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July 14, 2026 

Brian Hill 
Mesa County Valley School District 51  
2115 Grand Avenue 
Grand Junction, Colorado 
81501 

Sent via U.S. Mail and Electronic Mail (superintendent@d51schools.org) 

Dear Superintendent Hill:  

FIRE’s Student Press Freedom Initiative1 is concerned about reports that Grand Junction High 
School’s former Orange & Black Newspaper adviser Steve Fox was removed because of the 
paper’s coverage. We are also disappointed that the school failed to respond to our open records 
request. As you know, Colorado’s New Voices law prohibits public schools from reassigning an 
adviser for acting to protect student expression,2 and the Colorado Open Records Act requires 
that agencies answer requests within three working days.3 Accordingly, we echo student 
journalists’ calls to reverse Fox’s reassignment and ask that the school district fulfill our open 
records request pursuant to Colorado law.   

I. Orange & Black Newspaper Adviser Steve Fox Was Reassigned Following 
Controversial Coverage.   

On May 14, Fox met with GJHS principal Jory Sorensen and assistant principal Jared Burek.4 
Fox, who had previously worked as a reporter for 15 years, had been the newspaper’s adviser 
since 2021.5 During the meeting, Sorensen informed Fox that he was being reassigned to a new 
role and would no longer be the Orange & Black’s adviser.6 During the meeting, Sorensen 

 
1 For more than 25 years, the Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression (FIRE) has defended freedom 
of expression and other individual rights on America’s university campuses. FIRE’s Student Press Freedom 
Initiative (SPFI) defends the rights of student journalists. You can learn more about our mission and 
activities at fire.org. 
2 C.R.S. § 22-1-120(9).  
3 C.R.S. § 24-72-203(3)(b).   
4 Recording of conversation between Steve Fox, adviser, Jory Sorensen, principal, and Jared Burek, assistant 
principal (May 14, 2026) (on file with author).  
5 Id.  
6 Id.  
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referred to “complaints about the publication from a lot of stakeholders.”7 Sorensen raised 
concerns about recruiting and class size, and made vague assertions about students feeling 
unequal in the class, but did not expound on those concerns in a follow-up meeting or in 
writing.8 Following his reassignment for the 2026-27 school year, Fox will now teach English 
while continuing to serve as the yearbook adviser.9 A teacher with no known background in 
journalism or experience as a journalism adviser will take on the Orange & Black adviser 
position.10 Fox received neither a written reprimand nor a written notice of his reassignment.  

Student leaders at the Orange & Black raised concerns that Sorenson and Burek were 
reassigning Fox in response to the newspaper’s content.11 Specifically, students pointed to 
three controversial pieces of content published under Fox’s leadership that created tension 
between the publication and administration: an opinion piece on Gaza and Palestine, coverage 
of a lawsuit against the school, and a publication cover depicting a crowd of students at a 
football game in which a student’s shirt reading “I Hate Milfs” was visible.12  

On June 22, FIRE submitted an open records request to learn more about Fox’s reassignment. 
After receiving no response, FIRE sent a follow-up email on June 30. As of the date of this letter, 
the school district has not responded to either request.  

II. Colorado Law Prohibits Reassigning Student Media Advisers Based on 
Students’ Protected Expression.  

Colorado’s student free expression law—commonly referred to as a New Voices law13—
specifically safeguards public school employees facing retaliatory dismissal, suspension, 
discipline, transfer, and reassignment for protecting the expressive rights of students.14 Under 
Colorado’s New Voices law, student editors are responsible for the content of their 
publications, and advisers have the responsibility to encourage their free expression.15 In 

 
7 Id.  
8 Id.  
9 Marie Calkins, Student press freedom under threat at GJHS, GRAND JUNCTION SENTINEL (June 6, 2026), 
https://www.gjsentinel.com/opinion/columns/student-press-freedom-under-threat-at-
gjhs/article_b68e8ba5-13ee-4dee-a7b5-9e9e9e9b76a8.html.  
10 Id.  
11 Mason Strippel, Editorial: The reassignment of our adviser threatens student journalism, ORANGE &. BLACK 
(May 26, 2026), https://oandbnews.com/7783/news/editorial-the-resignation-of-our-advisor-threatens-
student-journalism/; see also Letter from Megan Fromm and Mark Newton, former Orange & Black advisers, 
to Brian Hill, superintendent (June 4, 2026) (on file with author).   
12 Strippel, supra note 11; Calkins, supra note 9 
13 See New Voices in Colorado, STUDENT PRESS LAW CTR., https://splc.org/new-voices-in-colorado/. 
14 C.R.S. § 22-1-120(9).  
15 C.R.S. § 22-1-120(5)(a). Colorado’s legislature enacted C.R.S. § 22-1-120 to provide student journalists and 
advisers stronger protections than those that would otherwise apply under the Supreme Court’s Hazelwood 
School District v. Kuhlmeier decision. 484 U.S. 260, 273 (1988). See CRS § 22-1-120(1), (2), (5)(a). State 
lawmakers adopted a framework that closely tracks the Supreme Court’s student speech framework set out in 
Tinker v. Des Moines Independent Community School District, which allows suppressing only that student 
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strengthening the rights of student journalists, the state legislature simultaneously ensured 
that school employees were protected from adverse professional consequences for refusing to 
override students’ protected editorial decisions.16 

Under Colorado’s New Voices Act, Fox cannot lawfully be reassigned for refusing to censor 
students’ protected expression.17 Yet administrators reassigned Fox, an experienced 
journalism adviser and former journalist, after tensions between administrators and the 
newsroom arose because of students’ editorial decisions. GJHS did so without documentation 
or any written records to substantiate concerns that the publication’s content would interfere 
with school operations. GJHS administrators’ reassignment of Fox will “impact the editorial 
content of” the Orange & Black “in a way that [those administrators] could not accomplish 
directly,” violating the students’ rights under the New Voices law.18  

The New Voices Act’s statutory bar against retaliatory reassignment on the basis of protected 
expression is buttressed by the First Amendment, which prohibits terminating a publication’s 
adviser for refusing to engage in censorship. In Coppola v. Larson, for example, a	federal district 
court	 held	 that “[r]emoval	 of a student advisor to a school newspaper can indeed be a 
‘particularized, actual injury’ to the Paper’s student editors”	for First Amendment purposes,	
and	 that	 removal	based on the	paper’s	content “would undoubtedly have an impermissibly 
chilling effect on	[its]	student editors and their willingness to produce articles critical of the 
[college] administration in the future.”19 Like the student paper in Coppola, Orange & Black 
student journalists retain their First Amendment rights to freedom of speech and of the 
press20—but those rights are at risk when their adviser is removed for retaliatory purposes. 
Accordingly, the school district must reverse Fox’s reassignment.  

 
speech which administrators show would “materially and substantially interfere with the requirements of 
appropriate discipline in the operation of schools.” 393 U.S. 503, 506 (1969). See CRS § 22-1-120(3)(a)-(d). 
16 C.R.S. § 22-1-120(5)(a). Only in limited circumstances may student journalists’ work be prohibited:  when 
the expression is obscene; defamatory; false as to any person who is not a public figure or involved in a matter 
of public concern; creates a clear and present danger of the commission of unlawful acts, the violation of 
lawful school regulations, or the material and substantial disruption of the orderly operation of the school; 
violates the right of others to privacy; or threatens violence to property or persons. C.R.S. § 22-1-120(3)(a)-
(d).  
17 C.R.S.  § 22-1-120(9). 
18 Gustafson v. San Francisco Unified Sch. Dist., 2026 WL 228721 (Sup. Ct. Cal. Jan. 26, 2026) (ordering school 
district to reinstate ousted high school journalism adviser under California’s student free expression law). 
19 Civ. No. 06-2138, 2006 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 51205, at *25 (D.N.J. July 25, 2006); accord Lane v. Simon, No. 04-
4079-JAR, 2005 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 11330, at *13 (D. Kan. June 2, 2005) (holding that “non-reappointment” of a 
student media adviser is “a particularized, actual injury to . . . editors of the paper”), vac’d on other grounds, 
495 U.S. 1182 (10th Cir. 2007); see also Perry v. Sindermann, 408 U.S. 593, 598 (1972) (“[T]his Court has 
specifically held that the nonrenewal of a nontenured public school teacher’s one-year contract may not be 
predicated on his exercise of First and Fourteenth Amendment rights . . . . We reaffirm those holdings here.”) 
(internal citations omitted). 
20 C.R.S. § 22-1-120(1) (specifying public school students have the right to exercise freedom of speech and of 
the press). Id. § 22-1-120(5)(a) (vesting editorial authority in student editors).  
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III. The School District Must Abide by Its Obligations under Colorado’s Open 
Records Act.  

The school district has failed to respond to FIRE’s original open records request or our follow-
up email. Colorado’s Open Records Act (CORA) provides that “[a]ll public records shall be open 
for inspection by any person at reasonable times.”21 Under CORA, the law presumes a 
“reasonable time” to be three working days after the request, with extensions in extenuating 
circumstances not exceeding seven working days.22 Public records include “all writings made, 
maintained, or kept by” a public agency.23 While public institutions are not required to make 
personnel files open for inspection,24 public records not otherwise subject to an exception 
must be made available within a reasonable time as set out by CORA. Accordingly, CORA 
requires the school district to respond to FIRE’s open records request and to make available 
for inspection the public records requested. Its failure to do so after two weeks violates the 
law.25 

All actions by the school district and its administrators must align with Colorado law and the 
First Amendment. FIRE asks that the district provide the records sought in our June 22, 2026 
open records request, and we echo student journalists’ calls for the reinstatement of former 
Orange & Black adviser Steve Fox.  

We request a substantive response to this letter no later than July 28, 2026, confirming the 
district will adhere to its obligations to uphold student press freedoms and produce the records 
sought in accordance with Colorado law.  

Sincerely, 

 

Marie McMullan 
Student Press Counsel, Campus Rights Advocacy 

Cc:  Jory Sorensen, Grand Junction High School Principal 
 Jared Burek, Grand Junction High School Assistant Principal  

Encl. 

 
21 C.R.S. § 24-72-203(1)(a).  
22 Id. § 24-72-203(3)(b).  
23 Id. § 24-72-202(6)(a)(I).  
24 Id. § 24-72-204(2)(a)(II)(A).  
25 Improper denial of a public records request subjects the agency to liability for the requester’s court costs 
and attorneys’ fees. C.R.S. § 24-72-204(5)(b).  










