyond its current audience. By the 
end of the conversation, we were 

both “hyped up” about the possibil-
ity of growing this periodical.

You can probably guess where 
I’m going with this. My question 
for you is, “Are you dreaming big 
enough?” In the phone conver-
sation with my friend, he kept 
reminding me that the most 
essential first step is to lay the 
groundwork – that is, to dream the 
dream – of what we’re building. 
Determining where the workforce 
and money will come from comes 
later. For now, however, it’s critical 
to dream about what could be. 
Afterwards, we can figure out how 
to get there.

Obviously, I don’t have enough 
to do if I’m thinking of taking on 
a project of this magnitude (yes, 
that’s a joke). Still, allow me to 
have this moment of passion. 
Allow me to dream of what could 
be. It’s futile to worry about the 
details until the dream is in place.

As we move further into 2026, 

it seems an appropriate time to 
take stock of where we are and to 
dream dreams of where we could 
be. Visualizing is an essential step 
in our personal lives (just call 
me “Dr. Kevin”) and in our role 
as journalists. Let me take this 
opportunity to encourage you to 
visualize where your newspaper 
could be in six months or a year.

I’m still feeling the passion of 
my morning conversations, and 
I’m sure I’ll act on them sooner 
rather than later. However, like 
most of you, it’s time for me to get 
back to work.

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.

The Tennessean in January 
hosted its third annual Journalism 
Academy for college students. Fif-
teen students from across the state 
gathered in the newsroom to be 
immersed in local and state news 
for two days.

The Academy serves many 
purposes. For The Tennessean, it 
strengthens ties with the universi-
ties across the state and introduces 
us to promising job recruits. It also 
infuses the newsroom with fresh 
energy for a couple days as journal-
ists accustomed to hopping from 
deadline to deadline get to take a 

moment to remember why this job 
is so important, and often fun.

But the main purpose of the 
Academy is to support and encour-
age future journalists. The students 
attend an opening dinner with 
the leadership of The Tennessean 
— the folks who make job offers. 
They then receive a day and a half 
of training from professional jour-
nalists on topics such as building 
a beat, visual journalism, pitching 
stories, digital production, feature 
writing, conducting investigations 
and overall professionalism.

The first day ends with one-on-
one mentorship with a Tennessean 
journalist.

The students also get to network 

with each other and talk shop 
about campus media. This year, 
students passed their phones in 
a circle at the end of one day to 
follow each other on Instagram.

The students selected to par-

ticipate in the 2026 
Academy were:

• Olivia Aber-
nathy, Belmont

• Stormi Adams, 
Memphis

• Micah Barkley, 
Lipscomb

• Aubree Curran, 
UT, Knoxville

• Brian Disoso, 
ETSU

• Jasmin Enriquez 
Martinez, Trevecca 

Nazarene 
• Adam Hitchcock, Tennessee 

Tech
• Lauren Holladay, UT, Knoxville
• Ashlen Jones, Lipscomb

• Abigail Krieg, Austin Peay
• DeAsia Powell, MTSU
• Liv Rapier, MTSU
• Ephraim Rodenbach, MTSU
• Sam Shoemaker, Memphis
• DaJha’ Wardlow, TSU
This program wouldn’t be 

possible without the contributions 
of those schools, their journalism 
professors and the participating 
students. We thank them and 
look forward to many more years 
of the Tennessee Journalism 
Academy.

If you or your college would be 
interested in participating next 
year, please email Liz Schubauer at 
lschubauer@tennessean.com.

From The 
News 
Guru
Kevin Slimp

Are you dreaming big enough? Recent conversations have ignited my passion

Tennessean hosts 15 college students in third annual Journalism Academy
LIZ SCHUBAUER
The Tennessean, Nashville
January 30, 2026

Ask the Editor: A goodbye letter to reporters and editors
Dear Six Rivers Media Reporters 

and Editors –
Friday, Jan. 23, was my 1,761st 

and last day with Six Rivers 
Media, wrapping up my 45 years 
working in newsrooms across the 
country.

CEO and owner Allen Rau asked 
that I write a column addressed to 
you. Here it goes:

Thoughts for Reporters:

Never forget that being a 
reporter is the greatest job in the 
world. The work you do makes a 

difference in a multitude of ways 
that you will never know about.

Start your day by reading all 
the local stories in all Six Rivers 
Media newspapers. A newspaper 
reflects the soul of a community. 
I cannot think of a better way 
to arrive at a sense of place and 
to understand what makes your 
community unique.

Make daily and weekly beat 
calls. Regularly add sources from 

all stations of life. Do not rely on the 
“usual suspects” as your sources.

Do not rely on email, text 
messages and phone calls. Hit the 
streets for face-to-face communica-
tion. Nothing better than old-fash-
ioned, shoe-leather reporting.

Make regular public records re-
quests to every layer of government 
for information that otherwise 
might not ever see the light of day.

Conflict is at the heart of every 

great story. Conflict is man vs. 
man, man vs. nature or man vs. 
himself.

Rarely, if ever, use unnamed 
sources in your stories. On-the-
record accounts provide strength 
and credibility, the demand for 
which has never been greater in 
this era of misinformation spread 
on social media.

Guest
Column

Rob Walters

See WALTERS Page 9
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Internalize AP Style.
Beat the competition on the 

street. If you get scooped, hit back 
harder by advancing the story.

Use Artificial Intelligence wise-
ly. Do not become a paint-by-num-
bers journalist.

Aspire to have your stories on 
Page 1.

Emphasize human elements.
If there’s a story to write, write 

it. Do not allow it to fester.
Take truth to power. If the Em-

peror has no clothes, say so.

Thoughts for Editors:
Keep readers top of mind.
Trust and empower your report-

ers. Delegate. Encourage ideas from 
the bottom up. You will be reward-
ed with creativity, enthusiasm and 
better newspapers for the readers.

Push reporters to find and un-
earth stories -- stories that people 
talk about. Emphasize larger 
themes. Look at the larger picture 
and analyze the information or 
situation — where is the story go-
ing, where might it go next, where 
could we take it deeper?

Engage the public by speaking 
to groups in person – from sewing 
clubs to chambers of commerce. 
Get out of the office.

Offer sincere praise and kudos 
to your reporters.

Enter your best work in journal-
ism contests.

Do not overreact to outliers.
Choose face-to-face communi-

cation versus email as much as 
possible.

Give a voice to the voiceless, the 
poor and downtrodden.

If there’s a story to edit, edit it. 
Do not allow it to fester.

Take truth to power. If the Em-
peror has no clothes, say so.

Thoughts for All:
You have produced incredible, 

change-inducing journalism. 
Public service journalism. You tell 
the kind of stories that hit readers 
where they live. You do this daily.

Hold true to the newsrooms’ 
three overarching goals: 1) Get it 
right the first time; 2) Break the 

kind of news that others follow, 
and; 3) Tell great stories.

Be good to one another.

Thoughts for Readers:
Your subscription supports Six 

Rivers Media’s fearless journalism. 
Thank you.

Final thoughts:
I will miss all of you. I have 

been greatly honored to call you 
my colleagues and friends.

-30-

This column was originally 
published Jan. 24 by Johnson City 
Press and is republished here with 
permission.

the stadium itself and was more of 
a show if that makes sense.”

With regards to the parks with 
the best views, Murphy was quick 
to credit PNC Park in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania.

“It is beautiful,” said Murphy, 
“You have the three rivers in Pitts-
burgh which converge right there 
at the stadium.”

Many lists of the finest parks – 
considering views, food, atmo-
sphere, and relative affordability – 
have PNC atop the pile, a testament 
to the beauty of the park consider-
ing the Pirates’ relative misfortune 
over the last two decades.

Speaking of the dining options 
available in the parks, though, 
Murphy said the finest food at 
any park was a bratwurst with 
fried scallions and cheese curds at 
Kauffman Stadium in Kansas City, 
Mo., but also recommended the 
classic Canadian cuisine poutine 
(French fries, brown gravy, and 
cheese curd) in Toronto, Canada’s 
Rogers Centre.

“You have got to try it,” said 
Murphy. “I like to call it a ‘stroke 
in a bowl.’”

In terms of loudest or most bois-
terous environments, Murphy was 
quick to name Citizens Bank Park 
in Philadelphia, Pa.

“Somehow or other, in speak-
ing to folks at the stadium, they 
got word it was my first time in 
Philadelphia and upgraded me to 
front row seats,” said Murphy. “I 
was down there talking to the ball 
girls and you can hear everything 
from the front row – every obscen-
ity from the crowd, everything 
shouted, and I remember thinking 
‘Okay, this is cool.’”

When thinking about the 
history of the game and the things 
he saw across the 30 ball parks, 
Murphy said the incredible expe-
riences at Fenway Park were some 
of the moments he most registered 
as seeing “the story of the game” 
through.

“For me, I think Turner Field 
in Atlanta was also very special,” 
said Murphy. “When you walked 
into Turner before they built Truist 
Park, it was one of the best base-
ball atmospheres ever.”

The most modern park in Major 
League Baseball is Globe Life Field, 
home of the Texas Rangers in Ar-
lington, Tex.; as such, it is the new-
est field Murphy has seen. On the 
opposite end of the spectrum is the 
oldest active park in Major League 
Baseball – Fenway itself.

Murphy said if he could recom-
mend fans going to any one MLB 
ballpark in the United States, he 
would send them to Fenway Park 
in Boston.

“Just because of the feel and the 
nostalgia factor, it would have to 
be Fenway for me,” said Murphy, 
“It felt like Ted Williams could 
step into the batter’s box at any 
moment.”

Across the ball parks, Murphy 
has collected an authentic jersey 
from all of the 30 stadiums he 
has visited, resulting in a unique 
memento collection, and physical 
representation of the memories 
made on the journey.

“That was the only souvenir I 
even wanted and said, ‘You know 
what would be cool?’” said Mur-
phy. “A jersey from every single 
stadium.”

Mentally, Murphy has accrued 
quite the collection of things 
witnessed he will take with him 

forever, too. One instance he point-
ed to was on September 6, 2013, 
where he witnessed journeyman 
pitcher Yusmeiro Petit miss out 
on a perfect game by a single out. 
Pinch-hitter Eric Chavez produced 
a single which onrushing right 
fielder Hunter Pence dove for and 
caught on a short hop.

“Petit was within one out of a 
perfect game,” said Murphy. “Oh, I 
will never forget that game as long 
as I live.”

Despite his brushes with base-
ball immortality, Murphy admitted 
he has never seen a benches-clear-
ing brawl nor an ejection in his 
games attended across the country.

When asked for an “All-Cody” 
Team of players he’s seen live, 
Murphy was quick to name Petit 
to the squad before labelling Mets 
third baseman David Wright, Rays 
third baseman Evan Longoria, and 
Rangers outfielder Josh Hamilton 
as some of the finest he has had a 
chance to see live.

From attending games in the 
peak of “Big Mac Mania” follow-
ing Mark McGwire and Sammy 
Sosa’s incredible quest to surpass 
Roger Maris’ 61-home runs in a 
single season across 1999 as a 
13-year-old, Murphy has spent 
time marking off each park and 
stadium in the big leagues serious-
ly since 2012.

Beyond the parks themselves, 
Murphy said he got to enjoy lots of 
history, highlighting a trip to Niag-
ara Falls in Canada with family in 
2011 as inspiring his quest.

“For instance, when we were 
in California, we flew out maybe 
two or three days prior to the ball 
games and went to see Yosemite 
National Park,” said Murphy. “In 
my opinion, that is the most beau-

tiful place in the country.”
The park furthest from Mur-

phy’s hometown of Bethel Springs 
is T-Mobile Park in Seattle, Wash., 
which may not be surprising to 
learn was the final piece of the 
30-stadium puzzle for Cody.

In June 2025, Murphy ticked the 
final box.

Murphy and his family had 
wanted to cruise to Alaska for 
years, being usurped by COVID 
and other things before finally 
scheduling the trip for earlier in 
the year.

“We made a round trip, depart-
ing from Seattle and returning 
there,” said Murphy. “I remember 
looking and seeing lots of away 
games for the Mariners while we 
were in town, all except for the 
evening the ship returned to port 
in Seattle.”

At the end of his journey, Mur-
phy recalls telling friends he felt 
disbelief the trek had ended, but 
a sense of joy for his accomplish-
ment, as well.

Murphy understands there may 
be people inspired by his trip to 
every park and said he has simple 
advice for them.

“Just do it, even if you think it is 
unrealistic,” said Murphy. “I know 
it is cliché to say but just dive in 
and start planning and do it.”

As for Murphy, he does not 
presently see any other stadium 
hunts in his future, though, as a 
baseball fan, surely new parks 
will appeal to him – the Athletics’ 
plans to build a park in their new 
hometown of Las Vegas, Nev. will 
certainly appeal to Cody.

Across his travels, Cody said he 
has learned not only that he could 
live out of a suitcase if necessary, 
but that people across the country 

are “all the same.”
“People are all pretty similar, 

I have found,” said Murphy. “We 
all go to work and have normal 
lives, nobody is really better than 
anyone else, and everyone for the 
most part was very friendly.”

As far as his baseball fandom is 
concerned, Murphy believes seeing 
all 30 ballparks has only made it 
stronger.

“Watching on TV now, I can say, 
‘Hey, I’ve been there . . . I’ve sat in 
those seats,’” said Murphy. “I am 
definitely a bigger fan now.”

(Writer’s note: In case you were 
curious, Cody has my total number 
of ballparks beaten by 25. Way to 
go for the milestone, Cody! Thanks 
again for the interview.)

MLB PARKS from Page 7

WALTERS from Page 8

Rick Wagner/Six Rivers Media

Rob Walters leads a session on 
public records requests and 
federal Freedom of Information 
requests at the Six Rivers College 
Media Day held in Oct. 2025.

Tennessee Press 
Association 
 Foundation 

Grant request 
deadline 

April 30, 2026
The Tennessee Press Associa-
tion Foundation is accepting 
grant applications for consid-
eration at its summer meeting. 
April 30 is the deadline for 
requests to be considered for 
fiscal year 2027. Contact TPAF 
Secretary/Treasurer Mark Mill-
sap at mmillsap@ tnpress.com 
for the application.
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In the wake of Charlie Kirk’s 
assassination on Sept. 10, 2025, 
there were several major First 
Amendment issues being raised 
and questions being asked.

On Wednesday, Sept. 17, ABC 
suspended Jimmy Kimmel’s late-
night show indefinitely following 
comments he made about Kirk 
and after Federal Communications 
Commission Chairman Brendan 
Carr seemed to threaten regula-
tory action against ABC, raising 
questions about how or whether 
the government can regulate 
broadcast TV content or pressure 
others to do so.

Earlier in the week, U.S. Attor-
ney General Pam Bondi received 
bipartisan pushback for multiple 
incorrect First Amendment-related 
statements: that hate speech is not 
free speech (it is, and Bondi sub-
sequently acknowledged as much) 
and that the government can pros-

ecute companies like Office Depot 
for not allowing customers to print 
Kirk memorial flyers (it cannot).

Additionally, a number of private 
and public sector employees have 
faced calls for termination or have 
been fired, businesses have been 
criticized for their Kirk-related 
commentary or actions, and social 
media platforms have wrestled 
with how or whether to moderate 
coverage and commentary.

On Tuesday, Sept. 16, The 
Washington Post added “several 
U.S. airlines, Office Depot, and 
Nasdaq,” to their running list of 
more than 30 employers who had 

punished or fired employees for 
statements about Kirk’s death. 
“Clemson University, MSNBC, 
the Federal Emergency Manage-
ment Agency and the Carolina 
Panthers” had fired employees for 
their comments, the Post report-
ed, as well as “several local fire 
departments and school districts.”

Meanwhile, while guest-hosting 
Kirk’s podcast on Monday, Sept. 
15, Vice President J.D. Vance said 
people should report to employers 
anyone celebrating Kirk’s death.

“Call them out, and hell, call 
their employer,” Vance said. “We 
don’t believe in political violence, 
but we do believe in civility.”

The First Amendment protects 
controversial speech, but it doesn’t 
apply in all situations. What does it 
say about hate speech, getting fired 
for your speech, doxing and more?

Here are answers to some of the 
most frequently asked questions 
we’re hearing.

Can an employer fire an 
employee for contro-
versial speech or social 
media posts?

In many cases, yes.
The First Amendment protects 

private speech from government 
censorship, not from censorship 
by a private party.

This means private employers 
are not violating the First Amend-
ment — and in fact are simply 
exercising their own First Amend-
ment rights — when they fire an 
employee for saying something 
controversial. Private employers 
generally have a First Amendment 
right to fire employees for purely 
speech-related reasons.

ABC’s Kimmel cancellation raises 
broader First Amendment questions 
because of the potential coercion by 
the FCC. But looking solely through 
an employee-rights lens, ABC is just 
like any other private employer, free 
to discipline employees for their 
speech without running afoul of the 
First Amendment.

Government employers, on the 
other hand, are subject to some 
First Amendment limits when 
they discipline employees for their 
speech. A government employee, 
sometimes referred to as a public 
employee, is anyone who works 
for a government entity. Public 
employees include public school 
teachers, public university profes-
sors, police, firefighters and others 
in civil service. The Supreme Court 
has established a balancing test 
that seeks to ensure government 
employees can still speak out about 
matters of public concern and 
exercise their First Amendment 
rights as citizens, while giving the 
government broad leeway to ensure 
workplace efficiency.

Courts first ask whether the 
employee was speaking as part of 
their job duties. If so, they can be 
disciplined for saying something 
controversial. For example, an 
agency’s social media manager 
posting an unsanctioned message 
on the agency X account and a 
manager sending an agency-wide 
email to criticize the boss rather 
than raising concerns through 
designated channels are unlikely 
to get First Amendment protection.

Public employees’ speech 
outside their job duties is gener-
ally more protected. Here, a court 
asks whether the employee was 
speaking about a matter of public 

concern, which includes just about 
any newsworthy social or political 
issue. If not, they can be disci-
plined. If so, then they can only be 
disciplined if their speech was like-
ly to cause a workplace disruption.

Disciplining educators for speech 
in public school settings, like K-12 
and university classrooms, raises 
unique constitutional issues. This 
is an area where the law is still 
evolving. Courts have struggled 
to determine which legal standard 
to apply — not just to academic 
freedom cases, but to cases where 
teachers speak in a personal 
capacity outside their job duties. 
Courts have more often sided with 
school districts when teachers are 
disciplined for allegedly disruptive 
personal social media posts, even 
when those posts are made outside 
of school and off the clock.

In June, the Supreme Court 
passed on an opportunity to offer 
additional clarity in this area of the 
law, declining to hear the case of a 
public school teacher fired for social 
media posts her school district said 
were “derogatory and disruptive.”

Bottom line: Private sector 
employees have no First Amend-
ment protection from speech-re-
lated discipline by their employer. 
Government employees enjoy First 
Amendment rights by virtue of 
working for the government, but 
not without limits. Government 
employers have broader rights 
to discipline employees who say 
certain controversial things in the 
course of their official job duties 
than those who are expressing 
personal opinions that bear no 
relation to their official positions. 
And government can punish em-
ployees for speech outside of job 
duties when the employees have 
spoken on things that aren’t a mat-
ter of public concern or say things 
that will disrupt the workplace.

Is doxing protected by 
the First Amendment?

Often, yes — but not always.
Doxing refers to publicly ex-

Major First Amendment issues raised following Kirk assassination
Freedom
Forum

Alex Morey

See KIRK Page 11
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Charlie Kirk speaking in Milwau-
kee in July 2024. Reactions to his 
death by assassination in Sep-
tember 2025 generated all kinds 
of First Amendment questions 
regarding free speech.
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posing information — sometimes 
already publicly available — that 
can be used to locate, contact or 
identify someone without their 
consent. This often includes per-
sonal details like home addresses, 
email addresses, phone numbers or 
other contact information, and is 
sometimes done as a form of pun-
ishment, harassment or revenge.

In the United States, publishing 
someone’s personal information is 
not automatically illegal, especial-
ly if the information was already 
public.

Doxing can lose First Amend-
ment protection if it goes beyond 
merely sharing available informa-
tion when, for example, it:

• Constitutes a true threat.
• Is part of a pattern of harass-

ment.
• Intentionally inflicts emotion-

al distress.
• Reveals certain nonpublic, 

sensitive information such as per-
sonal financial, medical or private 
contact details.

Some states have specific an-
ti-doxing laws, but they must align 
with First Amendment standards. 
Texas’ anti-doxing law, for exam-
ple, makes it a criminal offense to 
post a person’s address or phone 
number “with the intent to cause 
harm or a threat of harm to the 
individual or a member of the 
individual’s family or household.”

Watchdog or protest groups 
compiling publicly available re-
cords — such as property owner-
ship databases, political donations 
or names of activists — are gener-
ally protected, even if the informa-
tion being publicized might upset 
the people involved. For example, 
the publication of activists’ names 
on sites like Canary Mission has 
raised ethical concerns but, absent 
explicit threats or harassment, 
remains First Amendment-pro-
tected speech. This would likely 
be the case for people collecting 
and sharing publicly available 
information about, or social media 
posts of, Kirk critics.

By contrast, Kelley Wolf, wife 
of actor Scott Wolf, was arrested 
in Utah in August after allegedly 
posting her estranged husband’s 
private cell phone number online, 
alongside commentary authori-
ties alleged encouraged others to 
harass him. She was charged with 
two misdemeanors, including elec-
tronic disclosure of personal iden-
tifying information and electronic 
communications harassment.

In short, while free speech 
protections for sharing public 
information are broad, they do 
not extend to speech that crosses 
into threats, harassment or serious 
invasions of privacy.

Is hate speech protected 
by the First Amendment?

Yes.
The First Amendment pro-

tects the widest possible range of 
speech, including “hate speech” 
from government punishment or 
control.

In the U.S., you have a First 
Amendment right to express views 
others find offensive, upsetting 
or even hateful without being pun-
ished by the government. You can 
generally use racial slurs, endorse 
violence or purposely say hateful 
things about other people — even 
though it may be considered repre-
hensible by some.

This is a First Amendment fea-
ture, not a bug. In order to identify 
and punish hate speech, elected 
officials would need to insert their 
own subjective views about right 
and wrong and make judgments 
about which opinions and view-
points are off limits and which are 
favored. This is known as viewpoint 
discrimination, one of the clearest 
First Amendment violations.

If the government were to 
punish hate speech, the standard 
for what constitutes “hate speech” 
would vary and change over time, 
and speakers would always have 
to guess whether they are vio-
lating the law or not and would 
be likely to self-censor to avoid 
getting in trouble. This means a 
hate speech law would also violate 
the First Amendment’s prohibition 
on vague, overbroad laws.

The First Amendment guards 
against this kind of censorship 
by ensuring the widest range of 
speech — even hate speech — is 
protected.

In order to avoid censoring 
viewpoints, no matter how objec-
tionable those views may seem, 
courts have recognized a few 
well-defined categories of speech 
that are unprotected by the First 
Amendment.

The First Amendment exceptions 
most relevant to hate speech include 
true threats, incitement to imminent 
lawless action, fighting words and 
defamation — each of which has a 
precise legal definition.

When any of these narrowly 
defined exceptions to the First 
Amendment apply, the speaker 

is not punished for the words 
they are saying but because their 
words are delivered in a way that 
is intended to cause or does cause 
harm. For example, including a 
racial slur in a public speech to an 
assembled audience might elicit 
allegations of “hate speech,” but 
that use is likely First Amend-
ment-protected. Conversely, direct-
ing a racial slur at someone in a 
face-to-face conversation in a man-
ner likely to provoke a reaction 
could meet the legal definition of 
fighting words.

In sum, speech that is labeled 
as “hate speech” may fall into an 
unprotected category of speech, 
but speech cannot be punished by 
the government solely because it 
may be viewed as hateful.

Can social media com-
panies ban or suspend 
accounts for controversial 
posts?

Generally, yes.
Social media companies are 

private actors with a First Amend-
ment right to make and enforce 
platform rules. These platforms 
can bar certain types of speech 
that don’t align with their terms 
of use. For example, several social 
media companies ban or restrict 
“hateful” or “offensive” content. 
By opting to use private social 
media platforms like X, TikTok, 
Instagram or Facebook, you agree 
to follow their rules.

One way the First Amendment 
can come into play on social me-
dia is when government agencies 
or officials use these platforms.

Government actors create First 
Amendment controversies when 
they threaten particular people or 
private companies with punish-

ment for their speech.
For example, government offi-

cials have used their social media 
accounts to call for public employ-
ees to be punished for expressing 
controversial views. That, by itself, 
may not violate the First Amend-
ment, as government officials have 
the right to express their views. 
What does violate the First Amend-
ment is wielding official power to 
chill or censor controversial (but 
otherwise protected) speech, like 
forcing a private employer to fire an 
employee under threat of govern-
ment punishment.

Another example of First 
Amendment-prohibited chilling 
of speech would be a government 
official threatening a social media 
platform with legal action unless 
the platform bans a speaker or 
deletes a post. A government actor 
pressuring a third party to sup-
press First Amendment-protected 
speech is known as “jawboning.”

The government can also violate 
the First Amendment through its 
actions as a social media account 
owner. For example, an official 
government agency or government 
actor’s account can’t block fol-
lowers or delete comments solely 
because the government actor 
doesn’t like what the commenter 
is saying. These actions run afoul 
of the First Amendment’s prohibi-
tion on viewpoint discrimination.

Can private companies re-
fuse service to people with 
certain political views?

Yes.
Antidiscrimination law bars 

companies from discriminating 
against people in certain protected 
classes. For example, business-
es cannot discriminate against 
people because of their race or 

gender. But political viewpoint 
isn’t a protected class. This means 
that under the First Amendment, 
businesses can refuse service to 
people with particular views.

The Supreme Court has also 
held that businesses can’t be 
forced to create or express partic-
ular messages. In 303 Creative v. 
Elenis LLC (2023), the court sided 
with a website designer who ob-
jected to making custom wedding 
websites for same-sex weddings 
as contrary to her religious beliefs. 
Colorado’s antidiscrimination 
law prohibited businesses from 
denying services based on sexual 
orientation. The court agreed 
Colorado’s law ran afoul of the 
First Amendment as the website 
designer wasn’t objecting to serv-
ing a particular customer, she was 
objecting to being forced to use 
her creative design skills to create 
a website promoting a message 
with which she didn’t agree. The 
court indicated this would apply 
to any situation in which someone 
was hired to create or express a 
message contrary to their beliefs.

In the example of the Office De-
pot employee who refused to print 
flyers advertising a vigil for Kirk, 
Office Depot is a private company 
that can make its own choices 
about policies on creative expres-
sion, and it does. Office Depot said 
in a statement that the employee 
who refused to print a customer’s 
order had violated those policies. 
While Office Depot can set its own 
rules regarding employee conduct, 
the government cannot make 
Office Depot change its policies 
to force employees to express or 
disavow particular views.

The First Amendment may 
interact with other laws and 
regulations, including state-spe-
cific employment laws and federal 
antidiscrimination or whistleblow-
er laws. If you have a specific legal 
question, consult an employment 
lawyer or other expert in your area.

Alex Morey is a First Amend-
ment specialist at Freedom Forum. 
She can be reached at amorey@
freedomforum.org. This column 
was originally published Sept. 18, 
2025, at freedomforum.org and is 
republished here with permission 
from Freedom Forum. 
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Charlie Kirk’s mourners came out 
in droves around the USA to pay 
their respects following his mur-
der Sept. 10, 2025.
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Courts have recognized that 
First Amendment rights generally 
protect people when recording law 
enforcement who are on duty and 
in a public area — in photos, video 
or audio. But there are limits on 
when, where and how.

Today’s mobile devices often 
mean people are recording when 
law enforcement activity is begin-
ning or underway, sometimes pro-
ducing conflicts with authorities.

In this post, we take a deep 
dive into recording law enforce-
ment officers — which extends 
beyond police officers to include 
anyone who has the power to 
act on behalf of a local, state or 
federal government in order to 
maintain public order and safety 
by preventing, investigating and 
prosecuting crimes. We explore 
when you can (and can’t) film 
law enforcement, what the courts 
have said, and more.

Is it legal to record law 
enforcement?

Courts have protected a general 

right to record law enforcement 
when the officers are performing 
official actions in a public space, 
such as a street or park. This right 
is protected under both freedom of 
speech as free expression and free-
dom of the press, which includes 
protection for gathering informa-
tion about the government and for 
sharing it with others.

If law enforcement officers are 
inside your home, you have a right 
to record them, but you are subject 
to the same limits as outside.

 
Are there times law 
enforcement cannot 
be recorded?

There are a host of cautionary 
things to consider. Courts have 

said recording law enforcement 
can be limited or prohibited 
when:

• Interfering with official duties: 
Courts often defer to law enforce-
ment judgment over on-the-spot 
decisions in cases when recording 
interferes with officers’ official 
duties. But that deference is not a 
“blank check”: Prosecutors would 
have to prove the person intended 
to interfere or reasonably should 
have known they were interfer-
ing with law enforcement based 
on the circumstances — and the 
person doing the recording will be 
able to present evidence this was 
not the case.

• Ensuring public safety: Law 
enforcement officers can set 
reasonable conditions, such as the 
distance the public must stand 
back, in the name of public safety 
or to prevent damage to a crime 
scene.

• Preventing trespassing: Courts 
may prohibit recording that in-
volves the public entering private 
property, even when the person 
making the recording is immedi-
ately following law enforcement 
officers, or when someone records 
without permission inside police 
stations and jails.

• Preserving privacy rights: Re-
cording can be limited if it violates 
privacy rights, such as through 
the use of technology to make 
audio or video recordings inside a 
private residence. Generally, with 
very limited exceptions, there 
are no claims to privacy rights in 
public spaces.

• Prohibiting criminal activity: 
Recording may be prohibited if 
law enforcement officers have 
reasonable grounds to believe the 
act of recording itself is inciting 
violence or encouraging others to 
commit a crime, such as inciting 
a mob or encouraging a person 
being arrested to resist or attack 
police.

Some courts also have found 
recording to be illegal when the 
aim is to expose certain legally 
justified law enforcement activ-
ities that are sensitive in nature 
and would be jeopardized if made 
public, such as surveillance of a 
criminal suspect or a court-ap-
proved undercover operation.

Recording the regular activity of 
law enforcement officers, such as 
how and when an officer regularly 
leaves home to go to work, may be 
judged to be “stalking” or intimi-

dation. And some states have laws 
banning the recording of private 
conversations without the per-
mission of one or all of the people 
involved, regardless of location 
or if law enforcement officers are 
involved.

There are different restrictions 
in some states on recording audio 
— which apply to the audio heard 
in a video recording. Several 
states, for example, require either 
permission from others being 
recorded (so-called “two-party” 
states) or notification that a re-
cording is being made.

Some states have also enact-
ed or considered “police buffer 
zones”: distances that people 
must stand away from police 
activities, including when record-
ing. These include Louisiana, 
Indiana and Florida.

What do the courts say 
about recording law 
enforcement?

While the U.S. Supreme Court 
has not ruled directly on a citi-
zen’s right to record law enforce-
ment, in the 1972 case Branzburg 
v. Hayes, Supreme Court justices 
said that “without some protection 
for seeking out the news, freedom 
of the press could be eviscerated.” 
This has been interpreted to in-
clude recording law enforcement.

A number of federal appellate 
courts have upheld a right to 
record law enforcement, citing the 
First Amendment and the necessi-
ty to hold authorities accountable.

For example, in 2022, a U.S. 
Court of Appeals for the 10th Cir-
cuit held in Irizarry v. Yehia that 
“filming the police and other pub-
lic officials as they perform their 
official duties acts as ‘a watchdog 
of government activity’” and is a 
constitutional right.

Law enforcement officers may 
legally confiscate a person’s 
recording device when arresting 
them or when serving a subpoe-
na or search warrant that covers 
their phone. But officers cannot 
search your phone without a 
warrant, or order you to delete 
photos, video or audio. With-
out specific court orders to the 
contrary, the authorities may only 
possess your phone for adminis-
trative purposes, such as storage 
of personal possessions taken 
when a person is arrested.

In Riley v. California (2014), the 
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U.S. Supreme Court said police 
need court approval to search the 
contents of a phone seized during 
arrest. Chief Justice John Roberts 
wrote:

“Modern cell phones are not just 
another technological conve-
nience. With all they contain and 
all they may reveal, they hold for 
many Americans ‘the privacies 
of life.’ The fact that technology 
now allows an individual to carry 
such information in his hand does 
not make the information any 
less worthy of the protection for 
which the Founders fought. Our 
answer to the question of what 
police must do before searching 
a cell phone seized incident to an 
arrest is accordingly simple — get 
a warrant.”

Editor’s note: Effective July 1, 
2025, a new Tennessee law went 
into effect— Tennessee Code Annot-
ed 39-16-612  

Offense for approaching law 
enforcement officers against orders 
during official duties.

(a) A person commits an offense 
who intentionally approaches, 
within twenty-five feet (25’), a law 
enforcement officer after the officer 
has ordered the person to stop 
approaching or to retreat and the 
officer is lawfully engaged in the ex-
ecution of official duties involving:

(1) A lawful traffic stop;
(2) An active investigation of the 

scene of an alleged crime; or
(3) An ongoing and immediate 

threat to public safety.
(b) It is an affirmative defense 

to a violation of subsection (a) that 
the lawful order was not received or 
understood by the person and was 
not capable of being received or un-
derstood under the conditions and 
circumstances that existed at the 
time of the issuance of the order.

(c) A violation of subsection (a) 
is a Class B misdemeanor.

Gene Policinski is a senior fellow 
for the First Amendment at Free-
dom Forum. He can be reached at 
gpolicinski@freedomforum.org. The 
column was originally published 
Jan. 14, 2026, at freedomforum.
org and is republished here with 
permission.

This information is intended 
solely for educational purposes. It 
is not intended to serve as legal ad-
vice or as a substitute for profes-
sional counsel.

TPA Day on the Hill
Tuesday, Feb. 24, 2026

Save the date!


