CHAPTER OPENER

A Big Decision at Taccoa Falls

Joel Elliott, the editor of the student newspaper at Toccoa Falls College in Toccoa Falls, Georgia, had a big decision to make.  Along with editing the school paper, Joel worked full-time at the town's local paper, the Toccoa Record.  There, one of his coworkers gave him a tip:  There was a rumor that the President of Toccoa Falls College had falsified his resume, and had never received the master's degree he claimed to have.

Elliott did not believe the rumor.  After all, Toccoa Falls was a small, Christian college where ethics was always an important consideration.  Elliott decided to investigate the story in order to disprove it.  He had an assignment due in his advanced reporting class, and this seemed like a good way to fulfill it.

At first, his research uncovered no surprises.  All of the college publications he looked into clearly stated that the president of the college, Donald O. Young, did indeed hold a master’s degree from the Fuller School of World Missions in Pasadena, California.  Just to be thorough, though, Elliott then checked with the Fuller School.  He was shocked to discover that according to the school, President Young had never completed his degree.


Elliott then checked with President Young to see if the school was somehow mistaken.  Young told him that the claim of a master's degree was a mistake made by a former secretary.  Everyone in the faculty and administration knew he had no graduate degree, the President told him.


Elliott then checked with the chairman of Toccoa’s Board of Trustees, who told him that the board was unaware that Young had no graduate degree.  In fact, he said ”Mr. Young would not have made the first cut as a candidate for the presidency if the board had known.”
 


Elliott now had a story, but he found himself in an ethical quandary.  Was it ethical to publish a story that would probably damage the credibility of his school, and might ruin the career of a man who was otherwise an effective administrator?  Or was the ethical thing to publish the information he knew to be true?  Were his loyalties to his school, or to the larger idea of journalistic truth?


In the end, Elliott decided to publish the story—both in the local and student papers.  "I didn't want to bash the school. I love the school,” he explained. “It was a rough thing to write, a story that had great potential for causing damage to the school. But if I can't handle a situation here, when I'm still a student, with something that's close to my heart, and do what I feel is right, how can I expect to do the right thing later on when I'm on the job?"
 


After Elliott’s story was published, the faculty voted “no confidence” in President Young, who then resigned.
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