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MTSU’s School of Journalism and Strategic Media celebrates 50 years

Editor’s note: The headline above 
is also the name of his Joe Creason 
Lecture in Journalism that Al Cross, 
gave on April 9, 2024, speaking 
at the University of Kentucky in 
Lexington, Ky. Cross is the director 
emeritus of the Institute for Rural 
Journalism based in Lexington. 
This column, republished here with 
Cross’s permission, is the text from 
his Creason Lecture, minus intro-
ductory remarks he made during 
his April 9 presentation.

  Journalism is in trouble, 
mainly because the news business 
is in trouble. I think too many of 
us forget that journalism and the 
news business are not the same 
thing. The news business pays for 
journalism, which can be done 
for free, though usually with little 
impact. I like to say that every 
American has the First Amend-
ment right to commit journalism.

That verb is instructive. With 
that right comes the need to 

exercise it responsibly. That’s why 
I’ve long been active in the Society 
of Professional Journalists, which 
exists to protect and improve 
journalism. At an SPJ function a 
few days ago, someone pleaded, 
“Please save journalism.” I replied, 
“Please save journalism from the 
news business.”

When you hear the news 
business is in trouble, you think 
mainly about newspapers, which 
have seen the destruction of their 
business model: a news medium 
that reached most people and thus 
attracted the advertising revenue 
needed to pay reporters, photog-

raphers, editors, ad people and 
everyone who gets the paper out.

But other parts of the news 
business are being squeezed, too, 
by the proliferation of sources 
of news, information and enter-
tainment made possible by the 
digital world in which we live. 
Those of us in journalism have 
been disappointed to learn the fact 
that Americans don’t like news as 
much as we thought they did.

Households reached by 
daily paper dropped from 
well over 50 percent to 10 
percent

In my early days at The Couri-
er-Journal, the newspaper reached 
well over half the households in 
the Louisville metropolitan area. 
Today, the average household pen-
etration of most daily newspapers 
is less than 10 percent. Broadcast 

stations are struggling to main-
tain their revenue, and their news 
products are declining, too.

Truth be told, Americans 
would rather be entertained than 
informed, and those two things 
are in competition for Americans’ 
limited time. When it comes time 
to renew a subscription to one or 
the other, subscribers often weigh 
news versus streaming service, 
according to the Reuters Institute 
for the Study of Journalism.

The news business has known 
the appeal of entertainment for a 
long time, so it’s always had jour-
nalists offer some sizzle with the 
steak. We didn’t mind a well-cho-
sen dose of that, because we knew 
it helped build and maintain 
the mass audiences necessary to 
support that old advertising-based 
model.

Today, there’s often more sizzle 

Middle Tennessee State Univer-
sity’s School of Journalism and 
Strategic Media is celebrating its 
50th year of teaching students 
reporting, storytelling, breaking 
news and everything in between.  

Approved in 1972, the pro-
gram began when Ed Kimbrell 
started the Department of Mass 
Communications, which includ-
ed sequences in advertising and 
public relations, news-editorial, 
graphics and photography, and 
broadcasting. 

A Recording Industry major was 
added in 1973. The department 
became a school as it added radio 
and TV courses before becoming 
the College of Mass Communica-
tions in 1989 and later renamed 
the College of Media and Enter-

tainment in 2015. 
The School of Journalism 

and Strategic Media in the John 
Bragg Media and Entertainment 
building now offers two degrees 
and 10 concentrations. It has more 
than two dozen faculty and 300 

students. 
“I am so proud of the School of 

Journalism and Strategic Media, 
which is known throughout the 
nation for the education it has 
provided our students for 50 
years,” said College of Media and 

Entertainment Dean Beverly Keel, 
an MTSU alumna and former 
award-winning music industry 
journalist. “What I really admire 
is that it continues to provide the 
foundation for journalism, advertis-
ing, public relations, sports media, 
and media design while constantly 
evolving to address the changes in 
the industry. No matter how tech-
nology changes, our graduates are 

See MTSU 50TH Page  12

See CROSS Page  8
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DEANN HAYES
MTSU, Murfreesboro
April 15, 2024

Keel Foss

Save journalism from the news business

Photo by Cat Curtis Murphy, MTSU, Murfreesboro.

MTSU alumnus and NewsChannel5 chief investigative reporter Phil Williams 
(left) discusses his journalism career, April 11, on the MTSU campus. Inter-
viewing him is recently retired MTSU journalism professor Leon Alligood.
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On their own, individual jour-
nalists and newsrooms have the 
power to successfully challenge 
government secrecy and fight 
back against efforts to silence 
the press. But their strength 
grows substantially when they 
are willing to team up with other 
members of the news media — 
even their fiercest competitors — 
to stand up to people in power for 
the benefit of the public. 

At the Reporters Committee 
for Freedom of the Press, my 
colleagues and I focus a lot on 
building strong media coalitions 
at both the local and national 
levels, whether we’re condemn-
ing a police raid on a small-town 
newsroom or helping news orga-
nizations unseal court records 
related to a high-profile Justice 
Department investigation. 

The reason is simple: Media 
coalitions pack a powerful punch. 
By joining forces, journalists and 
newsrooms send a clear message 
to public officials that they are 
willing to put their competitive 
differences aside to fight for great-
er government transparency and 
accountability. They also help 
signal the importance of this kind 
of work to a broader audience.

Here in Tennessee, I’ve had the 
opportunity to work with a wide 
range of news media coalitions 
with RCFP. Through direct liti-
gation, friend-of-the-court briefs, 
and letters to public officials, 
our coalitions have succeeded in 
making previously hidden records 
public, challenging an election 
finance agency’s secret vote, and 
much more. Let’s take a closer 
look at how media coalitions I’ve 
worked with have made a differ-
ence in our state.

Litigation
In my first case for RCFP in 

2020, I represented a large coali-
tion of journalists and media orga-
nizations, including the Tennessee 
Press Association, in a lawsuit 
against the Tennessee Registry of 
Election Finance for violating the 
state’s Open Meetings Act when 
it held a secret vote by email to 
significantly reduce fines levied 
against a state lawmaker on the 
eve of a filing deadline. 

A judge later ruled in favor of 
the media coalition, holding that 

the Registry “violated the spirit 
and requirements” of the law. As 
I highlighted in a column for this 
newsletter in June 2022, the case 
appeared to have spurred state 
lawmakers to pass a bill strength-
ening campaign finance and 
ethics rules.

More recently, I helped a media 
coalition, including members 
of the Tennessee Press Associa-
tion, challenge two court orders 
prohibiting the city of Memphis 
and Shelby County from disclos-
ing public records they provided 
to the district attorney in the 
prosecutions of five former Mem-
phis police officers charged with 
the murder of Tyre Nichols. That 
challenge ultimately resulted 
in the release of a substantial 
amount of previously undisclosed 
information, including 21 hours 
of recordings that provided con-
text to videos released last year 
showing police officers punching 
and kicking Nichols while he 
pleaded for them to stop.

Friend-of-the-court briefs
While my role as a Local Legal 

Initiative attorney is focused 
primarily on direct litigation, I 
occasionally file friend-of-the-
court briefs on behalf of media 
coalitions, making arguments in 
support of issues that affect press 
freedom and the public’s access to 
information in Tennessee. 

For example, I submitted media 
coalition briefs in two separate 
matters concerning the Tennessee 
Public Participation Act, which 
allows courts to quickly dismiss 
meritless lawsuits intended to 
chill speech about matters of pub-
lic concern. In one of those cases, 
our coalition urged the Tennes-
see Supreme Court to reverse a 
lower-court ruling that threat-
ened to undermine the law’s 
effectiveness. As of mid-April we 
were still awaiting a ruling in 
that case.

I have also filed a friend-of-the-

court brief in a public records 
matter. In 2021, I submitted a 
brief on behalf of the Tennessee 
Press Association and 12 other 
media organizations in support 
of a professor’s fight to obtain 
public records from a sheriff as 
part of her research into the coun-
ty’s immigration enforcement. 
The Tennessee Court of Appeals 
ultimately affirmed a lower court 
decision finding that the sheriff 
violated the state’s public records 
law by willfully withholding 
records.

Letters
We don’t always build media 

coalitions with the intent to make 
arguments before a court. Some-
times sending letters directly 
to government officials can be 
enough to nudge them toward 
transparency. 

In January, I wrote a letter to 
Memphis Mayor Paul Young on 
behalf of a coalition of local jour-
nalists and newsrooms asking 
him to help resolve long-standing 
delays in the city’s response to 
public records requests. Coalition 
members thought it was import-
ant to present their public records 
concerns to the mayor early 
on in his tenure after problems 
mounted under his predecessor’s 
administration. 

“The press serves as surro-
gates for the public and is vital to 
public oversight of governmental 
activities, but chronic delays in 
getting records from the City 
severely undermines the use-
fulness of those records and the 
information contained in them,” 
the media coalition stated in the 
letter, which coalition members 
hand-delivered to the mayor 
during a meeting about the public 
records issues. “Timely access is 
essential.”

It’s too soon to tell whether the 
letter will make a difference. But 
from my experience, the fact that 
it came from a large coalition 
of journalists and news outlets 
certainly increases the chances 
that it will.  

Paul McAdoo is the Tennessee 
Local Legal Initiative attorney 
for the Reporters Committee for 
Freedom of the Press. He is based 
in Nashville.

On
The
Docket
Paul McAdoo

Power resides in media coalitions in the fight 
for government transparency, accountability
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May 2024
1-3: Association of Community 

Publishers Conference & Trade 
Show, Sheraton Norfolk Water-
side Hotel, Norfolk, Va.

10: Investigative Reporters and 
Editors (IRE) Chicago Watch-
dog Workshop, “Elevate Your 
Investigative and Data Skills,” 
Medill School of Journalism’s 
downtown campus, North-
western University, Chicago. 

19-22: 2024 Media Financial Man-
agement Annual Conference, 
Hyatt Regency Riverfront, 
Jacksonville, Fla.

27-29: 75th World News Media 
Congress 2024, World Asso-
ciation of News Publishers, 
Copenhagen, Denmark.

June 2024
2-4: AJPA 2024 Annual Confer-

ence, American Jewish Press 
Association, The DoubleTree 
by Hilton Nashville Downtown, 
Nashville, Tenn.

18-23: The International Society 
of Weekly Newspapers Editors 
(ISWNE) Conference, Toronto 
Metropolitan University, Toron-
to, Ontario, Canada.

20-23: 2024 Investigative Re-
porters & Editors (IRE) Confer-
ence, Anaheim, Cal. Must be 
registered as an IRE member 
through July 1, 2024, to attend.

October 2024
18-19: America’s Newspapers Fam-

ily and Independent Owners 
Meeting, Charleston, SC.

20-22: America’s Newspapers 
Senior Leadership Conference, 
Charleston, SC.

July 2025
9-13: The International Society 

of Weekly Newspapers Editors 
(ISWNE) 2025 Conference, 
South Dakota State University, 
Brookings, S.D.

For Your Calendar
The 2024 legislative session of 

the 113th General Assembly came 
to an end in April. Vouchers, 
tourism records, armed teachers 
and healthcare reform were the 
hot topics of the year.

For newspapers, we faced some 
challenges as usual. The Tennes-
see Bankers Association revamped 
their foreclosure notice bill from 
2023. They made some changes 
but made it worse for newspapers 
with their new language. We went 
into action when the bill was filed 
in January. We talked face to face 
with the bill’s sponsors multiple 
times. At our TPA Day on the 
Hill in February, TPA members 
spent the entire day meeting with 
committee members that could 
hear the bill. Our hard work paid 
off as the bill was never heard in 
a committee. We made noise and 
we were heard. 

There were multiple open 
records, open meetings legislation 
that we were against during the 
session. Bills for closing tour-
ism records and closing autopsy 
records for minors were heard 
in committees and made to the 

house and senate floors for de-
bate. Along the way, we support-
ed TCOG (Tennessee Coalition 
for Open Government) and their 
work on amendments on the bills 
to lessen the negative impact to 
our newsrooms and journalists.

One bill that we supported was 
introduced by Representative 
Dennis Powers. HB2114 strength-
ens our position as the best place 
for public notices. The bill was 
to require paid public notices to 
be placed on a free news website 
in addition to being put in our 
newspapers. 

At first, the bill had no criteria 
for a free news website. We of-
fered language that supported our 
newspaper websites, reminding 
the sponsor that, since 2014, our 
public notice law has required 
paid public notices to go into our 

newspapers, on our newspaper 
websites and on a statewide 
public notice site.  The sponsor 
used our definition of newspaper 
websites in the bill. This means 
our websites will satisfy the new 
requirement. And again, this will 
strengthen our position as the 
best source for public notices.

As you know, it was my first 
legislative session in Tennes-
see. What I found was that, as a 
group, TPA and its members have 
power to effect change. We have 
a voice. Even though, at times 
during discussions, legislators 
commented about the decline of 
newspapers, we still have a huge 
voice and a positive reputation. 

I also found that when we see 
an issue, we hit it head on. We 
go straight to the sponsor of the 
bill in question and have face-
to-face conversations. We talk 
with committee members face to 
face and as quickly as possible 
once we find an issue that merits 
discussion. Legislators respond 
to the conversations and most of 
them take our words to heart. 
Again, we have power as a group. 

We have a story to tell.
It is a group effort to watch the 

legislation. We have very effective 
lobbyists working for us. Megan 
Lane and Matt King were instru-
mental in helping us tell our story 
to legislators. And they are a huge 
part of our success this session.

Braydon Pemberton, a member 
of Matt’s team, worked closely 
with us this session, watching 
committee meetings for us, meet-
ing with legislators, and staying 
on top of language changes that 
would affect us. Deborah Fisher 
from TCOG was a great help as 
well. We supported her when she 
testified in committee on open 
record bills. She did most of her 
work one on one with legislators 
and informed us about potential 
surprises before they became 
issues. 

Overall, we had a success-
ful legislative session. We look 
forward to 2025 with a renewed 
spirit that newspapers still have 
power and a great story to tell. 

Mark Millsap is executive director 
of Tennessee Press Association.

Legislative session ends, newspapers have a great story to tell

From the 
Executive 
Director
Mark Millsap

Viers promoted to ME at 
Times News

Editor’s note: The following is 
from Holly Viers, new managing 
editor of the Kingsport Times News. 

When you read the Kingsport 
Times News, either in print or 
online, what immediately catches 
your attention? I’ve heard many 
different answers to this question 
over the years. For some, the sports 
section is a tried-and-true favorite. 
Others turn first to the opinion 
pages for thought-provoking 
viewpoints on local issues. And, of 
course, almost everyone enjoys the 
daily crossword and comics.

At the heart of the Times News, 
though, is local news. For more 
than a century, the Times News 
has delivered quality, in-depth 
reporting on issues that matter to 
you. Our award-winning reporters 
are passionate and dedicated to 
telling great stories. I feel lucky to 
have been part of this newsroom 
for the last seven years.

Today, I consider it a privilege to 
introduce myself as the new man-
aging editor of the Times News. 

Kingsport is not 
just my home-
town; it’s a place 
I truly love. I 
couldn’t be more 
grateful and 
excited to serve 
this community 
in my new role.

I am a former 
feature writer 

and Scott County, Va., reporter. You 
might also remember my long-run-
ning “Author’s Corner” column, 
in which I spotlighted a different 
local author every month. For the 
last three years, I served as digital 
content editor for Six Rivers Media 
(parent company of the Times 
News), developing strategies to 
improve our online presence.

My passion for local journal-
ism has never wavered. Since 
graduating from East Tennessee 
State Univ. in 2017, I’ve aspired 
to one day be the editor of my 
hometown newspaper. Now, sev-
en years later, I’m humbled and 
honored to be living that dream.

Kingsport Times News
April 13, 2024

Plain Talk converts 
Saturday to e-edition

As of April 13, Newport Plain 
Talk will no longer produce 
a weekend print edition. It is 
continuing to produce a digital 
e-edition of the weekend paper 
available in digital form, with ac-
cessible by 5 a.m. every Saturday 
morning. That edition will be pre-
sented in full color throughout.

The Plain Talk has also ex-
panded its Wednesday print and 
digital editions, with additional 
content appearing on Wednesday 
that would have appeared in the 
weekend print publication.

These changes will not affect 
the timeliness or quality of the 
Plain Talk’s coverage of local 
news, sports and community 
events in and around Cocke 
County. In fact, it expects to pro-
vide expanded coverage in some 
areas as the newspaper works to 
provide the best print experience 
possible in its Wednesday print 
publication. It will continue to 
provide a vibrant print and digital 
marketplace for its advertisers.

The Newport 
Plain Talk has 
been Cocke 
County’s news-
paper of record 
dating back to 
its inception in 
1900. That’s a 
proud tradition 
that its staff 
respects and 

honors. It has regularly been 
recognized as an award-winning 
newspaper by our peers at the 
Tennessee Press Association, but 
what matters most is that readers 
continue to rely on the Plain 
Talk as their primary local news 
source, according to its publisher 
Duane Uhls.

“We will remain dedicated to 
earning your support by pro-
viding the most comprehensive 
local coverage possible, whether 
you are a print or digital user,” 
Uhls said. “Our mission is to 
diligently cover the events and 
happenings that affect our com-
munity every day.”

Newport Plain Talk
March 20, 2024

News & Moves

Viers Uhls
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Ad-libs®

John Foust

We’ve all heard challenges 
described as puzzles. With that 
in mind, let’s take a look at a real 
puzzle and see how it relates to 
the particular challenges of creat-
ing advertising. Jigsaw puzzles, of 
course, are illustrations, photo-
graphs or other graphic repre-
sentations that are cut into many 
smaller pieces. The challenge is to 
fit them together, each piece in its 
special place in the overall picture. 
The more pieces in the puzzle, the 
bigger the challenge. 

In my opinion, the most import-
ant part of a jigsaw puzzle is the 
picture on the box which shows 
what the completed puzzle looks 
like. Imagine the difficulty of work-
ing on a puzzle without that guide. 
Is it a beach scene or a cityscape? Is 

it birds of North America or antique 
sports cars? You’ll never know un-
less there is something to follow. 

It’s just as difficult – and a lot 
more costly – to put together an ad 
campaign without a guideline to 
follow. If you dump the pieces out of 
the box and try to force them to fit, 
you’ll end up with a jumbled mess 
that is destined to fall apart. But if 
you start with a plan, you’ll have a 

picture to guide you along the way. 
Here are some thoughts on 

advertising’s puzzle box: 
1. Start with research. Roberto, 

who speaks glowingly of the ad 
team he manages, once told me, 
“We wouldn’t think of calling on 
clients unless we know as much 
as possible about them. Thanks to 
their websites, online articles and 
our own files, we’re in position to 
start in-person conversations on the 
same wavelength. That usually es-
tablishes a good rapport, so we can 
shift our questions to their products, 
their prime audiences, and the his-
tory of their past advertising efforts. 
We focus hard on benefits because 
that’s the engine of the advertising.” 

2. Organize the information. 
When working on a jigsaw puzzle, 

it makes sense to sort the pieces 
before putting them together. A 
little extra time now will save a lot 
of time later. Put the border pieces 
together (they have at least one 
straight edge). Then put all the 
colors together. And so on, until 
there’s some order to the chaos. 

It’s the same in advertising. After 
you gather the right kind of infor-
mation, take time to separate and 
prioritize the pieces. As you clearly 
identify a target audience and their 
buying motives, you’ll see matches 
with certain product benefits. And 
as you consider the way those bits 
can fit together, the bigger picture 
will begin to emerge. 

3. Translate the information 
into advertising. After you put the 
information into workable order, 

the next step is to develop an ad-
vertising theme and specific ads to 
carry out that plan,” Or as Roberto 
described it, “Strategy first, then 
tactics. In other words, the theme 
comes first, then the copy ideas, 
offers and illustrations.” 

The point is simple: When you 
open the box to work with a new 
advertiser, make sure to have a 
good picture to follow. 

Copyright 2024 by John Foust. 
All rights reserved.John Foust has 
conducted training programs for 
thousands of newspaper advertis-
ing professionals. Many ad depart-
ments are using his training DVDs 
to save time and get quick results 
from in-house training. Email for 
information: john@johnfoust.com

It takes a guideline to solve the puzzle of advertising

The heckler’s veto is an import-
ant concept to freedom of speech. 
It refers to situations when a 
speaker is silenced because of the 
negative, disruptive reaction of 
others. In other words, a heck-
ler’s veto occurs when the rowdy 
conduct of a hostile audience shuts 
down a speaker.

But this violates the First 
Amendment: once a speaker has 
a permit or other permission to 
speak, he or she cannot be silenced 
by the government based simply 
on the crowd’s reaction – unless 
the speaker intended the crowd to 
engage in imminent lawless action. 
And in certain situations an audi-
ence that directs its anger toward 
the speaker must be controlled in 
order to protect that speaker’s First 
Amendment rights. When a crowd 
becomes unruly, the police must 
take action to ensure the speaker 
is allowed to continue, including, 
if necessary, protecting the speaker 
from the crowd.

Here’s everything you need to 
know about the heckler’s veto and 
how it relates to free speech and 
the First Amendment.

What is the heckler’s veto?
Let’s unpack the term “heckler.” 

A heckler attempts to interrupt or 

shout down a performer. For exam-
ple, let’s say a comic is telling a joke 
and a member of the audience starts 
booing loudly. The loud person who 
is disrupting the comic is a heckler. 
If a heckler ends up silencing the 
speaker, then their conduct has 
vetoed or overridden the speaker; 
hence the term “heckler’s veto.”

Free speech scholar Harry 
Kalven first coined the term, writ-
ing in 1965 about various cases 
involving free speech during the 
Civil Rights Movement. He noted 
that if police can silence a speaker 
when a crowd disapproves and 
heckles, crowds can use the gov-
ernment to shut down any speaker 
they disagree with.

The case of Irving Feiner: 
Court won’t back heckled 
activist

A classic case of a heckler’s veto 

occurred in Feiner v. New York 
(1951). Irving Feiner was a Syr-
acuse University student. Feiner 
stood on a large wooden box on a 
street corner using a microphone 
to address a crowd of about 80 
people. Feiner urged African 
Americans to rise up and fight for 
equal rights. Two police officers 
arrived. Some people in the crowd 
started yelling loudly at Feiner.

Instead of protecting Feiner 
from the crowd, the police urged 
Feiner to stop speaking and get off 
the wooden box. When Feiner re-
fused, they arrested him for disor-
derly conduct. Feiner argued that 
he engaged in speech protected by 
the First Amendment. However, a 
judge found Feiner guilty. Feiner 
appealed his case all the way to 
the U.S. Supreme Court.

The court upheld his conviction 
by a vote of 6-3. In his majority 
opinion, Chief Justice Fred Vinson 
emphasized the ability of the 
police to maintain peace and order 
in the streets, writing of Feiner’s 
“deliberate defiance of the police.”

Justice Hugo Black wrote a fiery 
dissenting opinion. He said Feiner 
was punished for his “unpopular 
views” rather than for his unlaw-
ful conduct. Black said that the 

Freedom of speech is at 
stake with heckler’s veto

See VETO Page 5
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Newspapers should begin now 
to outline a process for editorial 
endorsements in the November 
elections. Who do you believe are 
the individuals who can best rep-
resent community interests? Why 
should a particular ballot initiative 
be passed or defeated?

Yes, this is my annual pitch for 
newspapers to give serious con-
sideration to advancing editorial 
recommendations. I appreciate 
many editors and publishers will 
dismiss the idea out of hand, and 
that is disappointing.

Newspapers unfortunately are 
increasingly hesitant to weigh in 
on election choices. The chal-
lenges admittedly are heightened 
in community newspapers, but 
endorsements are becoming scarcer 
in larger newspapers, too.

We all know the reader refrain: 
“What gives you the right to tell us 
who to vote for?” Publishers pay 
extra attention – are hesitant to 
take any risk – in these days of hy-
per partisanship and the fractured 
media landscape, especially when 
revenue may be threatened.

I recognize the concern – and 
still remain a firm believer that 
vibrant editorial pages are at the 
heart of vibrant communities. I 

believe aggressive stances can 
be taken if crafted carefully. It’s 
important not to portray yourself 
as an ivory tower. Any editorial 
should not be positioned as the 
“correct” opinion or the final word 
on a subject. Commentaries, at 
their best, should present a rea-
soned, researched and well-thought 
out position.

And, by all means, welcome 
feedback.

A conversation on endorsements 
is also an excellent reminder that 
editors should make it regular 
practice to educate readers on the 
role of editorial pages. A healthy 
exchange of ideas is at the core of 
healthy communities.

Coverage of public affairs – 
recording the actions and inactions 
of governing bodies from local to 
federal levels – demands attention 
from newsrooms year-round. And 

for good reason. Elected officials 
regularly debate and shape policies 
that affect citizens’ everyday lives. 
Those actions should be – and are – 
regularly analyzed and interpreted 
by readers on opinion pages. News-
papers also routinely weigh in. 

Think of a memorable commen-
tary you’ve written about public 
policy that has generated the great-
est reaction. To whom it was direct-
ed? Who were the decision-mak-
ers? A school board? Municipal 
government? County board? A state 
or federal governing body?

If you believe so strongly in 
positions taken by an elected body, 
shouldn’t a newspaper have equal-
ly strong convictions about the 
people who ultimately make those 
decisions?

I consider political endorsements 
the final – and an important – step 
in the continuum of substantive 
election coverage. Months-long 
campaigns begin with candidate 
announcements. That typically is 
followed  by an exchange of press 
releases, a variety of forums and 
then candidate profiles highlighted 
with Q&As on key issues.

Coverage is punctuated by 
examination of candidate stances. 
Opinion pages become alive with a 

marketplace of ideas, often featur-
ing many new voices. Individuals 
and organizations speak from their 
particular perspectives.

Why should your editorial 
voice go silent? Newspapers have 
especially valuable insight as a 
clearinghouse of information. They 
offer a broad view of what makes 
a community or region tick. They 
should seize the opportunity to 
chime in on those candidates they 
believe can best deliver the policies 
necessary to help communities 
flourish.

Endorsing candidates in local 
races can be especially sensitive 
given personal relationships. It’s 
best to stick to the facts and not 
stray into personalities. One of 
the early exercises should be to 
brainstorm the priority issues. 
These topics will be the basis for 
candidate interviews, and their 
responses will provide a framework 
for endorsements.

It’s understandable that news-
papers still may be skeptical about 
endorsing in local races. So consid-
er this alternative. Write an edito-
rial outlining what the newspaper 
identifies as the key issues in a race 
– and where you stand on these 
issues. Then encourage readers to 

vote for the individuals who align 
with those stances they deem most 
important. You have not endorsed 
specific candidates, but readers can 
connect the dots.

The final step is to allow feed-
back. The effectiveness of any edi-
torial is minimized if readers aren’t 
allowed to debate its merits.

Newspapers routinely promote 
the opinion page as the heart 
of democracy. Readers may still 
challenge the practice of “telling 
us who to vote for,” but they will 
be doubly upset if you don’t offer 
ample opportunity to challenge the 
rationale.

Jim Pumarlo is former editor 
of the Red Wing (Minn.) Republi-
can Eagle. He writes, speaks and 
provides training on community 
newsroom success strategies. He 
is author of “Journalism Primer: 
A Guide to Community News 
Coverage,” “Votes and Quotes: A 
Guide to Outstanding Election Cov-
erage” and “Bad News and Good 
Judgment: A Guide to Reporting 
on Sensitive Issues in Small-Town 
Newspapers.” He can be reached at 
www.pumarlo.com and welcomes 
comments and questions at jim@
pumarlo.com.

Don’t overlook the value of political endorsements
Community
Newsroom
Success

Jim Pumarlo

police should have taken all rea-
sonable means to protect Feiner’s 
right to free speech before telling 
him to stop. Black warned that “as 
a practical matter, minority speak-
ers can be silenced in any city.”

Supreme Court rejects 
heckler’s veto in civil 
rights case

The U.S. Supreme Court in other 
cases rejected the application of 
the heckler’s veto, clarifying that 
often the reaction of a crowd can-
not silence a speaker or protester. 
Consider Edwards v. South Caroli-
na (1963), a case involving nearly 
200 young African American 
students protesting segregation 
and other civil rights abuses. They 
marched from Zion Baptist Church 
to the statehouse in Columbia, S.C. 
Along the way, they held signs 
reading “Down with Segregation” 
and chanted hymns such as “We 
Shall Overcome.”

When the protesters reached 
the statehouse, there was a 

crowd across the way. Many in 
the crowd did not support the 
protesters and started shouting. 
Instead of protecting the peaceful 
protestors, the police arrested the 
students and charged them with 
breach of the peace. Some of the 
students were sentenced to five 
days in jail.

The students appealed, but the 
Supreme Court of South Carolina 
upheld the convictions. The state 
Supreme Court said the actions 
of the arresting police officers 
“were reasonable and motivated 
solely by a proper concern for the 
preservation of order and preven-
tion of further interference with 
traffic upon the public streets and 
sidewalks.” The state Supreme 
Court seemingly did not pay 
much attention to the fact that the 
student protestors were engaged 
in core, First Amendment-protect-
ed activity. They were speaking 
out against abuses, assembling 
for a greater public good and 
petitioning the government for 
a redress of their grievances. 
In other words, these protes-
tors were exercising their First 

Amendment rights to freedom of 
speech, freedom of assembly, and 
freedom of petition.

The student protestors appealed 
their case to the U.S. Supreme 
Court. It was their last resort. The 
U.S. Supreme Court reversed the 
convictions on First Amendment 
grounds. The court explained that 
the First Amendment “does not 

permit a State to make criminal 
the peaceful expression of unpop-
ular views.”

The Supreme Court’s decision 
in Edwards v. South Carolina was 
a victory for the First Amendment 
and the Civil Rights Movement. 
The court did not allow any nega-
tive action by the crowd across the 
street to serve as a heckler’s veto 
on these peaceful protesters.

The heckler’s veto on 
college campuses

In recent years, a type of heck-
ler’s veto has occurred on college 
and university campuses referred 
to as the “shout-down.” Students 
and others upset over a message 
will shout down the speaker.

When students are so disruptive 
that they shout down or even at-
tack a speaker, they have crossed 
the line from protected speech into 
unprotected conduct.

While students and faculty 
have free speech rights at public 
universities to voice opposition to 
or criticize a speaker, an invited 
speaker – even if controversial or 

offensive to many – also has a free 
speech right to be heard.

Heckler’s veto and the 
First Amendment

One of the most important 
principles in First Amendment law 
is the counter-speech doctrine. It 
stands for the idea that the best 
response to harmful or offensive 
speech is not to censor, silence or 
try to impose a heckler’s veto on 
it. But rather, the best response to 
speech with which you disagree is 
more speech.

Way back in 1927, Justice 
Louis Brandeis wrote that the best 
response was “more speech, not 
enforced silence.”

As a society committed to 
freedom and equality, we should 
avoid the heckler’s veto and 
ensure greater breathing space for 
freedom of expression.

This column was republished 
with permission of Freedom Forum. 
David Hudson is a First Amend-
ment fellow with the Freedom 
Forum.
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A heckler’s veto occurs when the 
rowdy conduct of a hostile audience 
shuts down a speaker.
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Rockets and Rubble: Crossville’s Lister in Israel when Hamas attacked

Editor’s note: This article was 
edited to fit the space allotted.

Licensed marriage and family 
therapist Christine Lister and her 
friend, Deby Brown, traveled to 
Israel taking in the sights of the 
ancient Holy Lands with a touring 
group that was supposed to con-
clude Oct. 7. After which, Lister 
and Brown planned to stay in 
Israel touring the country on their 
own through Oct. 17.

However, Hamas launched 
a surprise attack on Israel on 
Saturday, Oct. 7, killing more than 
1,400 people and taking dozens as 
hostages, including Americans. 

“Because of the war, we had 
to cancel our plans to tour the 
country on our own,” Lister said. 
“At one point, the airlines canceled 
our flights out. We scrambled to 
find passage out of Israel but, of 
course, had to wait on God for the 
final exit strategy.”

Designated as a foreign terrorist 
organization, Hamas, a militant 
group of Sunni Muslim Pales-
tinians and the ruling political 
party, attacked Israel in response 
to Israel’s occupation, control 
and blockade of the Palestinian 
territory, Gaza Strip. Hamas is an 
acronym for Harakat al-Muqawa-
ma al-Islamiya (Islamic Resistance 
Movement), best known for its 
armed resistance to Israel. 

The attack spurred another 
Palestinian-Israeli war. 

Israeli Defense Forces estimated 
Hamas fired over 2,000 rockets to-
ward southern and central Israel, 
targeting Tel Aviv and Jerusalem, 
among others. 

Lister and Brown were in Jeru-
salem when the war broke out. 

“The trip before the war was a 
totally different experience as you 
might imagine,” Lister said. 

Sirens sounded as IDF’s Iron 
Dome, air defense system, intercept-
ed the rain of short-range rockets.

“It was surreal to see rockets in 
the sky and the Iron Dome take 
them out,” Lister said. “We had no 
idea of the danger and the locals 
around us didn’t seem to be run-
ning for cover, so we kind of took 
our cues from them. 

“The rockets we observed 
seemed to be far off but how do 

you truly judge this? Thankfully, 
no debris from the explosions 
came our way. . . . Sirens were 
going off, but again the locals 
weren’t running for cover so we 
were kind of just standing there 
watching the show in the sky.”

The touring group had planned 
to visit Bethlehem, the United 
States embassy in Jerusalem and 
other sites, but when the attack 
ensued, the plan changed. 

Israel answered Hamas by 
launching retaliatory airstrikes on 
Gaza, one of the most densely pop-
ulated places on Earth with over 2 
million Palestinians living in the 
140-square-mile narrow strip of 
land sandwiched between the Med-
iterranean Sea, Egypt and Israel. 

Awaiting transport to the air-
port in Tel Aviv, the touring group 
played cards in the hotel lobby as 
they watched rockets zip across 
the sky and listened to the searing 
sirens.

“At that time, no one told us to 
seek shelter, so we didn’t,” Lister 
said. “In hindsight, that was prob-
ably not the best idea.”

Plans were made to say 
their goodbyes

Though their trip was scheduled 
for an additional 10 days, Lister 
and Brown planned to go with the 
tour group to Tel Aviv on Saturday 
evening to say their goodbyes at 
the airport before returning to 
the hotel in Jerusalem. They were 
boarded onto a bus to go to the air-
port when word reached them with 
about 10 minutes to spare that a 
military curfew had been enforced 
in Jerusalem for 5 p.m. Lister and 
Brown wouldn’t make it back in 
time for curfew if they went to the 
airport with the group. 

“There was a bit of an urgency,” 
Lister said. “Deby and I actually 
had to be let out at a red light from 
the bus to go back to our hotel on 
foot. We didn’t want to get stuck 
in Tel Aviv when we had our room 
in Jerusalem and our luggage was 
still at the hotel. Getting ejected 
from the bus was emotional for 
Deby and, suddenly, we found 
ourselves alone. 

The next day, their bus driver, 
Elias, came to the hotel and invit-
ed Lister and Brown to join him at 
his home for lunch and a wel-
comed opportunity to leave their 

hotel rooms. There they visited 
for several hours, met the family, 
played with his four children and 
ate. They were grateful for the 
break, the food and the company, 
especially since everything in the 
city was closed and everyone was 
on lockdown and laying low.

On Monday, one of Brown’s con-
tacts, Michael Fisch, who lives in 
Jerusalem, picked up the friends 
to go to The Temple Mount Sifting 
Project, an archeological dig site 
in which over 200,000 volunteers 
have taken part in sifting Temple 
Mount soil. 

Lister said the site, overlooking 
the city, was picturesque. Besides 
staff, they were the only ones 
there since all the volunteers with 
reservations canceled when the 
warring began. Lister and Brown 
contributed about three hours 
to the sifting project, examining 
broken pieces of glass, pottery and 
bone in the dirt. Brown found an 
ancient coin to add to the preser-
vation collection. 

Sirens meant it was time to 
find shelter immediately

About two hours into sifting, 
the sirens alerted the city to 
incoming threats. Lister said, “The 
staff ushered us into their bomb 
shelter which was a few feet away 
down a set of stairs.”

They were told that when the 
sirens sound, the protocol is to 
find shelter immediately. When 
the sirens stop, depending on 

their location, they were to wait 
up to 10 minutes before returning 
topside. They went underground 
and waited it out. 

The friends changed their flight 
out of Israel from their original 
leaving date of Oct. 17, to Tuesday, 
Oct. 14, one week after the fight-
ing began. 

Fisch drove Lister and Brown to 
Tel Aviv on Tuesday morning. A 
South African family they had met 
in the tour group, the Birrells, was 
still at their hotel there.

“We decided to go find them in 
Tel Aviv and, when we saw them, 
it was like a reunion of sorts,” 
Lister said. 

The friends arrived for their 
flight out of Tel Aviv that evening, 
but their flights had been canceled.

“We were officially stuck,” 
Lister said.

The next morning on Wednes-
day, the friends walked to the U.S. 
Embassy to request help leaving. 

“We’d gone online to register 
with the embassy to indicate we 
needed assistance leaving Israel. 
We kept hearing conflicting reports 
on whether the airport was open 
or closed. We couldn’t figure out 
which airlines were actually flying 
in or out,” Lister recalled. “Well, 
the embassy was no help at all. The 
guy at the door told us the airport 
was operational and we should find 
our own flights out or sit tight. He 
didn’t seem too concerned about 
the conflict. The message was 
clear: You’re on your own.” 

Meanwhile, Lister and Brown 

asked Frances Birrell, a member 
of a South African family they had 
met earlier, to research any places 
they could volunteer. 

“Might as well make ourselves 
useful while we were there,” Lister 
said. 

They had originally thought to 
volunteer at a hospital, but were 
told they must be able to speak 
Hebrew. Birrell found a synagogue 
nearby that was packing up sup-
plies to send to troops. 

“When we got there, they had 
plenty of help, but they asked us 
to write encouraging letters to the 
troops,” Lister said. “We left there 
not sure how helpful that was, but 
thankful we had done something 
besides sit in our hotel room 
watching the news.” 

As they attempted to make the 
most of their time and contribute 
in some way, they would hear 
sirens, go to the hotel’s bomb shel-
ter in the stairwell and wait the 
appropriate amount of time. 

“We could hear booms outside, 
but they were faint so I knew they 
weren’t directly overhead,” she 
said. “If they were, we would’ve 
heard shrapnel hitting. At no time 
did we feel like we were in imme-
diate danger. God was keeping us 
calm and we were trusting Him 
for whatever.” 

During a lull between sirens 
and explosions, Lister reached out 
to a family friend who is a travel 
agent, asking her to help secure a 
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Tour group siblings Eric and Frances Birrell, Christine 
Lister and Deby Brown write letters to the Israel Defense 
Force troops at a synagogue in Tel Aviv while they await 
help to leave Israel following the Hamas attack on Oct. 7.

Submitted

A devastated building in Tel Aviv on Ben Yehuda St. was 
hit by a rocket during the surprise Hamas attack on Oct. 7.
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flight out. She found a flight to Los 
Angeles. 

“I figured if I could just get on 
U.S. soil, I’d get back to my Ten-
nessee from there,” she said. The 
friends booked the Oct. 20 flight.

Meanwhile, a friend from home 
texted Lister asking if he could 
reach out to the congressman’s 
office on her behalf. 

“Later, I got a call from a woman 
in my representative’s office and I 
told her what we were up against,” 
Lister said. “She said to keep trying 
to find a flight home and, in the 
meantime, she would see what 
they can do on their end.”  
U.S. State Department 
offered help

The friends both received 
emails from U.S. Department of 
State, asking if they needed help 
leaving the country.

“Yes! Please!” they responded, 
and waited.

Later in the day, they received 
emails that U.S. citizens were being 
evacuated starting Friday, Oct. 13, 
with clear and concise instructions. 
The email confirmed that Lister 
and Brown were on the list of 
evacuees and they would be flying 
them to one of three locations: 
Frankfurt, Germany; Athens, 
Greece; or Cyprus. The evacuees 
wouldn’t have a choice as to what 
flight or where they would land. 

“They very clearly stated that 
they were chartering planes and 
that we would have to sign a prom-
issory note to pay back the U.S. 
government for whatever the cost 
of the flights were,” Lister said.

Lister immediately reached out 
to a contacts she had in Frank-
furt and relatives in Athens. Her 
Frankfurt friend had a contact for 
her in Cyprus should they need it. 

As they awaited their notification 
from the Department of State, on 
Friday morning the friends decided 
to go back to the synagogue to vol-
unteer again. Walking by the beach, 
Lister felt inclined to bask, while 
Brown returned to their room. 

“I decided to sit alone for a 
while to just be in God’s pres-
ence looking at the ocean,” Lister 
said. “The beach in Tel Aviv was 
incredibly clear, the sand was 
like powder and the beauty was a 
stark and welcome contrast to the 
fighting going on just miles away 
from us to the south.”

The friends had heard reports 
that Hezbollah was attacking from 
Israel’s northern border. 

“The longer we stayed, the more 
tense it felt,” she said. 

Upon returning to the hotel room, 
she received a notification email 
from the Department of State telling 
her to get to the airport immediate-
ly. Brown didn’t get an email. 

“I was not happy about leaving 
her,” Lister said. “I asked her, 
point-blank, if she wanted me to 
stay and she said, ‘No.’ I almost 
didn’t go but, again, was trusting 
God for what came next.” 

She checked in at the Embassy 
table, signed the promissory note 
and waited. Brown texted that she 
was told to come to the airport as 
well. Lister went to the Embassy 
desk and asked about the timeline. 

“They then told me there wasn’t 
a flight available,” Lister said. 
“They said the charters they’d 

lined up fell through, so they put 
the word out to the airline count-
ers to ask them if there was room 
for their people. They offered me a 
flight to Romania.”

Lister declined. She didn’t want 
to leave without Brown. 

When Brown arrived, they 
didn’t have her fill out the form. 
Instead, they took their email ad-
dresses and said if they could get 
a flight, they would email them. 
The friends prepared to spend the 
night at the airport. 

Later, Lister received an email 
from the Embassy. There were 
two flights out to Athens the next 
morning, and she checked in to 
confirm them for the flight. 

The Embassy representative, 
surprised they were still at the air-
port, asked if she wanted a flight 
out immediately to London. They 
rushed to get to the gate and make 
the flight as their information was 
being taken, while another official 
pressed, “Hurry! Hurry! We’re 
closing the gate.” 

As they tried to give their in-
formation and payment, the clerk 
said the payment portal closed. 

Another U.S. Embassy represen-
tative nearby said that there might 
be a flight to France available. 
When they came to that gate, they 
were rerouted to a potential flight 
to Athens. 

Brown paid $1,100 for both of 
their one-way tickets to secure the 
flight, scheduled to leave at 10 p.m. 
They went through the security 
check, found their gate and waited. 
When their flight was delayed an 
hour, Lister was frustrated and 
went to the shop near the gate. A 
side glance and she spied a bottle 

of Tennessee whiskey on the shop 
shelves in the airport in Tel Aviv. It 
was sweet reminder that she would 
be heading home soon. 

Gate area was deserted
Returning to the gate, Lister saw 

a deserted airport. 
“Cue the music those corny 

Westerns have in a desert scene 
when there’s gonna be a shootout 
and no one’s around,” she said. 
“I walk out of the store to find a 
completely empty gate; no people, 
no luggage, nothing. I’m literally 
stunned into immobility.” 

She had not been aware, but 
there had been a siren and every-
one sought shelter. Finally, they 
boarded the plane to Athens.

“Sitting on the tarmac was a 
little disconcerting as you feel ex-
posed with nowhere to go if there 
was a rocket attack,” she said. 

Her Athens relatives, Nikos and 
Dimitra Patsalis, picked them up 
and took them to his house to stay.

The next morning, Lister and 
Brown booked flights from Athens 
for Sunday, Oct. 15; Lister to Ten-
nessee, and Brown to California.

“Nikos was kind enough to take 
us around Athens to help us get 
our minds off of the chaos we’d just 
been through,” Lister said. “It was 
surreal to be walking around the 
tourist areas in Greece when we’d 
just come from a country at war.” 

She hoped to visit the Patsa-
lises under better circumstances 
when she and her brother travel to 
Greece next year. 

When Sunday came, Lister and 
Brown said their goodbyes and 
parted ways. Lister was flying 
from Athens to Zurich to change 

planes, then to Chicago before 
flying in to Tennessee. 

She said twice she became over-
whelmed with emotion. The first 
time was the relief she found as 
they were received in Athens and 
Dimitra embraced her. 

“I just started bawling,” she said. 
“I think there was a lot of pent-up 
emotions that needed an outlet.”

The second time was when 
Lister boarded her final flight in 
Chicago heading for Nashville, 
compressed under the gravity of 
the situation in Israel they had just 
managed to escape. The tension, 
the sleep deprivation, the stress 
and worry, the exhaustion and, fi-
nally, the realization hit that home 
was just one flight away.

“I got to my seat and I just 
couldn’t stop crying,” she said.  

Flying into Nashville, Lister 
finally made it home at midnight 
on Monday, Oct. 16.

She took the next few days to 
reflect on her experience, the indi-
viduals whose pathways met with 
hers and why she would be placed 
there at such a time. 

“I seek for God to use me wher-
ever I am. And if that means He 
wants me in a country at war for 
a few days, then so be it,” Lister 
said. “When I reflected back on 
those seven days in Israel after 
the war started, God showed me 
how He used us to bring peace, 
calm and encouragement to those 
right around us. Each person we 
touched in whatever small way 
was a big thing to God.

“The lesson is that even the 
little things for which God uses 
you to reach out to others in love 
are significant.” 

ISRAEL from Page 6

Chancellor rejects former Chronicle editor’s lawsuit

The argument that Crossville 
City Council violated the state’s 
Open Records Act by openly dis-
cussing an independent investi-
gation report into the 2022 brief 
closure of the former Village Inn 
was rejected in Cumberland Coun-
ty Chancery Court.

Chancellor Ronald Thurman 
signed the final order March 5 
closing the lawsuit that former 
Crossville Chronicle Editor Heath-
er Mullinix, acting on the news-
paper’s behalf, filed against city 

officials following their refusal 
to release the report. She filed 
the suit in June 2023 through the 
Reporters Committee for Freedom 
of the Press on the Chronicle’s 
behalf.

“The Crossville Chronicle has 
always held the public’s right 
to know what our government 
officials are doing, or has done, in 
high regard,” said Mullinix, who 
continued to pursue the matter 
even after leaving the newspaper 
in late January. 

“That’s why myself and the 
Chronicle sought the release of the 
report discussed in multiple public 
meetings.”

Mullinix’s 
lawsuit sought 
the release of 
a final report 
by the Chatta-
nooga law firm 
of Robinson, 
Smith and Wills, 
which the city 
retained for 
$10,000 to con-

duct an independent investiga-
tion on the former-motel-turned-
low-income-housing complex 
that sat adjacent to Crossville 
City Hall on Main St.

More than 130 residents were 
displaced when Crossville police, 

fire and codes enforcement shut 
down the Village Inn on July 27, 
2022, citing numerous health and 
safety violations. The complex 
reopened the next day. The Chron-
icle reported a press release that 
the city did not distribute said the 
closure had been lifted “as a result 
of improper procedural issues.”

Among the meetings in which 
the report was referenced was an 
August 2022 session during which 
City Council members deliberated 
on whether to reinstate City Man-
ager Greg Wood. Wood had been 
suspended days after the Village 
Inn closure at the advice of then-
City Attorney Will Ridley. Wood 

then tendered his resignation and 
rescinded it eight days later.

In those discussions, some 
council members cited the report 
in a motion to dismiss Wood, 
while others said the report sup-
ported keeping Wood in his posi-
tion. He was eventually reinstated 
by a 3-2 vote.

In early 2023, council members 
followed the advice of City Attor-
ney Randy York, who asserted the 
report is privileged communica-
tions between the council and the 
law firm that prepared it.

City officials denied Mullinix’s 
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than steak, as news outlets run 
major stories about such things 
as new restaurants in an apparent 
effort to make themselves relevant 
to the daily lives of people who 
don’t care much about the news. 
But let’s just be blunt and call 
them people who have decided, 
perhaps unconsciously, not to be 
full-fledged citizens -- because 
they are so ill-informed.

This was not what the founders 
of our country had in mind. In 
1822, former President James Mad-
ison wrote Kentucky’s lieutenant 
governor, William Barry, on the 
occasion of the state’s first support 
of public education.

I use one line of Madison’s letter 
below my signature on every UK 
email I send: “A popular govern-
ment without popular information 
or the means of acquiring it, is but 
a prologue to a farce, or a tragedy, 
or perhaps both.”

By “popular information,” 
Madison meant information that 
was widely distributed, among 
all walks of life. Today, we are 
losing that, as Americans pick and 
choose among sources of informa-
tion – some of them masquerading 
as journalism – that fit their view 
of the world.

They may say they’re looking 
for INformation, but many of them 
just want CONfirmation, of the 
views they have, rather than infor-
mation that might run contrary to 
those views.

Da Basticci: ‘All evil is 
born from ignorance’

Four hundred years before 
Madison wrote Barry, Vespa-
siano da Bisticci was born in 
northern Italy. He became a great 
librarian of the early Renais-
sance and summed up one of its 
humanist imperatives: “All evil 
is born from ignorance.” Perhaps 
we should note that Bisticci 
was a victim of technological 
progress, too; he retired early, 
because Gutenberg’s printing 
press was displacing the illumi-
nated manuscripts that were his 
stock in trade.

“All evil is born from igno-
rance.” Is it still true? Today, we 
might say that too much techno-
logical knowledge is encouraging 
evil. Today, despite having more 
information at its hands than 
ever before, American society is 
becoming more ignorant. And that 
is fueling all sorts of evil, which 

would take a whole ‘nother speech 
to describe, and I don’t want to 
make this political.

When I was a newspaper report-
er and editor, journalism prevent-
ed a lot of evil. The Courier-Jour-
nal had reporters in every corner 
of the state, and when some local 
official was straying from the 
straight and narrow, there were 
people in every town who knew 
that reporter and could blow the 
whistle. Kyle Vance got a lot of 
those calls.

‘Newspapers have been . 
. . essential function in a 
democracy’

Newspapers have been the 
main finders of fact for citizens, 
which is an essential function in a 
democracy. There’s been a lot said 
and written in the last few years 
about the NUMBER of newspa-
pers that have closed or merged, 
but we don’t just have a problem 
of quantity of news outlets. We 
have a problem of quality. I see a 
lot more substandard journalism 
at all levels today than I did five 
years ago, and a heck of a lot more 
than 10 years ago.

Journalists have been reluctant 
to say that sort of thing publicly, 
because it calls for examples, and 
we don’t like to disparage journal-
ists who are trying to do their best 
in a bad situation. There are hard-
ly any paid media critics these 
days, and the remaining ones pay 
little attention to local journal-
ism, because there’s so much 
bad journalism—or propaganda 
masquerading as journalism—at 
the national level.

But what about journalism 
academics, who are protected by 
academic freedom and tenure? 
We’re supposed to base our con-
clusions on empirical evidence, 
but in journalism quality is harder 
to measure. It’s not that much 
harder, really, it just takes a lot 
more time and effort, and unfortu-
nately journalism researchers and 
funders have not been willing to 
invest that time and effort.

And what’s the result of this 
decline in quantity and quality? 
Research shows that we get a lot 
of bad things: more polarization, 
fewer candidates for local office, 
less knowledge about those who 
do run, lower voter turnout, more 
government waste and corruption, 
higher taxes and higher borrow-
ing costs for local governments, 
and less volunteer activity and 
civic engagement.

Less local news leads to more 
polarization because information 
vacuum has been filled by nation-
al news, which is more polarizing, 
and by social media, which are 
much less accurate and often wild-
ly inaccurate or misleading.

We need to do more to remind 
our friends and neighbors of the 
differences in social media and 
news media. Here’s my elevator 
speech on that:

Te news business pays for 
journalism, which practices a 
discipline of verification – we tell 
you how we know something, or 
we attribute it. And we’re mainly 
about fact, not opinion. Social 
media are mainly about opinion, 
and have little or no discipline 
or verification. Which of the two 
should you trust?

The news business uses jour-
nalism to make money, but largely 
gives it lip service when it comes 
to improving and protecting it. 
When you defend and promote 
journalism as the great servant 
of democracy, that implies a high 
standard of responsibility, and 
the major companies in the news 
business know that many of their 
news products can’t withstand the 
strict scrutiny that a high standard 
of responsibility requires.

In a media environment where 
every news and information 
outlet is hungry for audience – 
subscribers and clicks – too many 
news outlets are giving their 
audiences what they want instead 
of what they need. Even some big 
newspapers fear their audiences’ 
politics.

At one major newspaper in a 
red state, the bosses are so afraid 
of reader pushback that any 
story that even mentions Donald 
Trump’s name has to be approved 
by an assistant managing editor or 
higher-ranking editor, and the pa-
per doesn’t use the verb “claims” 
to describe Trump’s falsehoods. I 
think most of them are outright 
lies, but I can’t read his mind – not 
that I would want to.

Presence of Trump and 
social media bolstered 
interest in national news, 
reduction n local news

The rise of Trump and social 
media have combined to increase 
interest in national news and 
decrease interest in local news. 
When the two biggest newspa-
pers in Pennsylvania offered a 
free subscription to 2,500 local 

residents who had responded to 
political surveys a free subscrip-
tion to their local newspapers, 
only 44 accepted. (Dan Hopkins, 
Penn poli-sci)

I think a free newspaper sub-
scription would find more takers 
in smaller markets, where there 
is a greater sense of community 
and common interest, but we must 
look at such stark examples and 
ask ourselves: What is journalism 
supposed to be about? What is its 
ultimate purpose?

The answer, I think, lies in the 
reason we have a First Amend-
ment that guarantees freedom of 
speech, press, assembly, petition 
and religion. James Madison and 
the founders knew that self-gov-
ernment required an informed 
public.

In 1822, that came mainly from 
people reading competing, parti-
san newspapers. For most of the 
last century, it came from newspa-
pers that were mainly monopolies 
but followed standards of respon-
sibility, and most citizens in any 
given locality read them.

Today, they’re less interested in 
local news, which probably seems 
boring compared to the nation-
al-oriented information they get on 
social media, and they are much 
less likely to get information that 
challenges them.

Recent encouraging 
developments

Now, you may think I am 
painting a pretty dark landscape 
here, but I want everyone in this 
room to leave here with a greater 
concern about the future of jour-
nalism and democracy. Having 
said that, I am also obliged to say 
there have been some encouraging 
developments lately.

First, newspapers are surviving 
because a relatively small number 
of people are willing to pay $100 
a month or more to support them, 
knowing that local newspapers 
are a public good.

Second, thanks mainly to 
philanthropy, there are still jobs 
for young journalists in places like 
the Kentucky Lantern and Report 
for America, which has corps 
members at several Kentucky 
newspapers.

The Lantern is part of States 
Newsroom, which now has affil-
iates in every state. States News-
room has reversed the three-de-
cade decline in coverage of state 
governments. States is uneven; 
its best operations are worthy re-

placements, but many aren’t there 
yet, partly because their reporters 
are young. They will improve 
with experience. But they also 
need to do more to increase their 
audience.

Third, there are several suc-
cessful online startups, such as 
Hoptown Chronicle in Christian 
County and the Northern Ken-
tucky Tribune and Link NKY. 
Jennifer P. Brown of the Chronicle 
says, “I believe philanthropy and 
nonprofits will save journalism for 
those willing to engage with the 
news rather than endlessly scroll-
ing for entertainment.”

Fourth, we have seen the rise 
of new newspaper owners who 
are buying papers from chains 
that have turned them into ghost 
newspapers, living in form only, 
not in substance. Jeremy Gulban, 
whom we hosted at last year’s 
National Summit on Journalism in 
Rural America, is the leader; he’s 
bought more than 50 newspapers 
from Gannett and is making them 
local again.

Another encouraging develop-
ment is the recognition by public 
officials and many in the news 
business that we need public poli-
cies that support local journalism. 
Benjy and I are part of the Rebuild 
Local News coalition, which is 
making progress on this front in 
several states.

Many journalists recoil from 
the idea of government support for 
news, but this country has been 
subsidizing newspapers through 
relatively low postage rates since 
the days of Postmaster General 
Benjamin Franklin. The key is 
making the policies content-neu-
tral, such as tax credits for adver-
tising and newsroom employees.

Kentucky legislator un-
derstands journalism’s 
essential role

There’s been no effort in 
Kentucky to do this, but one may 
be coming; a leader of the state 
Senate handed me a note a few 
weeks ago saying he considers lo-
cal reporting to be vital and has a 
problem with what he called “self-
styled, social-media, faux journal-
ism.” That legislator understands 
journalism’s essential role in the 
public’s business.

Now, not all legislators are as 
enlightened as that one, partly 
because there are fewer journal-
ists covering Frankfort, so the 
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news business has to spend some 
time and money explaining the 
value of journalism – and live up 
to those ideals, by not using clicks 
and page views to drive judgments 
about what stories are covered or 
what opinions are published.

Journalists need to do best 
job possible to explain 
their craft to audiences

Individual journalists must 
dedicate themselves to doing the 
best job possible and explaining 
their craft to their audiences. This 
should be a daily routine, and I 
wish every news organization 
had an explainer box with its own 
elevator speech and a commitment 
to public service.

Journalism academics should 
measure quality, point it out, 

and also the shortcomings. And 
continue the research that shows 
the value of local journalism. That 
will help convince other segments 
of society.

Journalism must be seen as a 
civic good by the various groups 
that make up society; as Alber-
to Ibarguen, former head of the 
Knight Foundation, told philan-
thropies that have one main inter-
est, you should make journalism 
your second priority, because 
everything is partly dependent 
on it.

And if news organizations are 
going ask their audiences for do-
nations to so support local news, 
on top of what they are already 
paying for subscriptions, they 
need to reveal their profit margins, 
or at least the goal for the current 
year. This is the most important 
piece of information that is usually 
missing in stories about the news 

business. It shouldn’t be, especial-
ly when hedge funds and other 
private capital own most of the 
newspaper circulation in America.

I could give a whole ‘nother 
speech about those companies, 
I’ll just recommend this book, 
Hedged, by Margot Susca, an 
assistant professor at American 
University in Washington. She 
says they continue “to dismantle 
the one institution meant to give 
voice to average citizens in our 
democracy,” and “Once we view 
constitutionally protected news or-
ganizations like any other widget 
in a capitalist economy, then our 
democracy is doomed.”

So, this lecture about journalism 
is really about something more 
important: democracy. All of us 
have said the pledge of allegiance, 
which is not just to the flag but to 
“the republic for which it stands.” 
When that republic was created, a 

woman asked Benjamin Franklin, 
“Well, Doctor, what have we got, a 
republic or a monarchy?”

You probably know Franklin’s 
reply: “A republic, if you can keep 
it.” But you probably don’t know 
what he said about the Consti-
tution in a speech near the end 
of the convention. He said the 
government was “likely to be well 
administered for a course of years, 
and can only end in despotism, 
as other forms have done before 
it, when the people shall become 
so corrupted as to need despotic 
government.”

The present circumstances 
of our politics make Franklin’s 
prediction freshy relevant. If we 
are to prevent that prediction from 
coming true in our time as citi-
zens, we have to understand what 
Franklin meant in his reply to the 
questioner.

What Franklin meant, says 

Dean Richard Beeman of the 
University of Pennsylvania, is that 
“Democratic republics are not 
merely founded upon the consent 
of the people, they are also abso-
lutely dependent upon the active 
and informed involvement of the 
people for their continued good 
health.”

I think that “active and in-
formed involvement” is declining 
because journalism is declining. 
So we need to make Americans 
aware of the need to commit 
journalism, in the service of our 
democratic republic.

CROSS from Page 8

Obituaries

John A. Jones
Early on the morning of Tues-

day, April 23, 2024. John A. “John-
ny” Jones of Johnson City, Tenn., 
passed peacefully into eternity.

Johnny - as he was known to his 
friends and family - was born on 
April 19, 1946 to the late Carl A. 
Jones and Kathryn Paxton Jones. 
He was the husband of the late 
Janice “Sissy” Winters Jones and 
the brother of the late Tim P. Jones. 

Left to lovingly remember 
Johnny are his daughter, Jacque-
line “Jacque” Jones Hawks and 
husband, Cliff Hawks, of Knoxville; 
his sister, Alice Torbett, (wife of the 
late David Torbett) of Knoxville; 
and his brother, Carleton A. “Cotty” 
Jones of Johnson City, several 
much-loved nieces and nephews, 
and his partner, Michelle Goebel. 

Johnny will also be remembered 
fondly by his colleagues and the 
many staff members of the John-
son City Press, who he treated like 
family. He was often described as 
“the heart of the newsroom.”

As the son of Johnson City 
Press-Chronicle’s (Johnson City 
Press) publisher, Carl A. Jones, 
Johnny grew up in the newspaper 
industry, taking on every job from 
bottom to top. He carried newspa-
pers, worked in the mailroom and 
answered the newspaper switch-
board. As a high school student, 
he spent summers and weekends 

working in the 
photography 
department and 
the newsroom.

A 1964 Science 
Hill graduate, 
he enrolled in 
East Tennessee 
State University 
with plans to 
transfer to the 
University of 

Missouri School of Journalism in 
his junior year. However, his plans 
changed in 1966 when he enlisted 
in the Tennessee National Guard 
and also married his high school 
sweetheart, Janice “Sissy” Winters 
of Johnson City. 

Unable to transfer his National 
Guard membership out of state, he 
decided to forego his enrollment 
in the University of Missouri. 
Instead, he completed his military 
training, began working full-time 
as a reporter at the Johnson City 
Press-Chronicle, and returned to 
ETSU as a communications major. 
He was one of the first five gradu-
ates of the new communications 
department in 1969. In the midst of 
all this, he and his wife welcomed 
their only child, Jacque, into the 
world in 1968.

In 1969, Johnny and his family 
moved to Nashville, where he 
spent nearly four years as a politi-
cal and state government writer for 
the Nashville Banner. He returned 
to the Johnson City Press-Chroni-

cle in 1973 as managing editor and 
was named editor-in-chief in 1978, 
a title he held for 24 years. Johnny 
was also active in the Tennessee 
Press Association, serving as a 
member of the TPA Board of Direc-
tors twice, from 1983-85 and again 
from 2001-2002.

Upon his father’s death in 
1992, he and his siblings acquired 
ownership and management of the 
family-owned newspapers which 
included the Lebanon Democrat, 
the Hartsville Vidette, the Coving-
ton Leader, the Fayette Falcon, the 
Jonesborough Herald and Tribune, 
the Erwin Record and the Toma-
hawk in Mountain City. In 2002 
the family decided to sell their 
newspapers and Jones exited the 
newspaper business.

Jones’ interest in politics and 
state government continued 
throughout his working career. In 
1986, he took a six-month leave 
of absence from the newspaper to 
serve as director of communica-
tions in the gubernatorial cam-
paign for Ned McWherter. He was 
also a member of the “kitchen cab-
inet” during Governor McWhert-
er’s eight years in office.

For many years, Johnny served 
as both a member and a chairman 
of the Tennessee Alcoholic Beverage 
Commission and Tennessee Wildlife 
Resources Commission. During his 
term with the Wildlife Resources 
Commission, he was successful in 
working with State Senator Rusty 

Crowe and Representative Ralph 
Cole to create the Tennessee Watch-
able Wildlife automobile license tag, 
which funds virtually all non-game 
wildlife habitat enhancement pro-
grams in Tennessee  

Johnny was dedicated to his 
alma mater, East Tennessee State 
University, serving for several 
years on the board of the ETSU 
Alumni Association and as its 
president from 2000-2002. He was 
also a driving force for the estab-
lishment of the Quillen College of 
Medicine at East Tennessee State 
University, and was instrumental 
in developing the concept of ETSU 
PRIDE Week. In 2006, he was 
honored as ETSU’s Outstanding 
Alumnus.

In addition, Johnny was always 
active in community affairs and 
was a champion of economic 
growth in Johnson City.  He served 
as chairman of the board of Tip-
ton-Haynes Historical Association, 
the Johnson City Chapter of the 
American Red Cross and the John-
son City Chamber of Commerce. 
He was the fundraising chairman 
for the effort to build a new facility 
for the Second Harvest Food Bank 
of Northeast Tennessee and was an 
active member of the Johnson City 
Rotary Club.

Johnny also worked diligently 
to establish the Johnson City Press 
Christmas Box program which has 
been ongoing for 43 years. Last 
year, the program served more 

than 1,200 families, providing 
boxes with all the food and ingre-
dients a family needs to prepare a 
traditional Christmas meal.

He was a staunch supporter of 
literacy efforts, for both adults and 
children, throughout the region. 
The long-running Newspapers in 
Education program at the Johnson 
City Press-Chronicle (Press) was 
his brainchild, which provided 
“real world” educational experi-
ences for thousands of students 
from pre-K to adult throughout 
Northeast Tennessee.

For the last twenty years of his 
life, Johnny courageously dealt 
with Stargardt Disease which 
affected his eyesight. Still, he 
remained positive and engaged in 
family and community affairs.

The family of John A. “Johnny” 
Jones will receive friends from 1:00 
pm to 3:00 pm Saturday, May 11, 
2024, at Munsey Memorial United 
Methodist Church, Johnson City. 
The Celebration of Life service will 
immediately follow at 3:00 pm 
Saturday with Rev. Beth Sullivan 
officiating. After the service, family 
and friends are invited to a recep-
tion in Munsey’s gathering place.  

In lieu of flowers, memorials may 
be made to the Washington Coun-
ty-Johnson City Animal Shelter, 
3411 N. Roan Street, Johnson City, 
TN 37601 or wcjcanimalshelter.org.

Submitted
April 26, 2024

John A. Jones
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4 First Amendment ‘Where America Stands’ findings that surprised experts (and 3 that didn’t)
The Freedom Forum’s newly 

released “The First Amendment: 
Where America Stands” survey 
gives a deep and detailed picture 
of Americans’ knowledge of and 
attitudes about the five freedoms 
the amendment protects. Their 
views are as diverse and divided as 
our country itself.

We asked a wide range of First 
Amendment advocates and experts 
what struck them most about our 
findings. Several trends emerged 
— so did a few surprises.

Surprising: People don’t 
know the First Amend-
ment doesn’t protect you 
everywhere

The First Amendment can be 
confusing. While most people 
know it applies at all levels of 
government, most also expect 
it to protect freedoms in more 
aspects of society than it does. 
Only 26% of Americans know the 
First Amendment does not apply 
in private workplaces — nor does 
it protect free expression in many 
places we frequently interact.

“Several survey answers consis-
tently showed that a large majority 
of Americans do not realize that 
the First Amendment offers no 
protection against censorship by 
powerful private sector entities, 
including social media companies 
… professional sports team owners 
… and employers,” says Nadine 
Strossen, professor at New York 
Law School and former president of 
the American Civil Liberties Union.

Though many Americans mis-
takenly see the First Amendment 
protecting expression in ways 
it does not, attitudes about free 
speech also reflect contradictions 
and questions about just how far 

speech can go.
Freedom Forum’s revealing 

survey, “The First Amendment: 
Where American Stands,” high-
lights the startling contradictions 
in Americans’ understanding of 
free speech issues. … One result 
from this fascinating collection of 
opinions is clear: The need for free 
speech education, from outstand-
ing organizations like Freedom 
Forum and from all of us, is more 
necessary and important than 
ever.” — Ian Rosenberg, author, 
“The Fight for Free Speech” 
(N.Y.U. Press) and “Free Speech 
Handbook” (Macmillan)

Surprising: Attitudes 
about free speech 
reflect contradictions

Some experts, like Strossen, noted 
being pleasantly surprised at gener-
ally strong support for free speech 
— even controversial speech. Others 
noted cause for concern.

“It’s a little unsettling when a 
full 94% of respondents embrace 
the vitality and importance of 
the First Amendment, yet a third 
are willing to write off what is 
arguably the most essential of its 
liberties to prevent unpalatable 
words,” said Ken Paulson, director, 
Free Speech Center, Middle Ten-
nessee State University. “There’s a 
serious disconnect between ideals 
and practice there.”

Similarly, Karith Foster, speaker, 
comedian and diversity specialist, 

noted apparent contradictions 
between strong support for even 
controversial comedy (65% say it 
should be protected speech) and 
willingness to sacrifice free speech 
to get rid of hate speech (36% 
would support such a move). Sup-
port for free speech seems to stop 
at the margins of what respondents 
individually would find funny, 
offensive or agreeable.

“The obvious downside of this 
paradox is that comedians are hav-
ing to choose between using their 
true voices or self-censoring,” says 
Foster, calling the findings “an in-
credibly accurate reflection of where 
we are right now as a society.”

“Presumably, people who take 
this position [that hate speech 
should be banned] think that no 
one would ever call their belief 
system ‘hate speech,’” says Bradley 
Smith, chairman of the Institute 
for Free Speech (IFS). “And yet, 
45% admit that they sometimes do 
not speak for fear of ‘punishment.’”

Indeed, this finding, as Adam 
Goldstein, senior research counsel 
to the president, Foundation for 
Individual Rights in Education 
(FIRE) says, “mirrors what has 
been shown in other surveys.”

“The fact that so many Amer-
icans are afraid of expressing 
their ideas is deeply worrying. 
Today we take for granted that the 
government cannot tell us what to 
say. But a culture of self-censor-
ship is just as dangerous to democ-
racy as government censorship,” 
says Christopher Finan, National 
Coalition Against Censorship 
(NCAC) executive director.

Not Surprising: Academic 
freedom is increasingly 
challenged

Most people (58%) think college 

campuses should foster a free 
expression of ideas, even if those 
ideas are offensive to some. At 
the same time, more than a third 
(36%) think universities represent 
a threat to the First Amendment.

Experts from organizations like 
FIRE and the Academic Freedom 
Alliance (AFA) weren’t surprised 
at these findings, noting that the 
disconnect between the ideal and 
reality of campus speech is ripe for 
eroding trust.

“Faculty have faced steadily 
mounting threats to their speech 
rights in recent years, often in the 
form of student protests and ad-
ministrative disciplinary proceed-
ings over controversial speech,” 
says Keith E. Whittington, chair 
of the Academic Committee of the 
Academic Freedom Alliance.

“Universities have allowed 
students to shout down speakers 
to prevent disagreeable views 
from being heard,” agrees Peter 
Prichard, Freedom Forum trustee 
and former editor-in-chief of USA 
TODAY. “‘Cancel culture’ threatens 
free speech.”

“Our public education system 
does a very poor job of modeling 
respect for First Amendment val-
ues,” says Frank LoMonte, director, 
University of Florida College of 
Journalism and Communications 
Brechner Center for Freedom of 
Information, leaving the First 
Amendment a “damaged brand.”

Not Surprising: Press 
distrust is high

While most Americans want 
the news media to be a watchdog 
on government, just 14% say they 
have strong trust in journalists. 
Many are troubled by so-called 
“fake news” in the form of mis- 
and disinformation online.

This “validates all we suspect 
and know about how Americans 
feel about freedom of the press,” 
says Wanda S. Lloyd, journalist 
and author of “Coming Full Circle: 
From Jim Crow to Journalism,” 
noting that “many national and 
local news organizations spend 
plenty of human and financial 
capital providing quality investiga-
tive and watchdog reporting. [But] 
many so-called news organiza-
tions are leaning more and more in 
one direction — either uber-liberal 
or uber-conservative.”

Similarly, the IFS’s Smith says, 
“Bias, agenda-based reporting and 
just plain sloppy journalism have 
led 74% of Americans to think 
‘fake news’ is a problem and 72% 
favor banning it. Such overwhelm-
ing majorities suggest a rejection 
of mainstream news reporting, not 
just fringe publications.”

This growing distrust is trou-
bling. “If we don’t support journal-
ists of integrity — and there are 
many,” says Paulson, “we’ll lose our 
most potent weapons against gov-
ernment corruption and overreach.”

LoMonte put it even more stark-
ly: “It’s not sustainable for a func-
tioning democracy if a majority 
of voters actively avoid becoming 
informed.”

Not Surprising: Awareness 
of assembly is up — but 
most people still don’t 
protest

Awareness of the right to assem-
bly is up, with 65% able to identify 
it from a list of options as a First 
Amendment freedom — not a sur-
prise after a tumultuous year of pro-
tests peaking just before the survey 
was fielded in fall 2020. “The social 

Freedom
Forum

Karen Hanson

See HANSON Page 11

public records request for the report 
in September 2022. She filed suit on 
the Chronicle’s behalf through the 
Reporters Committee for Freedom of 
the Press in June 2023. 

“I talked with many city resi-
dents in the aftermath of the Vil-
lage Inn closure,” Mullinix said. 
“So many felt there was more the 
public needed to know about what 
happened. I felt it was important 
to seek those answers. As the 
council continued to discuss the 
closure, and the report as it related 

to City Manager Greg Wood, I 
believed, and open government 
advocates agreed, that the council 
had waived its attorney-client 
privilege.”

She added, “Unfortunately, 
when a public record custodian 
denies a records request, the only 
option left is to file a lawsuit. I 
appreciate the court taking the 
time to consider the arguments 
and review the record.”

Thurman examined the report 
privately in February before issu-
ing his final order.

“The Court finds that there 

was not enough said in the public 
meetings, including but not limit-
ed to as compared to the content of 
the report the Court reviewed un-
der seal, that caused the privilege 
to be waived,” he wrote. 

The chancellor added that the 
statements made in meetings “do 
not sufficiently include what is 
actually contained in the report, to 
constitute a waiver.” 

Both Mullinix and Chronicle 
Publisher Bill Atkinson expressed 
their appreciation to the Reporters 
Committee for the Freedom of the 
Press and its attorney, Paul McA-

doo of Brentwood, for taking on 
the case with the Chronicle.

“While it’s a bad decision on the 
court and we could have appealed 
it, the appeal stands a chance of 
creating bad law,” Atkinson said. 

“We do not feel it’s worth that 
chance,” he added. “We’ll let the 
decision stay with the local gov-
ernment and the Chancery Court.”

It’s not city officials’ last day in 
court regarding the Village Inn. 
Overton County attorney John B. 
Nisbit III is representing 11 former 
Village Inn residents in a wrong-
ful conviction class-action lawsuit 

in federal court. The lawsuit also 
names a number of Crossville 
police, fire and codes enforcement 
employees in their official and 
individual capacities.

“My hope is that, once the 
city concludes litigation with the 
displaced residents, the report can 
be fully released to the public,” 
Mullinix said. 

“The report no doubt has les-
sons that everyone involved can 
learn from so that the mistakes of 
the past are not repeated. And, the 
citizens of Crossville need to be 
informed of what went wrong.”

LAWSUIT from Page 7
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A new study from The Associ-
ated Press reveals that generative 
artificial intelligence is already 
reshaping newsroom roles and 
workflow.

Nearly 70% of newsroom staffers 
from a variety of backgrounds and 
organizations surveyed in Decem-
ber say they’re using the technolo-
gy for crafting social media posts, 
newsletters and headlines; trans-
lation and transcribing interviews; 
and story drafts, among other uses. 
One-fifth said they’d used genera-
tive AI for multimedia, including 
social graphics and videos.

“News people have stayed on 
top of this conversation, which 
is good because this technology 
is already presenting significant 
disruptions to how journalists and 
newsrooms approach their work 
and we need everyone to help us 
figure this technology out for the 
industry,” said Aimee Rinehart, 
co-author and senior product man-
ager of AI strategy at the AP.

Representatives from legacy 
media, public broadcasters and 
magazines were among the 292 
surveyed, mostly based in the 
U.S. or Europe; more than 30% of 

those who responded were from 
newsrooms with more than 100 
editorial employees.

The AP, which has been dab-
bling in AI for a decade, recently 
helped five local newsrooms devel-
op generative AI tools.

“We reached deep into our AI 
in journalism networks to recruit 
participants for the survey, and 
not surprisingly, most of the 
people who took the survey had 
familiarity with generative AI in 
some form,” said Ernest Kung, 
co-author and AI product man-
ager at the AP. “I was intrigued 
by the wide variety of current 
uses of generative AI journalists 
described.”

So while the numbers show 
some comfort with using genera-
tive AI, those surveyed likely have 
had more time to experiment with 

technology in their newsrooms. 
But the research shows that for 
any news organization looking to 
stay relevant, familiarity with AI 
is a must.

“Experiment, experiment, 
experiment,” said Hannes Cools, 
assistant professor at the Univer-
sity of Amsterdam and co-au-
thor of the study. “Responsible 
experimentation could spark 
discussion, and that could lead to 
more responsible use. I do believe 
that generative AI is here to stay, 
and it will (if it hasn’t already) be 
present in many aspects of our 
daily lives.”

The tension between ethics 
and innovation drove Poynter’s 
creation of an AI ethics starter kit 
for newsrooms last month. The 
AP — which released its own 
guidelines last August — found 
less than half of respondents have 
guidelines in their newsrooms, 
while about 60% were aware of 
some guidelines about the use of 
generative AI.

Cools was surprised to learn 
that generative AI guidelines was 
not the top answer to a question 
about responsible use of the tech-

nology. Instead, respondents said 
they’d simply verify what they got 
from an AI program — or not use 
AI at all.

“… (T)here was also mention of 
using their gut feeling to evaluate 
responsible use,” Cool said in an 
email. “This was quite surprising 
to me still, as we might not want 
to trust our gut feeling for judging 
what is ethical use.”

Some other highlights from the 
study:

• 54% said they’d “maybe” let 
AI companies train their models 
using their content.

• 49% said their workflows 
have already changed because of 
generative AI.

• 56% said the AI generation of 
entire pieces of content should be 
banned.

• Only 7% of those who re-
sponded were worried about AI 
displacing jobs.

• 18% said lack of training was 
a big challenge for ethical use of 
AI. “Training is lovely, but time 
spent on training is time not spent 
on journalism — and a small or-
ganization can’t afford to do that,” 
said one respondent.

“It’s an exciting moment for 
journalism and technology, maybe 
a little too exciting, which makes 
it difficult to plan for the next year 
let alone what may transpire in 
the next 10 years,” said Rinehart. 
“One thing is clear from this 
research: more research is needed 
on AI and newsrooms, especially 
on workflow efficiency claims.”

This article, originally published 
April 11, is reprinted here with 
permission of Poynter Institute. 
Support high-integrity, independent 
journalism that serves democracy. 
Make a gift to Poynter today. The 
Poynter Institute is a nonpartisan, 
nonprofit organization, and your 
gift helps us make good journalism 
better.

Alex Mahadevan is director of 
MediaWise, Poynter’s digital media 
literacy project that teaches people 
of all ages how to spot misinfor-
mation online. As director, Alex 
oversees program and curriculum 
development, research and editorial 
content for MediaWise, which has 
reached more than 80 million peo-
ple in 12 countries.

AI is already reshaping newsrooms, AP study finds

justice protests were covered by the 
media and millions upon millions 
witnessed fellow Americans taking 
to the streets to galvanize for social 
change,” says Freedom Forum 
fellow David Hudson.

But still, most Americans — 69% 
— say they have never participated 
in a protest. “Activism always has 
been a cause for the committed few 
who are willing to put their princi-
ples into action and even their lives 
on the line,” says Hudson.

Surprising: Americans 
petition more than 
they realize

The right to petition has some-
times been called “the forgotten 
freedom,” says Hudson, with few 
able to identify it as a freedom. 
Awareness of petition is up, though, 
with 14% able to name it offhand.

And many Americans have 
participated in petitioning the gov-
ernment. “Even more encouraging 
than public familiarity with and 
support for free speech rights is the 
fact that substantial percentages of 

the public have actually exercised 
these rights regarding issues of 
public concern,” says Strossen, 
“speech that is especially import-
ant in our democratic republic.”

Almost half of people (45%) can 
identify petition as a First Amend-
ment freedom. Nearly as many have 
petitioned their elected officials 
in some way: “I was pleasantly 
surprised by the number of people 
who had volunteered with a local 
organization [41%] or a political 
campaign [24%], contacted an elect-
ed official [40%], or spoken up at a 
school board or town hall meeting 
[35%],” says Freedom Forum Fellow 
Lata Nott. “These are all activities 
that take more time and energy, and 
have much more of an impact, than 
say, posting something on social 
media or signing an online petition. 
I’m impressed that so many people 
are civically engaged.”

Surprising: Support for 
Constitutional education 
is mixed

The survey revealed some sig-
nificant gaps in First Amendment 
knowledge, but also showed that 

most Americans want future gen-
erations to better understand the 
Constitution. “Civics is as import-
ant to the health of our society as 
math and science are to economic 
prosperity,” says Finan, citing the 
84% of respondents who support 
requiring public schools to educate 
students about the Constitution. 
“The future of our democracy 
demands that we educate students 
as citizens, not just workers.”

But Americans are unsure about 
some forms of First Amendment 
education: 39% say public schools 
should teach about religion from 
an academic and constitutional 
perspective; 32% disagreed and 
29% weren’t sure. “These results 
may seem surprising given that the 
U.S. Supreme Court has made clear 
for more than 60 years that the 
academic study of religion is not 
only permissible under the First 
Amendment — it is necessary for a 
complete education,” says Charles 
Haynes, Freedom Forum senior 
fellow for religious liberty. “One 
explanation for public confusion 
about this issue may be our long 
and tortuous history of getting reli-
gion wrong in public schools.”

Following a series of Supreme 
Court cases in the 1960s, Haynes 
says, many either demanded all 
mention of religion be removed 
from curricula or decried that 
schools had banned God. “Both 
sides — intentionally or uninten-
tionally — misrepresented what 
the Supreme Court actually ruled: 
Under the First Amendment, reli-
gion can neither be promoted nor 
denigrated by school officials but 
students are free to express their 
faith in schools, as long as such 
expression is not disruptive and 
does not interfere with the rights 
of others.”

More: Religion is a 
much-valued freedom, but 
people are divided about 
its role in public life.

The “Where America Stands” 
survey paints a complex picture 
of Americans’ First Amendment 
knowledge and attitudes, both 
concerning and hopeful.

Gaps in First Amendment 
knowledge and willingness to 
compromise some of its core 

values are troubling. “In 55 years 
of involvement with these issues, 
I can’t recall a time when First 
Amendment freedoms were less 
secure,” says Prichard. “This 
landmark survey shows that most 
of today’s threats don’t come from 
government, but from ourselves.”

But broad support for the 
vitality of the First Amendment 
to democracy — and the passion 
with which respondents spoke 
of its importance — point to the 
possibility of reaffirming its foun-
dations with ongoing education, 
advocacy and action.

“We now know we are building 
on a foundation where an over-
whelming majority of Americans 
see the First Amendment as vital 
and valued, and that gives us hope 
for the future.” — Jan Neuharth, 
Freedom Forum chair and chief 
executive officer

Find the full survey results at 
WhereAmericaStands.org.

This column was republished 
by permisison of Freedom Forum. 
Karen Hansen is content managing 
editor at the Freedom Forum.
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prepared to communicate.” 
MTSU’s School of Journalism 

and Strategic Media equips stu-
dents with professional knowledge 
and is focused on preparing the 
next generation of leaders in the 
ever-changing journalism and 
mass communication industries. 

“Our professors give students be-
yond-the-classroom experiences in 
any way they can – calling sports 
for ESPN+, going to the action to 
get stories and working with real 
clients in our Ad and PR agency. 
We involve students however we 
can,” said School of Journalism Di-
rector Katie Foss. “Our curriculum 
offers interesting and unique cours-
es, like data journalism, crime and 
media and election coverage.”

Keel added, “Whether it’s trav-
eling across the state to immerse 
themselves in a community and 
writing about its most colorful 
characters, to visiting Iowa to 
report on the presidential election, 
our students receive real-world, 
hands-on experience. It’s our 
faculty who truly make the differ-
ence. They are the most caring, 
dedicated and kind faculty that 
you will find anywhere. Indeed, 
they continue to mentor their stu-
dents decades after graduation.” 

The school’s anniversary events 
kicked off earlier in April with 
news executives from Knoxville’s 
NBC affiliate WBIR leading a 
day-long symposium on television 
producing and reporting for jour-
nalism students. 

To celebrate its 50th year, a 
fundraising and networking event 
was held April 12 in the Miller Ed-
ucation Center on East Bell Street.

“Our PR Event Planning 
class, taught by (lecturer) Angie 
Boyd-Chambers, led the planning 
of this 50th anniversary celebra-

tion week,” Foss said. 
The event connected 

some of MTSU’s esteemed 
alumni with some of the 
school’s most promising 
students, with proceeds 
funding student enrich-
ment within the School of 
Journalism and Strategic 
Media. Attendees were 
served heavy appetizers 
and desserts and received 
a special edition 50th anni-
versary T-shirt. 

Alums from MTSU’s 
School of Journalism and 
Strategic Media currently 
work as news reporters, 
anchors at major television 
and radio stations and 

newspapers, including WBIR-TV 
(Knoxville), WKRN-TV (Nashville), 
WVLT-TV (Knoxville), The Tennes-
sean, NewsChannel 5 (Nashville), 
Main Street Media, the Associated 
Press, WSMV-TV (Nashville), Sirius 
XM Radio and more.

“We have grads working at 
ESPN, NBC, the Hallmark Chan-
nel, USA Today Network, The 
Predators, NASA, TikTok, Nissan, 
Delta Airlines and nonprofits,” 
Foss said, adding, “Our graduates 
are sports editors and analysts, 
social media coordinators and 
graphic designers. They work in 
digital marketing, social media, 
recruiting, and more.” 

Notable alumni include morning 
anchor Holly Thompson (WSMV), 
Chief Investigative Reporter Phil 
Williams (WTVF), Don Aaron 
(Associate Administrator/Public 
Affairs Director for the Metro-
politan Nashville Police Depart-
ment), Tracey Rogers (Senior Vice 
President and Regional Manager 
for Nexstar Media Group), anchor 
Katie Inman (WBIR), among many 
others.

Williams returned to campus 
to reflect on his illustrious career 
during a special event April 11 in 
the State Farm Lecture Hall of the 
Business and Aerospace Building 
where he was interviewed by long-
time journalist and recently retired 
professor Leon Alligood. The event 
was sponsored by The Free Speech 
Center at MTSU and the John 
Seigenthaler Chair of Excellence in 
First Amendment Studies.

Other highlights: 
• Sidelines began as a stu-

dent-run, editorially independent 
newspaper on campus in 1925. 

• In 1938, the first journalism 
course was taught at MTSU by 
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Annie Carr, executive producer of WBIR-
TV, the NBC affiliate in Knoxville, led a 
session on television producing during a 
daylong symposium April 11 on the cam-
pus of Middle Tennessee State University 
in Murfreesboro. 

Professor Eva Burkett in the En-
glish Department. 

• Ed Kimbrell was named the 
first chair of the Department of 
Mass Communications in 1971.  

• In 1991, the John Bragg Media 
and Entertainment Building was 
completed. “Our building is futur-
istic,” said Kimbrell. “It is built for 
the next century.”

• In 2010, a journalism student 
created an award-winning insert 

in The Daily News Journal in 
Murfreesboro covering cleanup ef-
forts in the aftermath of the April 
2010 tornado outbreak that caused 
millions in damages. 

• In 2013, MTSU’s School of 
Journalism was named one of the 
“50 Best Journalism Schools and 
Programs at U.S. Colleges and Uni-
versities” by journalism professor 
Dan Reimold of the University of 
Tampa.

• In 2021, School of Journal-
ism and Strategic Media students 
earned a top-10 win in the na-
tional Hearst Journalism Awards 
Program for its November 2020 
TV news special, “100 Years of 
Broadcasting.” 

For more information on the 
School of Journalism and Strategic 
Media, visit www.mtsu.edu/jour-
nalism. 


