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The Association of Colleges (AoC) represents nearly 95% of the 257 colleges in 

England incorporated under the Further and Higher Education Act 1992. 
 

Introduction 
An important part of any PR toolkit is an understanding of when and how the law can 

be used to help protect your college’s corporate reputation, particularly in a crisis. 

Letting a reporter or editor know that you understand your college’s legal rights ahead 

of the publication of a potentially damaging story may make them think twice; to say a 

story is libellous has more impact than saying it is wrong.  

It is also important to have a working knowledge of the law of contempt, which 

determines what can and cannot be published once legal proceedings are in force. 

This is a complex area and if in doubt about legal issues, always seek advice from senior 

colleagues, your college’s retained lawyers, or contact AoC’s communications team for 

some initial guidance.  

Please note: AoC’s communications team are not legal experts and, while we can talk 

through the things you need to be aware of, or consider, we do not offer legal advice. 
 

Useful Guides 
Most reporters will have read McNae’s Essential Law for Journalists to understand how 

the law impacts on their work and it is useful to have an up-to-date copy in the office for 

reference. McNae’s is updated every couple of years to keep pace with changes in the 

law.  

The BBC’s Academy of Journalism also has some useful brief guides on their website 

covering legal issues. 

It is worth familiarising yourself with the sections on defamation and contempt (see 

below) and about how the different courts – magistrates, Crown Court and the 

Coroner’s Court - work. While these brief guides are only designed as outline guidance 

for reporters, they provide a useful overview.  

You may also find the BBC’s short guide to the law and Twitter useful. Press officers, 

college staff and students can unwittingly fall foul of the law when tweeting (and re-

tweeting) or when using other forms of social media, and this provides a short overview 

of the law. 

mailto:press_office@aoc.co.uk
http://www.bbc.co.uk/academy/journalism/law
http://www.bbc.co.uk/academy/journalism/law/courts
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-20782257
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Liaising with the police when a case comes to court 
If a student or staff member has been involved in an incident, or there has been a 

fatality - on or off campus - the college may need to help the police in their 

investigations ahead of legal proceedings. If this is the case, you may find your principal, 

or a member of the senior team, will be liaising with police officers. You need to make 

sure you are kept up to date on any developments.  

It may be useful for you to make contact with the police press office to share 

information or media lines, where appropriate, and ensure that they warn you of an 

imminent arrest or court appearance, or of charges being brought against a student or 

staff member. The media often learn of any arrest quickly from their police contacts or 

from a police information line set up for media. 
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Contempt of Court 

What you can and can’t say once legal proceedings are ‘active’  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/academy/journalism/law/contempt 

You may be aware that when people – or organisations – are charged with an offence 

and appear before the courts, the media is bound by a number of reporting restrictions 

that are set out under the Contempt of Court Act. These restrictions, which aim to 

protect the judicial process from outside influence in order to ensure people get a fair 

trial, apply to all courts. They come into effect when a case is deemed to be ‘active’. A 

case becomes active when: 

• Someone is arrested 

• A warrant for an arrest is issued 

• A summons or indictment (in Scotland a complaint) is issued. This may be 

well before a person in charged 

• Someone is charged 

 

Until the full court case begins, reporters are restricted to the following information: 

• The name of the court 

• The judges dealing with the case 

• A summary of the charges 

• The names, addresses, ages and occupations of the defendants and 

witnesses 

• The lawyers involved and arrangements as to bail. 

 

The restrictions also include anonymity for victims of sexual offences and a ban on 

naming, or identifying in any way, children under 18 (and this includes naming their 

school or college). 

However, reporters can gather far more detailed information before, during and after a 

trial to prepare background features to be published at its conclusion, or after any 

subsequent appeal hearing. Therefore, they may approach your college for information. 

You may choose to supply the information requested as it is the responsibility of the 

organisation (or an individual on social media) that publishes/broadcasts material to 

ensure they comply with the law. Or you may prefer to play it safe and reply that, as the 

case is active (or sub-judice), you are unable to comment at this time. 

  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/academy/journalism/law/contempt


 4 

Defamation  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/academy/journalism/law/defamation  

The law of defamation, updated in the Defamation Act 2013, allows individuals, groups 

of individuals, or companies to sue for damage to their reputation. Defamation is an 

umbrella term that covers libel (written/published/broadcast) and slander (spoken). If a 

reporter comes to you with a story that is untrue and is damaging, it is worth 

challenging them and warning them that the information is potentially libellous. 

It is not only the media that can fall foul of the law of defamation; you, your colleagues 

or your students can also defame someone by publishing or broadcasting material in 

various forms including online forums, Twitter, a YouTube video, an email or a college 

blog post. Repeating – or retweeting – a defamatory comment is also a risk, so take care 

both in preparing original material and republishing material.  

Individuals or companies can sue so long as the material can be reasonably understood 

to be referring to them. The classic definition of a defamatory comment is something 

that: 

• Lowers a person/company in the estimation of right-thinking members of 

the public; 

• Causes them to be shunned or avoided; 

• Disparages them in their office, trade or profession;  

• Exposes them to hatred ridicule or contempt. 

 

Under the 2013 Act, claimants have to show that the publication has caused, or is likely 

to cause, ‘serious harm’ to their reputation, or in the case of a company or organisation, 

‘serious financial loss’. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/academy/journalism/law/defamation
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Freedom of Information Act 2000  
Colleges are included in the list of organisations covered by the Freedom of Information 

Act 2000 and you may receive FOI requests from the media and other parties. If you 

have access to the information, it should be released to the media unless there is a valid 

reason not to do so. If you don’t think the information should be released, you should 

check whether it is excluded, or exempt, for any reasons. The Information 

Commissioner’s Office provides a great deal of guidance about how to handle FOI 

requests and your rights and obligations under this Act: 

http://ico.org.uk/for_organisations/freedom_of_information  

The guidance includes a handy A-Z list of enquiries, including: 

• exemptions, such as personal data, commercially sensitive information, 

complaints files and information given in confidence 

• dealing with repeated and vexatious requests 

• when and how much you can charge for providing information in response 

to an FOI request 

 

There may be Data Protection Act issues with regard to FOI requests and the 

Information Commissioner’s Office provides some guidance specifically for FE and sixth 

form colleges about the kinds of information you would be expected to provide to meet 

your commitments under the FOIA model publication scheme.  

http://ico.org.uk/for_organisations/sector_guides/~/media/documents/library/Freed

om_of_Information/Detailed_specialist_guides/definition-document-colleges-of-

further-education.pdf  

Sixth form colleges can either follow these guidelines, or those prepared for schools 

(below), but must be clear which model they are following. 

http://ico.org.uk/for_organisations/sector_guides/~/media/documents/library/Freed

om_of_Information/Detailed_specialist_guides/definition-document-schools-in-

england.pdf  
 

 

  

http://ico.org.uk/for_organisations/freedom_of_information
http://ico.org.uk/for_organisations/sector_guides/~/media/documents/library/Freedom_of_Information/Detailed_specialist_guides/definition-document-colleges-of-further-education.pdf
http://ico.org.uk/for_organisations/sector_guides/~/media/documents/library/Freedom_of_Information/Detailed_specialist_guides/definition-document-colleges-of-further-education.pdf
http://ico.org.uk/for_organisations/sector_guides/~/media/documents/library/Freedom_of_Information/Detailed_specialist_guides/definition-document-colleges-of-further-education.pdf
http://ico.org.uk/for_organisations/sector_guides/~/media/documents/library/Freedom_of_Information/Detailed_specialist_guides/definition-document-schools-in-england.pdf
http://ico.org.uk/for_organisations/sector_guides/~/media/documents/library/Freedom_of_Information/Detailed_specialist_guides/definition-document-schools-in-england.pdf
http://ico.org.uk/for_organisations/sector_guides/~/media/documents/library/Freedom_of_Information/Detailed_specialist_guides/definition-document-schools-in-england.pdf
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Data Protection Act 

Again, this is a complex and often misunderstood area of the law. It is not strictly a PR 

issue, although it is something college PR teams deal with, so we have provided some 

links to useful background information here. 

The Information Commissioner’s Office provides a great deal of guidance and advice on 

data protection issues, including an A-Z of guidance issues and a data sharing checklist: 

http://ico.org.uk/for_organisations/data_protection  

There is also guidance aimed specifically at those working in education: 

http://ico.org.uk/for_organisations/sector_guides/education  This is more focused on 

schools and more detailed advice tailored for further education colleges is also 

available: 

http://ico.org.uk/for_organisations/sector_guides/~/media/documents/library/Freedom_

of_Information/Detailed_specialist_guides/definition-document-colleges-of-further-

education.pdf  

Sixth form colleges can choose to abide by either set of the guidelines above. 

 

 

 

 

http://ico.org.uk/for_organisations/data_protection
http://ico.org.uk/for_organisations/sector_guides/education
http://ico.org.uk/for_organisations/sector_guides/~/media/documents/library/Freedom_of_Information/Detailed_specialist_guides/definition-document-colleges-of-further-education.pdf
http://ico.org.uk/for_organisations/sector_guides/~/media/documents/library/Freedom_of_Information/Detailed_specialist_guides/definition-document-colleges-of-further-education.pdf
http://ico.org.uk/for_organisations/sector_guides/~/media/documents/library/Freedom_of_Information/Detailed_specialist_guides/definition-document-colleges-of-further-education.pdf
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