Below you will find a sample essay assignment appropriate to this course.  Following the directions and specific sample essay topic you will find two examples of essays addressing this topic written by former students in this class.  Each sample essay also contains my comments and the grade I assigned to it.

PHIL 3010: Ethical Issues in Communication
Sample Essay Assignment
Directions: Write a clear, consistent, coherent, and comprehensive argumentative essay of approximately 700 words on the topic given below.  Take the rather broad topic given as a challenge to demonstrate not only the depth of your knowledge of what you've studied so far, but also as a way of demonstrating your ability to focus on relevant issues, to explain significant problems, to define key terms, to respond to the most important objection(s) to your important claims, and to generally engage and apply our classroom and textual material. Do the best that you can with the material that you have and the skills that you've learned so far.  Assume your audience is generally intelligent, but ignorant of the content of this particular course. This is not a “research paper.”  Use only the resources assigned in this class.
Topic: Tennis legend Arthur Ashe was the first black man to win Wimbledon and the U.S. Open.  After his retirement from tennis, Ashe joined the struggle for human rights in the U.S. and emerged as a leading critic of apartheid in South Africa.  He wrote a highly regarded three-volume history of black athletes in America.  By all accounts, he was generous with his time and gracious when dealing with the public.  
On April 8, 1992, Ashe was faced with one of the most difficult decisions in his life.  Unknown to all but a few, he had contracted HIV; probably from a blood transfusion during a heart bypass operation in 1983.  Ashe, an intensely private man, had managed to keep his condition a secret from everyone except his family and close friends.  However, all that changed when a reporter from USA Today contacted him in early April of 1992.  The reporter, acting on a tip from an anonymous source, called to confirm whether Ashe had AIDS or not.  Realizing that his secret would now, very probably, become public knowledge, Ashe was faced with the dilemma of letting the media expose his private life, or taking the initiative and releasing the information himself.  He asked USA Today’s sports editor to allow him 36 hours before the paper ran the story so that he could prepare a statement.  The editor, Gene Polincinski, replied that “as a journalist, it was not my role to help him plan a press conference—and...it was inappropriate for me to withhold a news story that I could confirm.”  During the subsequent press conference, put together on the spur of the moment in order to preempt the USA Today scoop, Ashe displayed both anger and dismay at the actions of the media.  He chastised them for forcing him into “the unenviable position of having to lie” in order to protect his family’s privacy or to go public with what he considered to be private information.  In a Washington Post article written by Ashe, he discussed how he felt about the media’s intrusion into his private affairs. “I wasn’t then, and I am not now, comfortable with being sacrificed for the sake of the ‘public’s right to know’.”  Although USA Today held the story in the U.S. pending Ashe’s confirmation, it released the story to its overseas edition after a talk with the former tennis star just prior to his press conference in which he admitted to being HIV positive.  After going public, Ashe became active in the fight against AIDS, forming a fund-raising foundation and joining the boards of the Harvard AIDS Institute and the UCLA AIDS Institute.  He died of pneumonia 10 months after his public announcement.  Just four days before he died, he had given a speech on AIDS, and was scheduled to appear at an AIDS forum in Hartford, Connecticut, the day he died.  He was forced to cancel at the last minute, but sent a videotaped message instead.
Develop an argument wherein you take a position on the question whether or not it was morally justifiable for USA Today to run the story about Ashe’s HIV/AIDS in spite of Ashe’s objections. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

Sample Student Essay #1
One of the foremost important responsibilities of journalists and reporters is to serve the public with accurate information. However, this duty is neither unlimited nor unrestricted. In situations effecting an individual’s private life, or intimate details regarding one’s health, journalists have an obligation to minimize harm and respect the autonomy of the individual. In the case of Arthur Ashe, USA today was not morally justified in ignoring Ashe’s requests, and without confirmation, proceeding to run the story declaring Ashe was HIV positive.
 The article served no public benefit nor was there any public stake at risk, and as such, the audience had no right to know.


Although many stories reporters cover may adversely affect the subjects involved, journalists do have an obligation to minimize this harm. One definition describes minimizing harm as avoiding attention concerning privacy, confidentiality, and health (Bivins 148). The Society of Professional Journalists’ Code of Ethics further states that journalists should treat their sources and subjects as “human beings deserving of respect” (Bivins 190). This policy to respect individuals creates an “obligation to care,” and gives strong importance to an individual’s autonomy, or their fundamental right to make self-governing decisions (Bivins 161). 

In the case of Arthur Ashe, USA Today completely disregarded his wishes, and exposed the intimate details of his private life without waiting for confirmation that he was in fact HIV positive. The magazine, disregarding Ashe’s autonomy as an individual, did not give him the opportunity to decide whether to disclose or withhold delicate information regarding his health. The Code of Ethics guides journalists to show kindness for those individuals who may be unfavorably affected by a given story (Bivins 191). By disregarding Ashe’s privacy and independence, the journalists in this situation cast a complete blind eye to any obligation to care as well as the moral implications of their actions (Bivins 154).   

One argument presented by the editors of USA Today to justify running the story on Ashe centered on the public’s right to know. However, before erroneously adhering to this principle, it is essential to consider following a consequential ethical theory, and accordingly weigh the potential advantageous consequences of an action against the negative ramifications (Bivins 94). The Code of Ethics also utilizes the same approach when stating that only a prevailing public need is enough to justify an invasion of privacy. Conversely, in Ashe’s circumstance, there was no overwhelming or impactful public benefit or advantage. Releasing such intimate details about Ashe’s life therefore qualified as satisfying a “lurid curiosity,” and was morally unacceptable (Bivins 191). 

Although Ashe was well known, simply being a public figure does not simultaneously provide news reporters the right to expose one’s private life to the world.  The life, and more specifically in this case, the health, of the individual must have a clear impact in order for the press to release such news. For example, Bill Clinton’s affair with Monica Lewinsky in 1998 received large amounts of news coverage due to the fact that he was in a position of supreme authority, and was thus considered accountable to the public who elected him to the position. Given that the news of Ashe being HIV positive would not have significantly altered the general welfare of the public, Ashe should have been allowed the discretion to withhold the information. 

Considering the delicacy and seriousness of the subject matter, USA Today should have considered other possible alternatives. Additional time should have been granted to Ashe, in order for him to carefully determine how and if he would like to disclose his private information. Further, if the newspaper was truly attempting to serve the public, it may have been significantly more beneficial to run a story educating the audience about HIV/AIDs, and possible ways they could contribute. By following this route, perhaps Ashe may have agreed to assist the newspaper and such an invasion of privacy may have been avoided.

By running the story regarding Arthur Ashe having HIV/AIDS without his consent or confirmation, USA Today acted in a morally unjustifiable manner. Exposing the private lives of an individual, without a significant public benefit, constitutes an invasion of privacy and integrity.  As the Code of Ethics clearly states, journalists are obligated to minimize harm to their subjects, and show compassion concerning sensitive issues. USA Today, should have given Ashe the time and consideration he deserved, and not doing so was unprofessional and immoral. 

I certify that I am the author of this paper and that any assistance I received in its preparation is fully acknowledged and disclosed in the paper.  I have also cited any sources from which I used data, ideas, or words, either quoted directly or paraphrased.  I also certify that this paper was prepared specifically by me for this course.
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Mr. or Ms. Sample Student #1:

Very well written.  Very nicely argued.

Grade: A

B. Mulvey

____________________________________________________________________________________

Sample Student Essay #2

In the United States we are lucky to enjoy freedom of speech and of the press; 
these freedoms are limited only in the rarest of circumstances. Because we are granted these important legal freedoms, however, we are also given the burden of having to make choices about the morality of their use for ourselves. By revealing Arthur Ashe’s personal medical details to the public against his wishes, USA Today 
committed the morally unjustifiable act of intruding on the privacy and dignity of a terminally ill man for no purpose other than to make some money with a shocking story.

In a free society, it is important that government not be able to step in and tell reporters what they are and are not allowed to report; 
this is important because it allows journalists the freedom to criticize the government and inform the public when necessary, allowing voters to make more educated decisions at the polls. This is essential to the proper functioning of a democracy, which is why the founders placed it as first in the bill of rights. The invasion of a man’s privacy and public revelation of his medical history serves absolutely no role in furthering the health of a democratic society, 
but often news stories can fall in a gray area between issues of completely public concern and issues of only private concern, so for that reason the first amendment makes no distinctions between any kind of speech. Therefore journalists are charged with the moral duty of censoring themselves even though the law might not restrict their speech.

Because the entire foundation behind the idea of having a free press is based on the fact that such a press serves to educate the public thus 
and create a healthy environment for a democracy to thrive in, the first question a reporter should ask himself 
is whether the story deals with or serves any legitimate public interest (interest being defined more narrowly than “curiosity,” but rather some public goal or problem that needs addressing). Reporting on a congressional bill or something of that nature would clearly fall into the area of public concern, but some issues touch a grey area. For example, if a prominent politician who claimed to be cracking down on prostitution was found to be actually using the services of prostitutes himself, reporting such a story, despite the personal nature of many of the details involved, would serve the public interest by informing them
 that the politician in question was in fact not as strongly opposed to the issue as he claimed to be. 

Arthur Ashe’s medical history is at the far opposite end of that spectrum between public and private issues. Ashe did not have some public opinion or crusade which would be shown to be hypocritical by him having AIDS, nor was he in a position of power which would cause his good health to be an issue of public importance. Ashe was simply a famous person who had contracted a terminal illness through no fault of his own during a medical procedure before necessary precautions had been routinely taken by doctors. If his had been the first case of AIDS or if his method of contracting it had been unknown before then, his story might have been relevant to serve a public interest, but it wouldn’t have been necessary for his name to be publicly revealed because it would have had no relevance to the importance of the story. There was nothing groundbreaking or important about his case, however, except that he was famous and the story would sell magazines and make the publisher money.

That is not to say that everything that is reported must serve some important public function. There are hundreds of entertainment magazines discussing the latest movies and fashion and other trivialities, and there is nothing immoral about them. The difference between those stories and the Arthur Ashe AIDS story is that Ashe did not consent 
to having his private medical information revealed to the public. Being forced to reveal such information against his will obviously caused a great deal of anguish for Ashe and his family, particularly as AIDS had a very negative stigma attached to it at the time. It is entirely possible that the added stress and embarrassment caused by this revelation may have hastened Ashe’s death. While his resulting crusade to fight AIDS after this public revelation may have been helpful to many others, that should have been his decision 
to make in his own time, not something journalists forced him into.

It is not only the fact that there was no legitimate public reason to release this story that made it morally unjustifiable, but that it also intruded upon the privacy and dignity of a terminally ill man against his wishes. When someone makes the choice to become involved in the sphere of public concern as a politician or activist, they understand that they give up a certain amount of privacy when the things they do affect others; a man contracting a disease through no fault of his own has made no such choice. Because the law does not restrict the freedom of journalists to report such details as news, journalists must learn to restrict themselves out of a respect for privacy that they themselves would want to be afforded in the same situation. To do otherwise, such as USA Today 
did to Arthur Ashe, can not be morally justified.

I certify that I am the author of this paper and that any assistance I received in its preparation is fully acknowledged and disclosed in the paper.  I have also cited any sources from which I used data, ideas, or words, either quoted directly or paraphrased.  I also certify that this paper was prepared specifically by me for this course.
Mr. or Ms. Sample Student #2:

What are the underlying values or principles underlying your various claims?  You could start by seeing what aspects of the relevant professional code of ethics might apply here.  Then you needed to identify and explain relevant values, principle, moral theories underlying those provisions in the code that could offer the basis of an argument leading to your moral conclusion about this case.

Contact me should you have questions.

Grade:  C

Ben Mulvey

�Good thesis statement.


�Period.  New sentence.


�Publication titles should be underlined or italicized.


�Evidence?


�Period.  New sentence.


�Period.  New sentence.


�Yes, but on what basis?  For what reasons?  Explain.


�Delete.


�Why?  On what does this obligation or duty rest?


�Agreement.  (Vaughn, Rule 7-1, pp.105-107).


�How is this relevant?  Explain.


�Why?  Explain.
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