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Southern Radio Network Local News Initiative Hub Proposal

Project Objective

We propose to improve the quality of news reporting in the Southern region by building the capacity of reporters, producers and news directors to report, write, and edit. This training project will be conducted under the auspices of the Southern Radio Network (SRN), a newly-formed Internet-based Hub that allows southern public radio newsrooms to exchange stories and collaborate on news coverage. The successful implementation of this training initiative will increase the quality of radio programming available to listeners throughout the south, as well as to hopefully increase the number and geographic scope of station-based reporters prepared to file stories for NPR. 

Problem Statement

Talent and experience level of reporters and news departments varies greatly among public radio stations in the southern United States. While there are some well-known news powerhouses (i.e. WUNC, KUT, WBHM, etc), there are several cities and, in fact entire states, that do not have any reporters filing even occasionally for the national programs.   This is due, in part, to the under-resourcing of many news departments in the region. Two major state networks (Florida and Mississippi) have, in recent years, tried to fill news director positions for salaries of around $30,000. Reporter positions are often filled for much less, meaning stations are staffed by enthusiastic and talented, but inexperienced, reporters.  At many stations, the news manager is not a seasoned editor, and she is often either a one-woman-band or splitting her duties between news directing, reporting, hosting a newsmagazine, teaching and other responsibilities. As a result, news stories often receive only a cursory edit, if they are edited at all. The recently completed NPR Local Station News Survey finds that 36% of stations nationwide say their news reports never, rarely or only sometimes go through an edit.

The Southern Region, for purposes of this project, includes: Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee and Virginia. The following stations are charter members of SRN:

Alabama

WBHM-FM Birmingham, Tanya Ott, News Director

WUAL-FM Tuscaloosa, Butler Cain, News Director

Arkansas

KASU-FM Jonesboro, Dr. Robert Franklin, Station Manager

KUAF-FM Fayetteville, Kyle Kellams, News Director

Florida

WFSU-FM Tallahassee, Mark Simpson, Assignment Editor

WGCU-FM Fort Myers, Amy Tardif, Station Manager

WUSF-FM Tampa, Bobbie O'Brien, reporter 

Georgia

Georgia Public Broadcasting (representing 15 public radio stations) 

Philip Graitcer, Atlanta, Freelance Producer

WUGA-FM Athens, Mary Kay Mitchell, News Director

WABE-FM Atlanta, Michael Fields, News Director

Kentucky

Tony McVeigh, Kentucky Public Broadcasting

Louisiana

Mississippi

North Carolina

Duke University Center for Documentary Studies, Durham, John Biewen

South Carolina

Tennessee
WKNO-FM Memphis, Candice Ludlow, Production Manager

WUOT-FM Knoxville, Matt Powell-Shafer, News Director

We are actively working to recruit more stations, especially in Mississippi, Louisiana, and South Carolina. We also plan to actively recruit stations based at historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs). Even though Texas falls under the southern region in NPR’s bureau system, we are not including it in SRN’s southern region because we believe the state’s editorial interests are more in line with the southwestern U.S. than the southeastern U.S. 

Proposal Summary

Good editing is at the heart of good journalism. A good editor knows how to recognize the real story, help the reporter tease it out through research, interviews and writing, and then bring it to fruition through strong writing and solid structure. A mastery of grammar is a given; but an editor also must be able to recognize what’s not in the story, but should be, and how to inspire a reporter to find his voice through written word.  Our Hubs proposal calls for developing the reporting and editorial skills of news directors and reporters throughout the region, with special attention to stations and reporters who are not already filing stories for national radio programs. 

We propose: 

1. Project staff will conduct a formative evaluation of the status of southern newsrooms. This quantitative analysis will focus on gathering preliminary data about the demographic make-up of southern newsrooms, established editing protocol, and other demographic information. The formative data will be used to assist project staff in selecting an appropriate sample of southern newsrooms to participate in the “ears” component of the evaluation. This “ears” component will involve recording news product from each selected newsroom, then conducting a quantitative and qualitative review of the newscasts and/or feature segments. This will occur at multiple time points throughout the duration of the grant. Baseline data will be gathered once prior to the October ’07 Workshop, once in the Winter of ‘07/’08, and once in the late Spring of ’08.  

The quantitative approach will use Jay Kernis’ 4 Tiers of Coverage as a framework. Multiple raters will assess the frequency that news stories fall into each of the four tiers (commercial; staged; local impact/national; local meaning).  The qualitative approach will be conducted on the same day as the quantitative data collection, but will use the PRPD/PRNDI’s Core Values of News to assess local news product.  
2. Conducting an expenses-paid, one-day “Train the Editor” workshop facilitated by staff from NPR as well as faculty from the Poynter Institute. This workshop would be targeted at news directors and other editors at stations in the southern region. Workshop content would include the basics of story selection, structure, and writing, as well as more advanced themes like “coaching instead of fixing”. We want to build capacity in southern radio stations, not simply improve the skills of the news directors.  This workshop will take place at the Georgia Public Broadcasting (GPB) studios in Atlanta. Its state-of-the-art, laptop-equipped conference rooms would be available to the project as an in-kind donation.

3. Contracting for 15 hours per week with an editor/editing mentor who would co-edit with the station news directors who now have editorial responsibilities and serve as the primary editor for one-man-shops. We will employ an editor who has worked in daily news as well as filing for the national networks. Prior teaching experience is important.  Although we prefer an editor/mentor based in the region, he or she could be located anywhere. Contract will include funding for occasional travel to stations in the south for on-site mentoring of news director and editing with reporters. 

4. Exploring how higher capacity stations might support those stations with fewer resources. To this end, project managers and advisors (see Project Administration below) will serve as mentors to one-person newsrooms. This mentoring will include phone and email correspondence and in-person visits if deemed necessary and funded by either the mentor or mentee.  

5. If additional funding becomes available, conducting a “Lessons Learned” workshop for news directors and promising reporters at the end of the project period. This will include a final critique of content (obtained through sampling features on the web or live stream) and a discussion about achieving sustainability and developing actionable plans to make regular editing a reality in our newsrooms. This workshop will be hosted at GPB as part of that station's in-kind donation to the SRN project. 

The support of senior radio station management is critical to the success of this training initiative. To that end, the project will include outreach to senior managers through written communication and in-person presentations at the annual meetings of Eastern Region Public Media (ERPM) and Public Radio in Mid-America (PRIMA) in the fall of 2007. 

Project Administration – Key Players and Collaborators

Tanya Ott (News Director, WBHM), Susanna Capelouto (News Director, GPB), and Candice Ludlow (Production Manager, WKNO) will share responsibility for managing this project, with input from newsroom leaders from across the region. We have targeted several proposed advisors we will invite to assist the project: Connie Walker (WUNC-North Carolina), Rick Mattioni (WVTF-Virginia), Anita Bugg (WPLN-Tennessee), Charlie Compton (WUKY-Kentucky), and Mark Simpson (Florida Public Radio).  They will each receive a small stipend for their work on qualitative and quantitative analysis of the data gathered. Their work as mentors will be an in-kind donation from their stations. The grant will be administratively managed through the Georgia Public Broadcasting Foundation, GPB. Nominal indirect costs for administration will be charged to the grant. WBHM, GPB, and WKNO will make available classroom, ISDN capabilities and studio time as an in-kind contribution to other stations that may need these facilities.

Project Timeline/Responsible Party(s)

May 07 – 

· rewrite grant proposal/OTT with help from CAPELOUTO and LUDLOW

· contact proposed advisors and get commitments/OTT & CAPELOUTO

· conference call with project administrators and advisors/OTT, CAPELOUTO, & LUDLOW

· determine key NPR personnel who can be instrumental in planning, implementation and training assistance/OTT, with guidance from MARCIA ALVAR

June 07 –

· develop survey instrument for quantitative analysis/JASON FULMORE & LUDLOW

· compile list of southern stations and contact information/CONNOR MCCARTY with oversight by OTT

· distribute survey instrument to southern stations with deadline for submitting completed surveys by end of July

July 07 – 

· present details of SRN Training Initiative to southern station news directors at PRNDI conference/OTT, CAPELOUTO, & LUDLOW 

· develop framework for assessing audio gathered for qualitative analysis/OTT with input from CAPELOUTO, LUDLOW & project advisors

· surveys due from stations by end of month

Aug 07 –

· compile & analyze results of quantitative analysis/FULMORE & LUDLOW

· “ears” testing of station news content & qualitative analysis/OTT, CAPELOUTO, LUDLOW and project advisors

· advertise for Editor/Mentor position and start screening candidates/OTT, CAPELOUTO, LUDLOW  and project advisors

· begin planning “Train the Editor” workshop/OTT, CAPELOUTO, LUDLOW & advisors

Sept 07 – 

· SRN project administrators and/or NPR staff attend ERPM (9/18-20 in Pittsburgh)

· hire Editor/Mentor  

· continue planning “Train the Editor” workshop/OTT, CAPELOUTO, LUDLOW and advisors

Oct 07 – 

· “Train the Editor” workshop/NPR & POYNTER TRAINERS (scheduling note: coordinated fundraising week is 10/13 – 10/19; MEGS workshop is 10/26-27)

· introduce Editor/Mentor to participating newsrooms at workshop

Nov 07 – 

· Editor/Mentor works with stations

Dec 07 -

· Editor/Mentor works with stations

Jan 08 -

· “ears” testing of station news content

· Editor/Mentor works with stations

Feb 08 -

· Editor/Mentor works with stations

Mar 08 -

· Editor/Mentor works with stations

Apr 08 -

· Editor/Mentor works with stations

May 08 -

· “ears” testing of station news content

· Editor/Mentor works with stations

June 08 -

· Editor/Mentor works with stations

July 08 – 

· Editor/Mentor works with stations

· progress report back to PRNDI 

Aug 08 – 

· Editor/Mentor works with stations

· Begin planning “Lessons Learned” conference/OTT, CAPELOUTO, LUDLOW & advisors

Sept 08 –

· Editor/Mentor works with stations

· Continue planning “Lessons Learned” conference/OTT, CAPELOUTO, LUDLOW & advisors

· gather taped audio for final qualitative analysis/TBD 

· analyze audio for final qualitative analysis/OTT, CAPELOUTO, LUDLOW and advisors

· progress report to PRPD (9/17-20 in Hollywood, CA)

Oct 08 - 

· conduct “Lessons Learned” conference/OTT, CAPELOUTO, LUDLOW, advisors and representatives from NPR

· report out to system through LNI website, pubradio, newslink, PRNDI website, PRNDI newsletter, 







