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The real problem with Netflix’s Making a Murderer
How to get away with mistrial

NATALIE MURPHY
Co-editor-in-chief

“Poor people lose all the time.” 
Steven Avery sat in his jail cell in 

Manitowoc County, Wisconsin, dressed in 
Mr. Monopoly’s cartoon jumpsuit, on the 
phone with the only people who believed 
his story: his parents. A jury of his peers was 
being assembled to decide whether he should 
go back to the same prison to which he was 
wrongfully sentenced 20 years earlier, after 
being framed for the rape of a local woman. 

“They got to my head.”
Brendan Dassey, Avery’s nephew, sat in 

an interrogation room with his mother, the 
only person who was still on his side after 
he gave testimony confessing that he was 
involved in the mutilation and murder of 
Teresa Halbach. Dassey, who was 16 at the 
time, was more concerned with getting back 
to school to finish his science project than 
the pending murder investigation. A cold 
blooded killer, clearly.

“This can’t be happening.”
I sat on my couch, yelling at a 2006 

courtroom filled with people who can’t hear me. 
Making a Murderer, the Netflix original 

documentary about the Avery and Dassey 
trials, both of which took place in rural 
Wisconsin in 2007, has flooded news feeds and 
online forums since the documentary’s release 
on Dec. 18. Among those angry Internet 
commentators is me. I stayed up until three in 
the morning for a solid week, both intrigued 
and disgusted by the controversial details that 
made up the famous case. 

Though there have been hundreds of 
reviews, theories and protests to prove 
Avery innocent of the 2005 murder, my own 
psyche can’t get past the hot mess that was 
the Dassey trial.

The documentary shows Dassey’s 
confession, clearly exposing the corrupt 
manipulation used by his interrogators. It 
was in the best interest of the Manitowoc 
County Police Department to put Avery 
behind bars due to his recent lawsuit against 
them after his exoneration from a 1985 
conviction after new evidence suggested 
that Avery had been framed. Dassey’s 
confession was the strongest evidence the 

state had to this point. It put Teresa Halbach 
in Avery’s garage at the time of her murder, 
and a 16-year-old with learning disabilities 
behind bars for life. 

The coerced confession was not the only 
travesty committed by the state in Dassey’s 
trial. The original attorney assigned to 
Dassey by the state, Len Kachinsky, expressly 
told Dassey he believed he was guilty and 
kept Dassey’s legal guardian from crucial 
information and communication during the 
trial. When Dassey requested a new lawyer, 
he was originally denied one. It wasn’t until 
Avery’s attorney, Dean Strang, stepped in to 
provide crucial evidence against Kachinsky 
that the court finally granted Dassey an 
unbiased lawyer. Still the damage done by 

Kachinsky’s investigator who coerced Dassey 
into further false testimony was not sticken 
from the prosecution case against him.

Another legal blunder was that no 
one ever explained why Dassey’s mother, 
his legal guardian, wasn’t present for his 
interrogation. Even worse, they never asked 
for her consent to interrogate him and then 
told Dassey that she had granted her consent. 
All of these acts are criminal offenses since 
Dassey was a minor at the time.

The prosecution also never shared the 
gaping holes in Dassey’s own testimony. On 
the stand, Dassey finally spoke up for himself, 
and explained in a bombshell statement that he 
read his “testimony” directly from the plot of a 
novel he had read in school. Dassey’s testimony 

depicting Avery’s alleged act of murder mirrors 
the violence found in James Patterson’s Kiss the 
Girls and is every bit as fictional. 

And then the final straw: the confession 
video. The interrogators desperately wanted 
Dassey to confess that he shot Halbach in the 
head, so they set him up with the prompt, 
“What happened to her head, Brendan?”

“We cut her hair?” He wants so badly to 
get the story right; you can hear it in his voice. 

Dassey goes on to confess to a series 
of violent events he hopes could possibly 
be the end to his prosecuters’ blatant 
manipulation. Finally, the detective gives 
up: “Who shot her, Brendan?”

I rose from my seat in shock. “You can’t 
do that!” Surely this was the end. This was 
the episode where the Manitowoc Sheriff’s 
Department gets shut down, Avery and 
Dassey go home and their family finally gets 
some justice. But no, Dassey is found guilty 
of all counts against him and sentenced to 
life in prison.

Other than these plot points, the 
documentary focuses primarily on Avery’s 
trial, and rightful so. The prosecution 
is riddled with reasonable doubt and 
unanswered questions. But for me the 
biggest miscarriage of justice carried by the 
state of Wisconsin is Dassey’s conviction. 

Honestly, I don’t know if Steven Avery 
is guilty or not. But when a 16-year-old 
kid who was coerced by detectives, bullied 
by his biased lawyer and used as the prime 
evidence against his own uncle admits under 
oath that he took his confession directly 
from the plot of a novel he read in school is 
sent to prison for life, I can’t sit by and watch 
anymore without calling for real change.

 We shouldn’t walk away from our binge 
watching of this show, forgetting its plot as 
soon as we’re hooked on the next sitcom 
Netflix “recommends for you.” Regardless of 
opinions about Avery’s role in this murder, 
the truth we should be taking from the show 
is that when the system is threatened, we are 
all suspects in this case. If investigators can 
get away with feeding classified information 
to 16-year-old and call it a confession, what is 
keeping any of us from being framed? If our 
justice system fails even one person, it has 
failed us all.

 

Brendan Dassey (right) cries to his 
mother Barb Tadych (left) after police 

interrogation. Image courtesy of Netflix.
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Failure can launch
Texas should eliminate testing instead 
of changing program’s standards
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Early this year, the Texas Senate voted to pass a bill 
to allow seniors who failed up to two of the five re-
quired STAAR tests in high school to graduate. Before 
the bill was passed, students were required to take, and 
pass, standardized tests in English I and II, Biology, 
Algebra I and United States History.  After the passing 
of this bill in February, students who failed one or two 
STAAR tests but maintain passing grades and meet all 
other graduation requirements can still receive their di-
plomas. 

Though the bill makes it possible for more seniors 
to walk in June, the bill is going to negatively affect the 
standardized testing process in years to come.  It would 
make more sense for the legislature to eliminate the 
tests all together.

As the state spends more and more money on test-
ing security, efficiency and difficulty, students are be-
coming more and more aware of the decreasing chances 
that the tests will affect their academic success. Once a 
student is made aware that the test they are taking is 
unnecessary in their high school career, they will take 
it far less seriously, and all of the money spent on those 
failed tests will be wasted.

Every year, each school’s administration is going to 

have to sit down and decide whether the stu-
dents who have failed STAAR tests should 
be eligible to graduate. This is going to re-
quire further spending of time and money, 
as well as  leave the eligibility of students 
to graduate up to individual opinions in-
stead of defined standards. All in all, bil-
lions of dollars are being spent on tests that 
aren’t being passed or affecting individual 
student’s education in any way other than 
replacing five days of classroom learning 
time with five days of sitting in a monitored 
room and eating snacks while they wait for 
their peers to finish filling in scantrons. 

As Texas reduces the intensity of the 
STAAR testing program more and more 
each year, students and administration’s 
commitment to success in standardized testing also 
decreases. If the millions of dollars spent by Texas 
education to produce, distribute, monitor and grade 
the standardized tests were spent in the classroom, 
increasing the quality of public education, students 
would be more likely to meet the many other require-
ments for graduation that keep thousands of seniors off 

the stage every year. 
The STAAR testing program is clearly in decline as 

the Senate makes modifications to it almost every year. 
An immeasurable amount of time and energy could be 
saved if the program was cut now and the money was 
relocated to improving individual classroom standards 
across the state.

Graphic by Natalie Murphy
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Teachers Clint Reck, Joe Underwood and Rhonda Moore are 
spending their last days in the classroom.

Legislature passes bill to change testing requirements.
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Junior John Doe has made a hobby of climbing cranes to take 
pictures of Austin in a new way.

Three generations of McCallum alumni give an inside look into 
the school. 
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Teachers Susan Ashton and Eric Wydeven are profiled. 

Staffer says club sports should not play as big a role in teens’ 
athletic lives.
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School holiday for Memorial Day

End-of-the-year choir concert @ 7 p.m. in the 
MAC

29 End-of-the-year guitar concert featuring 
The Mr. Clark Experience, @ 7 p.m. in the MAC

31 Senior baccalaureate ceremony @ 2 p.m. at 
Covenant Presbyterian Church 

June 3 Fine Arts Academy Convocation for seniors 
@ 7 p.m. in the MAC; Last day of finals

4 Senior commencement @ 11 a.m. at the Frank 
Erwin Events Center

Above: Sophomore Max Corney performs in theatre’s last pro-
duction of the year, “Billy Liar.” Photo by Maya Coplin.
Right: Texas State University student Elizabeth Reyes sings and 
dances in the school’s Cinco de Mayo show. Photo by Aiden 
Foster.
Cover: Graphic by Haley Hegefeld. Photo by John Doe.
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On Dec. 16, McCallum parents received a letter from 
principal Mike Garrison outlining the details of the new 
attendance policy put into effect on Jan. 1. The most 
significant change for parents and their children is that 
students attend 90 percent of the days in each class in 
order to earn credit for that course. 

This means the student can only miss three or four 
classes or fewer per semester. Another change causing 
controversy among parents and students is the new 
policy regarding which kinds of absences count against 
the policy and which do not. Among these unexcused 
absences that count are any cause by an illness that is 
not justified by a doctor’s note, prohibiting parents from 
excusing their child’s absence through a note explaining 
that they were at home on the day of the absence. 

In the past, a student with no credit in a class due to 
absences can make up the days they missed through Sat-
urday school attendance, tutoring hours or proof of com-
munity service. The policy put into effect on Jan. 1 elimi-
nates the option of using community service to recover 
credit and only leaves tutoring outside of school hours 
and Saturday school as means to recover credit. Further-
more, students only have 30 days after the start of the 
semester to turn in hours to make up for their absences 
from the previous semester. 

The attendance policy is inconsistent with the desire 
of AISD to ensure that every student graduates on 
time, but it also is unfairly biased towards those with 
better access to the resources required to maintain 90 
percent attendance. The piece that makes the least 
sense is the idea that if a student is sick, their only two 
options are to go to a doctor or go to school. Doctor’s 
appointments are expensive and unnecessary with 
most common illnesses. Attending school with an ill-
ness prevents the student from recovery and exposes 
other students and faculty to contamination. Even if a 
student just left their illnesses unexcused, they would 

have to carefully plan to miss less than 10 percent of 
their classes, which is unreasonable since there’s no 
way to calculate how often you’ll be sick. 

Restoring credit for one class requires a minimum 
of four hours of tutoring, or one morning of Saturday 
school. But if a lack of transportation, family emer-
gencies or chronic illness is the reason for the stu-
dent missing the in the first place, it isn’t logical to 
assume the student will have the time to recover all of 
the hours they missed. There needs to be a system in 
place to acoount for circumstances students and par-
ents simply can’t control, but this attendance policy 
removes the ability for parents to decide when it is in-
appropriate for their child to show up to class, and this 
is a right every parent should have. To take that right 
away is to overstep a school district’s jurisdiction. 

Of course it is practical for the school to keep some 
sort of accountability in place for students who don’t 
have a proper reason for missing class or use false com-
munity service hours to avoid having to make up the 
work they’ve missed. The school administration is merely 
following a policy dictated by Texas legislation; however, 
the methods that the central administration are pre-
scribing in order to enforce the law are both unreason-
able and unfair.

New 90 percent attendance policy unfair standard for students, parents 
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Leave the lights on
Gov. Abbott should welcome refugees into state 
due to large scale humanitarian crisis 
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On Nov. 16 Texas governor Greg Abbott announced via 
Twitter that under his instruction the state would not be 
accepting any refugees fleeing conflict in Syria or Iraq. The 
governor explained that due to the terrorist attacks in Paris 
earlier in the month, the risk of terrorists entering the coun-
try through the refugee resettlement program is too high. 
Abbott joined 30 other governors, including those from 
Louisiana, Georgia and Alabama, n proclaiming that Syrian 
refugees were not welcome.

The Governor’s plans to reject those people whose lives 
ISIS has virtually destroyed isn’t only morally wrong, it is 
not his right. It is not under a Governor’s jurisdiction to 
make such a wide declaration about a national issue. It’s an 
issue of national security and foreign relations, neither of 
which Gov. Abbott has any control over. To make a declara-
tion that represents an entire state full of people without 
their consent is not only arrogant, but unconstitutional. The 
freedom of Texas voters to open their own homes to refu-
gees and use their own resources to support others is a right 
that is being dangerously infringed upon.

Perhaps the biggest flaw in Gov. Abbott’s idea of home-
land security is the isolation of the thousands refugees al-

ready living in Texas, 
many of whom are not 
only being persecuted 
for their country of 
origin but their religion 
as well. The intolerance 
of the rhetoric used 
in Gov. Abbott’s com-
ments about refugees 
has put refugees and 
other immigrants who 
are legal residents in a 
position of segregation 
that is against everything the state, and the nation, is built 
upon. If any other group citizens in Texas was persecuted for 
their background and beliefs or robbed of a sense of liberty, 
there would be riots in the street. If everything really is big-
ger in Texas, then it makes no sense for our government to 
insist on extinguishing the vibrant and significant presence 
of culture and diversity.

While the tragic attacks in Paris and Beirut are a legiti-
mate concern, especially after ISIS has made open declara-

tions of violence against the 
United States. It is reasonable 
for the governor to be con-
cerned about the potential 
threat against his state, but 
targeting those who are fleeing 
that same evil is counterpro-
ductive. The creation of ISIS 
was founded on extreme jihad-
ist beliefs that violence should 
be used to enforce superiority 
over other people groups. When 
we cower in fear and refuse to 
support those most directly ef-
fected by this cruelty, we are 
handing ISIS their victory on a 
silver platter. If we stand strong 
in our belief that every man is 
created equal and deserves ba-

sic human rights, if we look the Islamic state directly in the 
eyes and say we will not back down from who we are and 
what we believe, then we have won this battle like so many 
of the other fights we have conquered as a nation. For a state 
that continuously shouts “come and take it” at the top of our 
lungs, we have done quite a job waving our white flag to ISIS.

Graphic by Natalie Murphy.
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Protection or danger?
Texas Senate approves bill allowing concealed handguns on college campuses
RACHEL WOLLEBEN
staff reporter

When junior Griffin Mc-
Donald heard the state Sen-
ate approved a bill that 
would allow concealed 
handguns on college 
campuses, he saw 
no problem with the 
decision.

“I think it’s a 
pretty good idea,” 
McDonald said. 
“Granted, there’s a 
lot of alcohol and 
stuff on universi-
ties, so that gives 
it the potential 
to go out of hand. 
But if a responsible 
citizen has a concealed 
carry license and has 
gone through the proper 
training, then I don’t see a prob-
lem with them carrying on a campus.”

On March 19, the Texas Senate gave 
the final approval for Senate Bill 11 in 
a 20-11 vote, which would allow con-
cealed handguns on public higher edu-
cation college campuses.

“I voted against the bill because my 
amendments were not adopted and be-
cause of the safety concerns expressed 
by students, faculty, administrators 
and campus police chiefs,” Texas Sena-
tor Judith Zaffirini said. “The carrying 
of handguns currently is prohibited 
on campuses because the Legislature 
recognized the unique nature of col-
lege campuses not only as places that 
require an atmosphere that allows the 
free exchange of ideas, but also as loca-
tions teeming with our state’s precious 
youth.”

If the “campus carry” bill does pass, 
then anyone with the right licenses can 
carry concealed handguns into univer-
sity classrooms and buildings. Howev-
er, they must be 21 or older, be taking a 
class on campus, and pass a background 
check and shooting test.

“I believe people have Second 
Amendment rights, and I also believe 

there should be 
reasonable rules 

about the appropriate 
time and place to carry guns safe-

ly,” Zaffirini said. “College campuses 
are not appropriate places for guns.”

Democrats offered nearly 24 amend-
ments for the bill while it was being dis-
cussed in the Senate, all of which failed.

“I think allowing handguns should 
be a liberty, but if there’s a university 
that just feels like that’s not the way to 
go for them, then there’s a private aspect 
of that,” McDonald said. “And if there’s 
a university that just says ‘No, we don’t 
allow it on campus,’ then I guess that’s 
up to them. But it should be allowed.”

Some of these amendments included 
allowing university student bodies to 
vote on whether guns should be permit-
ted on campus. Zaffirini proposed an 
amendment allowing higher education 
institutions to ‘opt-in’ to campus carry 
and another allowing them to ‘opt-out’.

“Those responsible for administer-
ing and overseeing activities on college 
campuses for hundreds of thousands of 
students, faculty and staff should play a 
role in deciding whether and how hand-
guns should be allowed there,” Zaffirini 
said. “I also proposed an amendment 
clarifying that handguns would not be 

allowed at places on campus such as 
schools, hospitals, polling places, sport-
ing events, bars and places of worship.”

Those in favor of the bill have argued 
having it be passed will help protect 
students while on campus, while op-
ponents, which include most student 
groups and leaders of Texas’ top univer-
sities, said the bill would make campus-
es less safe.

“Senators in favor of the bill argued 
that it was essential to ‘liberty,’” Zaf-
firini said. “Those of us opposed to the 
bill, however, raised significant concerns 
about safety and cost. What’s more, some 
of us questioned why university leaders 
could not be trusted to implement regu-
lations that would best meet the needs of 
their respective institutions.”

Various forms of campus carry are al-
lowed in at least 20 states, yet only a small 
number have made it a definite right in 
their state laws, as the Texas bill would.

“People have valid concerns about 
gun control,” McDonald said. “They 
don’t want to get shot. But personally, 
with the way so many anti-gun laws are 
spreading, it looks like they’re trying to 
take away our guns. It’s a right of the 

citizens to be armed.”
If the bill is imple-

mented, significant 
changes will be made for 
campus life at universi-
ties all across the state, 
including the University 
of Texas. Students with 
concealed handgun li-
censes who live in dorms 
on the UT campus will 
have to pay more to en-
sure their gun is secure.

“I believe the changes 
would be negative,” Zaf-
firini said. “Allowing 
guns on campus could 
have a chilling effect 
on the free exchange of 
ideas on campus, which 
is crucial to the mission 
of higher education. And 
campus police chiefs 
have said that allowing 

guns on campus could make it difficult 
for their officers to respond to a campus 
shooting in progress.”

The University of Texas System also 
reported that in the next six years after 
the bill is passed, if it is at all, the school 
could face potential costs of up to $40 
million. Part of this would go to hiring 
62 new employees, including 40 police 
officers, but none at UT Austin.

“You never really know something’s 
going to happen at a campus until it 
does,” McDonald said. “How much do 
they think a bunch of lives is worth? $40 
million? Or is having maybe around 200 
people dead worth it?”

After sweeping through the Senate, 
the bill now moves on to the Republican-
dominated state House of Representa-
tives, where it is likely to be passed there 
as well. 

“Carrying weapons is a civil liberty 
we have,” McDonald said. “If teachers 
or professors that have gone through 
the proper channels and training are al-
lowed to have them, then we won’t have 
any more shootings like Sandy Hook. 
People will be able to protect those 
around them.”

Illustration 
by Rachel Wolleben

opinion25april 201524

shieldth
e

NATALIE MURPHY
assistant editor

What the heck are taxes and how 
do I pay them?

After all these years of being prepared for the “real world,” I’ve 
found that I am not at all prepared for the responsibilities of adulthood. 
I mean, the government makes adults pay money that I don’t even 
know how to make. I need some help, high school. Give me one class 
to help me figure out the machine. I know how to flawlessly graph a 
polynomial function, but I know nothing about my taxes. Honestly, not 
only do I have no idea how to pay my taxes, I don’t even know what 
they are. Like, how many taxes do I have? Who do I pay my taxes to? 
Are they going to send me to jail if I do them wrong? I just don’t know.

How to get over a broken heart
Oh, high school. I mean, they can’t expect me to spend my days in 

this place, eight hours a day, 180 days a year, surrounded by endless 
social opportunities and not end up in a bad relationship or two. So 
in that case, it’d be really helpful to have an hour and half for when 
it inevitably doesn’t work out. Maybe a room with some couches, 
an endless supply of cookie dough and a constant loop of Taylor 
Swift’s “1989” playing in the background. Then I’d be ready to take 
that algebra test and not accidentally smudge all my answers with 
my tears. Okay, I guess high school heartache is not that rough. But 
still, some social recovery time would be much appreciated. Oh well, 
I shake it off.

How to apply for college
It’s so close yet so far, that big dark storm cloud that hangs over my entire high 
school career: college. Every test I’ve taken, every late night study session, 
every paper, every grade, every last broken pencil tip has been for this, and 
facing it is extremely overwhelming. I’m lucky because I know where I 
want to go, I have a goal ahead of me, but I don’t know how to reach it. At 
the surface the process seems too complicated. My biggest fear is that I’ll 
miss a step somewhere and put my whole future at stake. I wish I spent 
less time in school in classes to make the grades I’ll submit to college and 
there was window for me to take a class that taught me how to get there. 
Every long conversation about the principles of existentialism, flashcard to 
memorize the periodic table and books about life in ancient Rome are sup-
posed to help my future; but the “building blocks” of education don’t seem 
to be providing me with the tools I need to reach my future. I need an hour 
and a half every other day to be in a classroom where the curriculum is solely for 
me to complete my applications with one on one supported catered for my personal 
goals. A class for somebody to tell me, “Hey, it’s all going to be OK. Applying to college isn’t as scary as it seems. 
Let me show you how.”

A joint Pre-AP World 
History and English II 
class

Too soon? 

I’d take that
Staffer suggests classes that could be offered in schools

Woodshop
Or any other classic high school class that is 

featured on every ‘90s TV show. You know, the 
classes where all of the main characters just happen 
to be assigned seats right next to each other, become 
lab partners and learn valuable life lessons from 
their teachers, who also just happen to teach all of 
their classes. My expectations of high school were 
dashed when I realized that my friends aren’t in all 
of my classes, and usually the bell doesn’t ring five 
minutes after the teacher finishes taking attendance. 
If I could take woodshop with all of my best friends, 
just think of the sticky situations we could get 
ourselves into and then solve in 30 minutes or less. 
Talk about great TV!




