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SUMMARY

In September, 2007, WITF received a planning grant of $25,000 from NPR’s Local News Initiative to explore options for supporting and strengthening the work of public radio statehouse and political reporters from across the country by a) conducting a national survey of these reporters, their editors and station decision makers to quantify resources and assess current reporting and editing practices and b) convening two meetings of reporters and editors to discuss challenges and opportunities and identify needs.  Additional feedback was gathered through listserv discussions and phone and email conversations.
We first proposed the creation of the LNI Statehouse Hub after discussions with colleagues about challenges in their daily coverage efforts and what it would take to overcome them so as to provide better service to listeners.  Our research has confirmed the existence of obstacles we had suspected and revealed a host of additional ones, while also leading to the identification of practical resources that can be developed to tackle them.
PLANNING GRANT ACTIVITIES

Our goal was to explore options for supporting and strengthening the work of public radio statehouse and political reporters from across the country. Both reporters and station decision-makers were surveyed to determine the needs of different groups of reporters in training and interaction.  We engaged those who are full-time reporters and get regular edits as well as those working with little or no editorial support.  

I. SURVEY RESULTS

In Fall 2007, reporters, editors and general managers at public radio stations across the country were asked to complete an online survey designed to gather preliminary feedback about the resources being devoted to coverage of statehouse news, the needs of those who spend part or all of their time devoted to this beat, and how those needs could be met through the LNI Statehouse Hub.  The findings also were used to shape the agenda at the two December meetings at WITF in Harrisburg.

The respondents

A total of 50 respondents – 30 reporters, 10 editors and 10 general managers – completed surveys.  The questions asked of reporters and editors were similar, while the focus with GMs was on the larger picture and overall organizational commitment to statehouse coverage.

In terms of tenure, we heard from a range of reporters – including 9 who have between 1 and 2 years experience on the statehouse beat and 6 who have spent more than a decade covering state politics.
The findings

The top wish of statehouse reporters who responded is to share issues – and ideas about how to cover them.

Some wanted help spotting trends, while others said they could use a sounding board for story ideas.

· “It’s fascinating to see how various legislatures respond to somewhat similar situations.”

· “Issues arise here that other states have dealt with – or are working on at the same time.  I would like to know the results and the arguments from those places.”

· “It would be great to be able to bounce ideas off of other public radio journalists.”

Statehouse reporters feel stretched.

· Only 20% of statehouse reporters said they have no responsibilities beyond coverage of state government issues.  More than half (53%) say they also serve as general assignment reporters.  A small number are either on-air anchors/hosts or news directors.

· Two-thirds of reporter respondents are one-person bureaus, yet more than half (56%) serve 5 or more stations.

· While many see the Statehouse Hub as a “great idea” and a “great opportunity,” some commented that they wouldn’t want a Statehouse Hub to create additional work for them.

· Some would like to learn how other outlets of a similar size make the best use of their personnel and equipment resources.

Many reporters want more time to devote to in-depth coverage.

A number of respondents say they want to achieve better workload balance, allowing them to produce more in-depth and feature-length material, getting out of the Capitol sometimes to interview “real people.”

Other observations…
· Most bureaus (85%) distribute between 1 and 3 “spot news” stories per day, while about half (46%) produce 1-2 feature-length stories per week.

· In general, responses varied tremendously, even within a given shop, seeming to suggest a disconnect between, for example, editors and reporters.  These two groups – and even different reporters from the same operation – often had different perspectives on everything from the output of their bureaus to what’s needed to improve them.

· Exactly half of reporter respondents said they always get an edit; about 30% say their work is edited only “sometimes” or “never.”  Therefore, in terms of preferred bureau functions, help spotting trends and collaborative projects outweighed editorial assistance.

· Nearly all CEOs and general managers who responded identified statehouse coverage as either “important” or “extremely important” with regard to their operations’ reputation and/or brand.

· A small number of respondents (across the various surveys) suggested cross-platform initiatives – namely with co-licensed TV operations – though some also made mention of online initiatives.

In many ways, this survey confirmed – and in some cases clarified – our understanding of the biggest challenges facing public radio statehouse reporters across the country.  Many desire a stronger connection to their colleagues – both at their own stations and at other statehouse bureaus.  Some feel a need to have their work edited more often.  Several are energized by the thought of comparing issues and sharing story ideas over state lines.  Some are interested in teaming up with other bureaus for collaborative projects, while others are weary that this would be among the Hub functions that could add unwelcome work to their already hectic schedules.  Sharing best practices seems to be of interest especially to some editors and chief station executives.

Some respondents also raised the desire to enhance their cross-platform efforts, expressing a desire to find better ways to effectively apply developments in today’s multi-media landscape to the work of statehouse bureaus.

II. REPORTER AND EDITOR MEETINGS

During the week of December 10, 2007, a pair of meetings involving statehouse reporters, editors and others were held at WITF’s Public Media Center outside Harrisburg, Pennsylvania.  Each session had approximately 20 participants, including some bureau chiefs and other key representatives of National Public Radio.

Each meeting included a day-long discussion that began with a review of results from the Fall 2007 online survey in which many of the attendees had participated.  Each group also took part in a listening session for which some of the attendees submitted material, and was given a primer by Marcia Alvar on some pertinent LNI research, including Exploring A Sense Of Place: The Value and Values of Localism and Localism and Morning Edition.

Much of the day was spent in discussion that yielded feedback from attendees that coincided largely with the survey.  However, the robust conversation – and at times, debate – produced details about the specific editorial support they desire, the types of collaboration they envision, and professional development opportunities and other potential functions they would find helpful originating from the LNI Statehouse Hub.

Challenges faced by statehouse bureaus

The frustration most frequently voiced by reporters was the pressure they feel to “feed the beast,” and let the quantity of their work take precedence over its quality.  There was almost unanimous agreement – among both groups – that the majority of their time is spent producing spot news, leaving little time to pursue longer, feature-length pieces.  The online survey noted, in fact, that 86 percent of public radio statehouse bureaus produce at least 1-3 spots a day, while 78 percent turn out 0-3 feature reports per week.

Many reporters cited the need to meet quantity demands as the root cause of a closely-related concern: the inability to cover many issues with the investigative work and depth they may warrant.  Put another way, many are stuck on tiers 1 and 2 of the Four Tiers of News Coverage as identified by Jay Kernis, although they yearn to produce more work that demonstrates local impact and meaning for their listeners and reaches tiers 3 and 4.  In fact, many statehouse reporters feel they’re covering a lot of the same event-based stories as their broadcast and print colleagues.  One participant described it as the difference between what he “has to cover” and what he “should be covering,” while another said she has trouble “cranking out the volume [of stories] without falling into those tier 1 and 2 categories.”

Several of those in attendance said they lack access to a source of perspective about issues that have been or are of interest to other statehouse bureaus.  They said their chances of reaching tier 3 and 4 coverage would increase greatly if they had a resource that provided them access to information about, for instance, past and present attempts by lawmakers in other states to pass legislation similar to what’s under consideration in their state.  In the words of one reporter, “It seems sometimes like our state is the only one that’s [covering a given issue] when we know that’s not true.”

Of the reporters who attended, there was a clear division between those who regularly have their work edited and those who do not.  There was an across-the-board desire among the latter group to join the former group.  But even among reporters whose scripts are edited, not all felt they were receiving quality editorial oversight.  It often comes down to knowledge of the right subject matter.  One attendee noted that she wants “to be edited by someone who knows state government.”  In our recent survey, 93 percent of respondents said they wanted to have their stories edited, although 32 percent received an edit “rarely” or “never.”

Potential Hub Function: Fostering Collaboration

The most common solutions put forth in response to many of the challenges listed above involve sharing resources to some extent – from basic story ideas to co-production of programming.  Specifically, the ideas that received the most discussion include:

· Story development assistance.  Several reporters expressed a desire for a mechanism through which they could send out a query for help from peers on developing angles and sources on a given story in order to ensure it contains the depth and perspective to meet public radio standards.  Some cases would likely require the assistance of an individual who could assist with tracking down precedent – in the form of key documents, archive copy and audio files – and other aspects of the research process.

· Content sharing.  There was near universal support for the sharing of bureau story content.  Some attendees viewed this as a means for assisting with sourcing ideas and other aspects of story development.  Others backed the swapping of actualities and interviews, so that sound from stories in other states could be incorporated into their pieces as a way to add perspective.  Some reporters and editors envisioned the LIN Statehouse Hub producing a weekly, half-hour-long program for distribution to Hub members.  It would weave together stories and issues contributed by individual bureaus.

· Daybook sharing.  Central coordination and assembly of a combined daybook that lists items scheduled for coverage by public radio statehouse bureaus across the country.  It would likely be distributed during the midday hours (Eastern Time).

Potential Hub Function: Professional Development/Training

Despite a desire to become better at what they do, public radio statehouse reporters crave more opportunities for professional development.  Our online survey showed 25 percent of them never attend conferences, while most others say they lack the training and development opportunities to help them meaningfully improve their level of proficiency.  For this reason, reporters and editors see the LNI Statehouse Hub as an entity that could utilize several different platforms to provide regular training opportunities, including:

· Help with framing stories.  By learning how to “connect the dots,” reporters can follow the most impactful angle and provide the greatest level of service to the listener.  Ideally, the right framing can turn a tier 2 story into a tier 3 or 4 piece.

· Assistance with research, data presentation and other investigative skills.  To many statehouse reporters, these are viewed as complicated skills which they don’t have time to implement on a regular basis.  By imparting knowledge about key methods of in-depth analysis, the Hub has an opportunity to empower individual reporters and bureaus to increase their investigative capacity.

· Help with writing and editorial skills.  As the skill that’s perhaps most central to our craft as reporters and editors, many attendees saw room for improvement in their writing and that of their peers.  Moreover, while it would likely prove impractical for the Hub to task itself with providing individual story edits, many welcomed the opportunity to bolster and polish the skills of those who edit the copy produced by statehouse reporters.

· Offer peer evaluation of stories through online portal.  Peer evaluation and feedback on produced stories is important to statehouse reporters, but because many such reporters work in isolation, the opportunities for critical review are rare.  The insight of other statehouse reporters, who often cover many of the same issues, can be invaluable to developing future stories and honing the craft of producing in-depth pieces about legislative and policy issues for radio.

Potential Collaboration Targets
Attendees at both meetings seemed to agree that, in order for the LNI Statehouse Hub to survive, two points are absolutely essential: It must be tailored to the specific needs of public radio statehouse reporters and, as such, it must not duplicate resources that are already available from other organizations.  However, reporters and editors see potential for the work of some of those organizations to complement the mission of the Hub, therefore providing a case for collaboration.  Some possibilities include:

· Public Radio Exchange:  As a searchable repository for material to be shared among Hub members.

· Capitolbeat:  As a partner for annual convening and online initiatives, due to numerous shared objectives.

· Public Radio News Directors, Inc.:  As a partner on shared professional development projects.

· Investigative Reporters and Editors:  With possibilities related to their well-established conferences and webinars.

· National Conference of State Legislatures and Stateline.org:  As partners who have direct access to sources that help provide story ideas, angles and sources to statehouse reporters.

Potential Communication Platforms

As busy, multi-tasking people, statehouse reporters and editors say they’re more likely to remain engaged with the LNI Statehouse Hub if at least some of the content and discussion is pushed to them – for example, via listserv – instead of all of it residing on a static, remote server.  Nonetheless, they also see value in a central website where key documents and links would reside for quick reference on a variety of topics.  Also, the need for a content repository such as PRX (see above) was discussed.

As noted above, statehouse reporters and editors would welcome additional opportunities to sharpen their skills in a variety of areas.  Because so many of them find it difficult to break away from their bureaus with frequency, meeting attendees viewed technology as a key avenue through which the Hub could provide professional development presentations and discussions.  The idea of online seminars – or webinars – was received well, while many also favored the use of conference calls to achieve such sessions.

* * *
While attendees left Harrisburg with a renewed sense of excitement about opportunities for innovation and collaboration, they did so with an important reality at the forefront of their minds:  If it is to survive, the LNI Statehouse Hub must have not only their support but also that of top station executives from the beginning.  In the words of one reporter, “We have to convey the importance not of doing more, but of doing less and of doing it well.”

Many reporters said their stations’ demands for disproportionately large quantities of spot news originated not with their editors but with their editors’ bosses.  That means the ability to dedicate more statehouse bureau resources to in-depth, insightful coverage hinges on the acceptance of that philosophy by general managers.  In order to achieve this, those top-level executives need to be exposed to both research from NPR’s Local News Initiative and the planned mission of the LNI Statehouse Hub.  The level of buy-in from these budget decision makers will ultimately determine the amount of station-level support for this project – a key component in its sustainability.
RECOMMENDED NEXT STEPS FOR IMPLEMENTATION OF THE LNI STATEHOUSE HUB
A Statehouse Hub could address many of these problems by providing editorial and research support and guidance to capitol reporters and the stations that carry their work.  The Hub could also facilitate communication across the state capitals; identify training opportunities; and assist state government journalists in interacting with programmers, finding out what stations need and want and promoting individual and collective output.  Service to multiple stations would be an important component of the Hub.  Most capitol reporters feed their work to several stations in markets across a given state.  This Hub could make an immediate difference, affecting the quality of journalism aired on many stations in many states – having a national impact while retaining a local, regional, and state focus.
To foster opportunities for professional development, the Hub will:

· Coordinate regular conference calls and webinars on topics such as writing, story framing, research techniques and data presentation.

· Ensure new materials on topics listed above and other best practices are regularly posted at www.statehousehub.org and direct Hub members to them.

· Seek out partnerships with organizations whose missions complement that of the Hub and can therefore serve as sources of written materials and experts for conference calls and webinars.

· Facilitate peer listening and feedback activities that utilize Hub member content posted on the Public Radio Exchange (PRX) website.  This is to include space for reporters to post stories and receive feedback from peers, as well as regularly scheduled “virtual listening sessions.”

· Work with organizers at Capitolbeat to develop a portion of that group’s annual conference that will be devoted to public radio reporters and editors.

To facilitate dialogue and content sharing among statehouse reporters, the Hub will:

· Initiate and guide discussions regarding story content, source ideas and other issues on existing platforms – such as the website and listserv (please see Appendix III for an example of a recent listserv discussion among reporters and editors) – while also seeking out new ones.

· Compile and distribute a “daybook” to members.  The document will list stories and topics slated for coverage at public radio statehouse bureaus across the country and, where relevant, help reporters working on similar stories to connect and share resources.

· Administer the portion of the Public Radio Exchange (PRX) content-sharing website tailored to member stations.  This will include soliciting regular contributions from members and ensuring the site is well-organized and searchable.

To provide guidance on story development, the Hub will:

· Serve as a readily-available contact, via phone and email, who gives reporters timely feedback on how stories can be framed so as to achieve greater depth.

· Assist reporters with research by helping them track down specific information and/or stories on similar topics from other statehouse bureaus.
We envision the following timeline:
· MONTHS ONE AND TWO:  Project Manager signs on and – along with WITF’s President and CEO, and Senior Vice President for Content – begins recruiting stations for membership in the LNI Statehouse Hub by engaging top station executives.  Individual also maintains existing Hub resources, such as the website, listserv and wiki.

The case for the Hub has already been made by dozens of reporters and editors across the country through their survey input and their feedback at the meetings at WITF.  The next critical step is to present the hindrances facing public radio statehouse reporting and the ways in which the Hub would whittle away at them to budget decision makers – namely station managers and chief executives.  At this early stage, the Project Manager will be responsible for reaching out to these individuals by telephone and, in some instances, by conducting station visits.  This work will be supported by WITF President and CEO Kathleen Pavelko and Senior VP for Content Joyce Davis, who will reach out to their colleagues across the system through venues such as A-Reps meetings, Station Resource Group retreats and NPR planning meetings.  These discussions will include emphasis on how stations have used their statehouse reporting to (1) increase major giving; (2) secure underwriting; (3) secure grants; (4) reduce costs by creating networks; (5) differentiate their station from other public radio broadcasters and other media competitors.  The end goal is to solidify arguments made by each station’s editorial staff as to why the work of the LNI Statehouse Hub is essential to their mission.

Meanwhile, it’s important for the momentum that’s been generated among reporters and editors to be cultivated.  The dialogue must continue via the online resources that already exist.  With that in mind, the Project Manager will stimulate listserv discussions about topics of interest and refresh resources on the website and wiki, as needed.  (Please see Appendix III for an example of how the listserv is being utilized.)
· MONTH THREE:  Project Coordinator is hired.
The Project Coordinator will answer to the Project Manager, and the individual’s first tasks will be to assist in the final month of pre-launch tasks.  These will include firming up relationships with member stations and participating in the ongoing dialogue with reporters and editors.  Also, the relationship with Public Radio Exchange (PRX) must be solidified by the end of month three.
· MONTH FOUR:  LNI Statehouse Hub is launched, and project’s full resources are provided to member stations.
The resources offered will fall into three main areas: fostering opportunities for professional development, facilitating dialogue and content sharing among statehouse reporters, and guidance on story development.
With meaningful coverage of state government by newspapers and radio and television outlets on the decline, civic-minded individuals are increasingly turning to pubic radio for in-depth, insightful information about this important subject area.  Public radio statehouse bureaus across the country must be equipped to cover governors, lawmakers, key agencies and other governmental entities in a manner that arms listeners with the facts and context they need to make informed decisions.  With that important goal in mind, WITF proposes creation of the LNI Statehouse Hub, to be headquartered at the WITF Public Media Center in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania.  With its easy access to Washington, NPR, the Northeast, the Midwest and the South, its expertise in state capitol reporting, and its new Public Media Center, WITF is exceptionally well-positioned to develop and oversee this important resource.

Attachments found in the following pages include:

Appendix I:  Budget and explanation of expenses
Appendix II:  Final costs of planning process

Appendix III:  Excerpts from one of several recent listserv discussions among

statehouse reporters and editors who attended the December, 2007

meetings at WITF
Appendix I:  Budget and explanation of expenses
BUDGET SPREADSHEET (projectbudget.xls) INSERTED HERE

LNI Statehouse Hub: Explanation of Expenses
Personnel

Director:  Will oversee Hub operations, and will answer to WITF’s Senior Vice President for Content.

Coordinator:  Will assist Director with all aspects of Hub operations, and will answer to Director.
Technology:  Support for computer, audio, visual, web and other needs; Assuming 5 percent of a WITF technology employee’s time.

Senior Vice President for Content:  Will supervise work of Hub.  Assuming 5 percent of individual’s time.
Other Expenses
Travel:  Includes occasional use of WITF vehicles as well as trips to foster station relations and other Hub outreach and professional development functions.
Space/Rent/Furniture:  Director and coordinator to occupy two cubicles on first floor of WITF’s Public Media Center.  They will be provided with desks, chairs, filing cabinets and related items.
Phone/communications:  Includes costs of phone line and Internet connections.
Wire Service:  Annual subscription to AP broadcast wire.

Supplies:  Includes CDs, small items for audio production and office supplies.
Equipment:  Includes use of electronic recording and production equipment at WITF.

Technology:  Laptop computers for director and coordinator.

Teleconferences and Webinars:  For professional development tools.

Professional Affiliations and Memberships:  Includes costs for director and coordinator to affiliate with Public Radio News Directors Inc. (PRNDI), Investigative Reporters and Editors (IRE), and Association of Capitol Reporters and Editors (Capitolbeat).

Appendix II:  Final costs of planning process

FINAL PLANNING BUDGET (planningbudfin.xls) TO BE INSERTED HERE

____________________________
Appendix III:  Connecting the Dots WITH A LISTSERV
Email communication among conference participants and other reporters has been steady ever since the December 2007 Statehouse Hub Reporter and Editor meetings in Harrisburg.

The frequency and volume of response demonstrates the need of reporters and editors to interact with one another to learn more about the national context of what could otherwise be regarded as simple state stories. It also shows the desire for connectedness among reporters who work in disparate places but share many common issues.

Here is a selection of dialogue generated on January 24, 2008 by a question sent to the Statehouse Hub email list from reporter Marianne Holland of Indiana Public Broadcasting:
Question:

Have any of your states passed legislation requiring utility companies to get at least a portion of their supply from renewable energy.  If so, under what circumstances and by what date?
Answers: 

“California's first stab at this was in 2002... with a law mandating 20% by 2017…  By the way, an interesting side story for anyone looking at green energy issues: we found in CA that energy bought for state govt. needs (buildings, water plants, etc.) was sometimes coming from coal plants out of state... thus opening up lawmakers to a ‘do as I say, not as I do’ dilemma.”


--John Myers, Sacramento Bureau Chief, KQED Public Radio

 “Last year Colorado passed a law that doubles the renewable energy requirements for public utilities. Utility companies must get 20% of their energy from renewable sources by the year 2020.”  --Bente Birkeland, Reporter - Rocky Mountain Radio 

“Michigan is in the middle of that muddle right now. Our Democratic governor wants a mandate of 10 percent by 2015 and 25 percent by 2025…”

--Rick Pluta, State Capitol Bureau Chief, Michigan Public Radio

“Ohio governor Ted Strickland has proposed that by 2025, Ohio electric companies get at least 25% of their power from so-called ADVANCED sources.  His definition of that includes not just solar, wind, bio mass, fuel cells, and other renewable energy… but ALSO ‘clean coal’ and ‘nuclear.’”  --Bill Cohen, Statehouse News Bureau, Ohio Public Radio
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