
Libel Law
SPLC.org
      @SPLC
      @StudentPressLawCenter

Student Press Law Center



Student Press Law Center 

Provides free legal help and information on media law 
issues to student journalists and their advisers

SPLC.org







Libel Law When good words go bad



“Sticks and stones can break your bones, 
but words can never hurt you….”  

Tell it to the judge.





Publication of a 
false statement of 
fact that seriously 
harms someone’s 
reputation.

Libel: An 
Oversimplified 

Definition 



Defamation

Libel:
Printed Defamation 
(More permanent)

Slander:
Spoken Defamation 
(More fleeting)



“Principal Jones 
stole a school bus 
and used it for a 
family vacation 
this summer.”

Photo by Austin Pacheco on Unsplash
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● Articles
● Headlines
● Photo captions
● In-house 
● Advertisements
● Promotional material
● Cartoons

Publication: Broadly defined



Libel Law MythBuster #1
You are not responsible for published 
statements or material made or created by 
others.

FALSE: In print-based media, you are 
responsible for everything you publish, even 
when it was created by a third-party.



Publication: Broadly defined
● Letters to the editor
● Senior wills and 

epitaphs
● Quotes 
● Guest columns
● Editorials
● Classified ads

● Articles
● Headlines
● Photo captions
● In-house 
● Advertisements
● Promotional 

material
● Cartoons



“Twibel” 

Publication: Broadly defined
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Libel: An 
Oversimplified 

Definition 



Identification

Photo by Hannah Nelson from Pexels



Libel Law MythBuster #2
You have not identified a person if you 
don’t use their name.

FALSE: You can identify a person by 
description.



Identification
“Party drugs” focus of new campus program

Editor’s Note:  Some names and identifying details in the following 
article have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals who 
have requested it. The changes are clearly noted. 
  
Tyler and Emily, not their real names, had been dating for almost two 
months when they decided to go on an overnight camping trip with 
some of Tyler’s friends two summers ago.   



Identification
Too much information 
— in text or photos — 
can inadvertently 
identify a 
“disguised” subject



Identification



“The top official 
at Central High 
School is being 
investigated for 
stealing a school 
bus and using it 
for a family 
vacation this 
summer.”
 

Identification

[Photo by Austin Pacheco on Unsplash.]

https://unsplash.com/@austin_pacheco?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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“A top official at 
Central High School 
is being 
investigated for 
stealing a school 
bus and using it 
for a family 
vacation this 
summer.”

Identification - Group Libel

[Photo by Austin Pacheco on Unsplash.]

https://unsplash.com/@austin_pacheco?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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“School district 
officials are 
investigating a 
claim that a 
district employee 
stole a school bus 
over the summer and 
used it for a 
family vacation.”

Identification

[Photo by Austin Pacheco on Unsplash.]

https://unsplash.com/@austin_pacheco?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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Truth: 
An Absolute Defense 



The Catch: 
Knowing something is true 
and proving it’s true can 
be two different things.



“According to a police 
report obtained by the 
Student Times, Principal 
Jones allegedly took a 
school bus from the 
district’s bus garage 
without permission on 
July 2 and used it for a 
family vacation. He has 
been charged with theft. 

Truth: An Absolute Defense

[Photo by Austin Pacheco on Unsplash.]
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“Pure” statements of 
opinion cannot be libelous.



“Mixed” statements 
of fact and opinion 
can be libelous



Libel Law MythBuster #3
As long as you preface your statement with a 
qualifier such as “In my opinion,” or “allegedly,” 
or “I think,” you cannot be successfully sued for 
libel.

FALSE: While such qualifiers have their place, 
there are no “magic words” that will always shield 
you from liability.



Satire, Jokes 
and Cartoons

 [April Fools Day by Clipart.info is 
licensed under CC BY 4.0]



Satire, Jokes 
and Cartoons

[Photo by Marvin Harrell from FreeImages]

The Test: 

Would a reasonable 
person understand 
that the statement is 
not intended to be 
taken seriously?



New school policy requires football 
players wear protective bubble wrap
Controversial “Consent-Before-Tackle” rule tabled for now  

Satire, Jokes 
and Cartoons

If our football team looks a little puffier this 
year, don’t blame it on one too many 
doughnuts or a lack of physical conditioning 
during pre-season. It’s the bubble wrap.

A school policy passed in March after parents 
and others expressed concern over new 
evidence linking football to a heightened risk 
of brain injury requires that all players cover 
themselves in bubble wrap before stepping 
onto the field this fall. 
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Red Flag Statements
• Accusations of illegal conduct or 
involvement with the criminal justice 
system or criminals

• Charges of sexual misconduct or promiscuity

• Statements that attack a person’s honesty 
or integrity



Red Flag Statements
• Negative statements about grades or academic 
ability

• Statements of racial, religious or ethnic 
bigotry

• Charges that question a person’s financial 
stability, creditworthiness or economic status

• Statements that negatively affect a person’s 
ability to engage in his business, trade or 
profession



Publication of a 
false statement of 
fact that seriously 
harms someone’s 
reputation.

Libel: An 
Oversimplified 

Definition 



The First Amendment requires that in order 
for media defendants to be held 
responsible for libel, the person suing 
must show — at a minimum — that the 
reporter/editor acted unreasonably.

N.Y. Times v. Sullivan (1964)

Fault Required



The Lesson:
If you always do what a reasonable 
reporter should do (and don’t do what a 
reasonable reporter wouldn’t do), you 
will never be successfully sued for 
libel.



• Use trustworthy sources — in quality and 
number
• Evaluate your sources
• Do not overstate their credibility

Acting Reasonably



• Take accurate notes

• Documents, documents, documents

Acting Reasonably



• Be rigorous in your choice of language
 

• Talk to all sides — including the subject

Acting Reasonably



“According to a police 
report obtained by the 
Student Times, Principal 
Jones allegedly took a 
school bus from the 
district’s bus garage 
without permission on July 
2. He has been charged 
with grand theft auto. 
Jones declined several 
requests for comment. 
 

Acting Reasonably – Talk to all sides

[Photo by Austin Pacheco on Unsplash.]
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• Report — don’t “sell”

• Be open-minded

• Do the work required — or don’t do the 
story

Acting Reasonably



• Develop — and stick to — an effective and 
proven editing policy

• Never publish a story if you doubt its 
truth

Acting Reasonably



• Respond to all complaints in a timely and 
courteous fashion

• Seek legal help when necessary

Post-Publication



Seek help when you need it.

Hotline: SPLC.org/legalhelp
Emergency: (202) 785-5450

SPLC.org
      @SPLC
      @StudentPressLawCenter

Student Press Law Center



Libel Law for High School Student Journalists was originally written and produced by the Student 
Press Law Center in 2006 thanks to a grant from the Newspaper Association of America Foundation 
(now the News Media Alliance.)  The presentation has been updated several times over the years.  

This work is licensed under Creative Commons. Permission to use and display this classroom 
presentation for noncommercial, educational purposes is hereby granted.  Proper attribution to the 
Student Press Law Center is required.  Any commercial use, reproduction or editing of this 
presentation is prohibited without the express written permission of the Student Press Law Center.

While every effort is made to ensure the accuracy of the information contained in Press Law Primer 
for High School Student Journalists it provides general guidance and information only. It is neither 
intended nor represented as a substitute for obtaining case-specific advice from a licensed and 
experienced media law attorney in your state.

You can help the Student Press Law Center create new generations of Americans who will 
understand and defend the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution and the values it embodies 
through your tax-deductible contribution.  Go to www.splc.org/give for details. 
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