
Plans are underway for the 2024 
UT-TPA Tennessee State Press 
Contests Awards Luncheon set for 
Friday, July 19, in Franklin, Tenn.

Tennessee Press Association 
also plans that same day to install 
its 2024-2025 president, who is 
slated to be Darrell Richardson, 
current TPA first vice president 
and general manager of the 
News-Herald, Lenoir City.

Newspapers have already 
been notified of awards, but not 
placement, by email from TPA to  
member editors that went out May 
22. Registration for the luncheon 
was to be available starting June 
4. The event will be held at the 
Embassy Suites located at 820 
Crescent Centre Drive, Franklin, 
Tenn. Details are posted to www.
tnpress.com.
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2024 TPA State Press Contests Awards Luncheon set for July 19

Tennessee lawmakers handed 
open government some wins and 
losses during the session that 
ended Thursday, April 25.

Attorneys fees in open 
meetings lawsuits

The most significant win was an 
open meetings bill carried by state 
Rep. Susan Lynn, R-Mount Juliet, 
and Sen. Mark Pody, R-Lebanon.

After a constituent complained 
to Lynn about a Wilson County 
School Board book review com-
mittee that met in closed sessions, 
Lynn dug deeper into the issue.

The result was legislation to 
allow someone who prevails in an 

open meetings lawsuit to collect 
attorney fees if the court finds that 
the governing body was willful in 
its actions.

The law gives the judge discretion 
on granting reasonable costs, in-
cluding attorney fees, and notes that 
the court can consider any advice 
given by the Office of Open Records 
Counsel to the governing body. In 

other words, if the Open Records 
Counsel tells the governing body 
they are likely violating the law, and 
they continue to do it anyway, and 
someone sues and wins, the court 
can look at that guidance and find 
that the governing body was willful 
in closing its meetings.

Lynn, in describing the bill to 
fellow lawmakers, said it will add 
“muscle to the Sunshine Law.” She 
noted that unlike the public records 
law, the open meetings law did not 
have consequences for violations. If 
local governments refuse to comply 
with the open meetings law, citi-
zens must spend their own money 
to go to court to force the govern-
ing body to have open meetings.

Allowing 
potential attorney 
fees and rea-
sonable costs to 
citizens could 
help improve 
compliance with 
the law, she 
said, particularly 
when they get 
notifi ation from 

the Office of Open Records Counsel 
about the law’s requirements.

The bill also redefined “meet-
ing” to mean the convening of a 
governing body to make a decision 
or to deliberate toward a decision 

STAFF REPORTS
Tennessee Press Association
May 23, 2024

Lynn

Quick take on open government 
wins & losses at 2024 legislature

File photo

Group photo of first-place winners from the 2023 TPA State Press Contests Awards Luncheon held in July 2023.

As part of the annual contest, 
newspapers winning first-place 
awards in the categories of editori-
als, best single editorial and public 
service will receive prizes ($250 
each in 2023) from UT’s Edward J. 
Meeman Foundation. The Mee-

man Foundation was established 
in 1968 at UT to fund the contest, 
provide professional critiques of 
journalists’ work and support jour-
nalism students and educators.

Last year’s awards luncheon 
had 147 registrants, similar to 

pre-pandemic attendance. Ques-
tions about the 2024 contests or 
the awards luncheon should be 
directed to Robyn Gentile, TPA 
member services manager, at 
rgentile@tnpress.com or (865) 
584-5761, ext. 105.

TN Coalition
for Open
Government
Deborah Fisher

See FISHER Page 8



Almost daily, I hear from long-
time readers of my column who 
write to tell me they’ve recently 
benefi ed from something I wrote 
months or years ago. I suppose it’s 
why I keep writing these columns 
after all these years.

Just this morning, I heard from 
a publisher who wrote that he had 
begun using an application I wrote 
about three years ago and was 
finding it very helpful. Another 
wrote yesterday to tell me she had 
followed my advice about holding a 
focus group made up of community 
members, some newspaper readers, 
and some non-readers. She wanted 
me to know that it was incredibly 
beneficial to her paper, and they had 
made several changes based on the 
results of the focus group.

Recently, I’ve heard from a lot 
of folks asking for advice related 
to artificial intelligence. Press 
association directors have written 
to ask if I would lead a convention 
session or webinar on the topic 
(yes, I plan to offer a webinar on 
AI soon). I even responded to a 
request from an industry journal 
in Australia and Southeast Asia 
to get my thoughts concerning a 
photo that had run in a major pub-

lication there using AI. Every time 
I read a story from that part of the 
world, I’m convinced they have a 
knack for writing great headlines. 
The headline for that story was 
“Tummy tat a croptop giveaway, 
and Slimp says, ‘Never in news.’”

I realize the use of AI is a fact 
of life in today’s world. However, 
the use of artificial intelligence 
requires much the same scruti-
ny as was given to photo editing 
when applications like Photoshop 
and Photostyle became available 
almost 40 years ago. 

In the early days of Photoshop, 
it was almost scary for me to face 
a crowd of veteran photographers. 
Even the use of tools we take for 
granted today, like adjusting levels 
or sharpening an image, was met 
with much deliberation among 
audiences. Longtime photographers, 
especially from major dailies, often 

protested that nothing could be ad-
justed in a photo. If that became the 
industry standard, my Photoshop 
classes wouldn’t have lasted long.

In the same way, we need to be 
very careful about the way we use 
AI. It would be simplistic to say 
that we not use it all. Much of the 
software we are already using had 
built-in AI features. However, I am 
suggesting that we give the use 
of AI even more scrutiny than we 
did Photoshop a few decades ago. 
I agree with writer Kelly McBride 
that every newspaper needs an 
ethics policy related to the use of 
artificial intelligence (poynter.org, 
March 25, 2024). Kelly’s column 
includes a starter kit to give 
newspapers a starting point for 
addressing the use of AI.

Looking back at the early days 
of Photoshop, I would emphasize 
that the use of Photoshop shouldn’t 
be to improve or alter an image. 
Instead, the goal was to make the 
image printed on the page appear 
as close to the original photo as 
possible. Knowing that dot gain, 
ink limits, quality of paper stock, 
and other variables affected the 
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Give AI serious thought before diving in
From the 
News
Guru
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Low-lift events spark storytelling, community connection

In an effort to foster community 
engagement and connection, the 
Innovation in Focus team part-
nered with Vox Magazine on a 
multimedia story that came from a 
community pop-up event.

After seeing examples of mov-
ing storytelling from newsrooms 
like El Tímpano, where their team 
gathered stories at a pop-up photo 
booth at an open air market, we 
wanted to explore what it would 
take (time, money, planning, etc.) 
to create something similar with 
our community. We aimed to offer 
an activity that was fun for the 
community but also provided us 
with an opportunity to connect on 
a deeper level and gather stories.

We ultimately set up a table at 
two locations in downtown Co-
lumbia, Mo., and invited residents 
to write letters to their loved ones, 
friends and even strangers in the 
spirit of Valentine’s Day. Then, we 
asked if they wanted to share a 

story about the recipient of their 
card. We mailed out more than 
40 postcards and collected several 
stories to share.

Creating a low-lift plan
Events can take a ton of time 

and energy. That’s why we wanted 
to explore what a low lift pop-up 
could look like. Here are the steps 
we took:

1. Pick a location: We opted for 
public places that didn’t require 
application processes or payment 
for tabling.

2. Gather materials: We picked 
postcards, markers and other fun 
decorations

3. Spread the word:  We created 
a sign telling folks what the event 
is about.

4. The pop-up itself:
a. We set up a table and a phone/

tablet on a tripod to record stories.
b. We asked people to create a 

Valentine’s postcard. And remind-
ed them it’s free!

c. While they decorated, we 
asked people if they’d be willing 

to share a story – on camera or 
audio-only — about the person 
they’re writing to.

d. Ask simple questions (i.e. tell 
me why you want to write a post-
card to this person) and record the 
stories. 

5. Take the results and make it 
into an interactive experience.

 We used a tri-fold poster board 
to make a sign with a clear mes-
sage of what we were asking peo-
ple to do. We also shared QR codes 
to Vox Magazine’s social media.

We set up our pop-up event at 
Stephens Lake Park and in front 
of a florist in downtown Colum-
bia. We chose to do this over two 
days and stayed at each location 
for about an hour and a half. Of 
course, you could also stay at 
one high traffic spot for longer to 
simplify the process.

A bonus: If you look at the 
calendar, and there’s a sunny and 
warm day in your future, take 
advantage of it! We likely had the 

See LOW-LIFT Page 4

EMILY LYTLE & KENDALL WILLIAMS
Reynolds Journalism Institute
March 18, 2024
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June 2024
18-23: The International Society 

of Weekly Newspapers Editors 
(ISWNE) Conference, Toronto 
Metropolitan University, 
Toronto, Ontario, Canada.

19: Deadline for TPA 50-Year Club 
Nominations

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.

27: Concurrent TPA Board of 
Directors meeting & business 
session, 3 p.m. EDT / 2 p.m. CDT, 
Zoom. See news brief else-
where on this page for more 
information.

July 2024
18-20: Associated College Press 

(ACP) Annual Summer College 
Media Mega Workshop, Univer-
sity of Minnesota’s Twin Cities 
campus,  Minneapolis, MN.

19: Tennessee Press Association 
(TPA) State Press Contests 
Awards Luncheon, Embassy 
Suites Cool Springs, Franklin, 
Tenn. See page 1 story in this 
edition for more information.

August 2024
5-9: Investigative Reporters & 

Editors (IRE) Data Journalism 
Bootcamp - Google Sheets + 
Python (In-Person), University 
of Missouri, Columbia, Mo.

October 2024
18-19: America’s Newspapers 

Family and Independent Own-
ers Meeting, Charleston, SC.

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

November, 2024
7-10: “For the Love of Journalism” 

Convention, sponsored by Jour-
nalism Education Association 
and National Scholastic Press 
Association, Philadelphia, Pa.

July 2025
9-13: The International Society 

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

For Your Calendar

It is almost time. The Tennes-
see State Press Contest results 
have been tallied. July 19 we will 
celebrate.

Hopefully, you and your news-
paper received an award notifica-
tion from Robyn, saying that you 
won something. As a publisher, I 
was always excited to receive the 
results.  And then try to figure 
out how we did compared to the 
other papers. I would go as far 
as calling or texting the other 
publishers in my division and 
ask slyly, “How did you do in the 
awards?” I know that is extreme 
but I could not help myself. I had 
to know. I could not wait until the 
awards banquet.

I know that some people do not 
like awards. They do not put much 

stock in them. They say things 
like “Doing really good journalism 
is my reward” and “We don’t do it 
for awards, we do it for our read-
ers.” Yes, those things are true. But 
isn’t it nice to be recognized for it? 
Just a little bit.

Everyone loves to hear “You 
did a great job.” I do not know 
of a person that hates to hear 
that. We love to hear it from our 
bosses, our editors, our publisher, 

our managers, even our co-work-
ers. We love to hear “great job” 
from our readers. That is thanks 
enough.

But the real reason I love 
awards for my newspaper is that 
we can celebrate as a team. Yes, 
we have individual awards but 
we also have team awards. Best 
Sunday Editions, Best Sports 
Coverage, Best News Reporting, 
Best Investigating Reporting, 
Best Special Section, and so on. It 
takes a team to be successful.

Just like in sports, each of your 
newspapers have star players. 
But the utility players, the people 
that show up every day and just 
do their jobs, that is what makes 
a team successful. We need stars, 
we need utility players. We need 

everyone going in the same direc-
tion. As the old saying goes, there 
is no “I” in team.

So make sure to celebrate 
these awards with your team. 
Make sure you bring them to the 
luncheon on July 19. Be on the 
lookout for more info about the 
luncheon.

After the luncheon, try to 
celebrate at your own newspa-
per. Make it a community event. 
Invite your readers to come cele-
brate with your staff. Cook some 
burgers and hotdogs and celebrate 
your work. Above all else, make 
it fun, and for one day, enjoy your 
staff and what we do.

Mark Millsap is executive director 
of Tennessee Press Association.

White named TPA 
District 3 director

Chris White, publisher of The 
Greeneville Sun, was appointed 
on May 23 as a Tennessee Press 
Association director of District 
Three by TPA President Daniel 
Williams.

White will 
be filling the 
remainder of 
term, which 
was vacated 
by former 
Sun publisher 
Paul Mauney’s 
resignation in 
February.

The term 
runs through 

June 2025.  White is also the 
Adams Publishing Group’s 
regional president of the Tennes-
see/North Carolina/Virginia 
Region and joined the newspa-
per on March 1. 

Prior to joining Adams Pub-
lishing Group and The Green-
eville Sun, White spent the previ-
ous decade serving as president 
and publisher of The Times of 
Northwest Indiana, while con-
currently holding positions with 
Lee Enterprises.

His positions at Lee Enter-
prises included vice president of 
transformation, Eastern Region 
president, and group publisher

Staff reports
May 28, 2024

Concurrent TPA Board 
of Directors meeting & 
business session set

TPA President Daniel Williams 
has called the semi-annual Con-
current TPA Board of Directors 
Meeting & Business Session for 
Thursday, June 27, 2024 at 2:00 

p.m. Central 
Time. The meet-
ing will occur 
via the Zoom 
videoconferenc-
ing platform. All 
TPA members 
are invited to 
attend the meet-
ing and mem-
bers present will 

elect TPA officers and directors 
during the meeting. Members 
were notified via email on May 
24 and should contact rgentile@
tnpress.com if they need the 
meeting link.

Staff Reports
May 25, 2024

TPA calls for 50-Year Club 
nominations

Tennessee Press Association 
seeks nominations for the 50-Year 
Club to recognize those with 50 
years of service to the Tennessee 
newspaper industry.  Nominations 
are being sought and recognition 
will be given at the State Press Con-

tests Awards Luncheon on Friday, 
July 19 in Franklin.

Nominees should still be active 
with a TPA member newspaper 
and may work in any department.  

The deadline for nominations is 
Wednesday, June 19. The nomina-
tion form is available online or by 
contacting rgentile@tnpress.com.

According to TPA records, the 
50-Year-Club was established to 
coincide with TPA’s 100th anni-
versary and recognition spanned 
from 1969-1971.   TPA reactivated 
the club with recognitions in 2015 
and 2016.  

The following individuals were 
recognized during the 2015-2016 
events:

Bill Bowden, Marie H. Cox, Char-
lie Daniel, R. Jack Fishman, Danny 
Jones, Sam D. Kennedy, Arthur 
Melton, John Molley, Shirley Nan-
ney, Joe A. Officer, Carson Oliver, 
Arthur D. (Butch) Rhea, Dean 
Stone, Georgiana Vines,  Marion 
Wilhoite,  Bill Williams, Jimmy 
Williams, Morris Winfrey and Paul 
Young. 

Submitted
May 30, 2024

TN Newspaper HOF 
nominations due 
by Aug. 31

The Tennessee Newspaper Hall 
of Fame honors those who have 
made an outstanding contribu-
tion to Tennessee newspaper 

journalism or who have made 
an extraordinary contribution to 
their communities and region, 
or the state, through newspaper 
journalism. Nominations for the 
Hall of Fame are being accepted 
through Aug. 31, 2024, to be con-
sidered for induction in 2025.

Sixty-four honorees have 
been inducted since the Hall of 
Fame was established in 1966 
as a joint project of TPA and 
the University of Tennessee. All 
inductions are made posthu-
mously. Information about the 
Tennessee Newspaper Hall of 
Fame, biographical sketches of 
the honorees and nomination 
information can be found at 
https://tnpress.com/hall-of-
fame/ or by sending an email to 
rgentile@tnpress.com.

All nominees must be de-
ceased two or more years prior 
to the nomination. A selection 
committee of five TPA past 
presidents will review nomina-
tions. A separate administra-
tive committee will announce 
whether an induction ceremony 
will be held in 2025. Association 
officials encourage those sub-
mitting nominations to consider 
including as much material 
about the nominee as possible. 
Materials may be submitted 
electronically by contacting TPA 
headquarters at (865) 584-5761, 
ext. 105 or rgentile@tnpress.

News & Moves

White Williams

TPA State Press Contests awards are coming!
From the 
Executive 
Director
Mark Millsap

See NEWS & MOVES Page 9



My wife and I have family 
friends who told us about their 
boating experiences in northern 
Virginia. They had a pontoon boat 
which was docked at a local lake. 
During the cold months, they used 
a device called a dock bubbler to 
keep the water around the boat 
from freezing. 

As they explained it, a bubbler, 
also known as a de-icer, features a 
perforated hose connected to an air 
compressor, which is placed along 
the bottom of the lake next to the 
dock. The hose releases air bubbles 
that push up warmer water from be-
low, which in turn, creates an area 
of unfrozen water above the hose. 

In simple terms that my non-sci-
entific brain can understand, the 
water won’t freeze when it’s con-
stantly in motion while warmer 

water is circulating. 
This talk of dock bubblers and 

constant motion reminds me of a 
conversation with Matthew, who 
oversees an ad team. “We fight 
against complacency all the time,” 
he said. “Once a salesperson makes 
a sale and the ads start running on 
a regular schedule, there might be 
a tendency to move that client to 
the back burner. And before you 
know it, a lot of time can go by 

without any meaningful contact. 
During that lapse, there’s a good 
chance that our advertiser is 
hearing from other media outlets. 
When that happens, we want our 
advertiser to remember all the good 
reasons they are running with us. 

“Our solution is to keep things 
stirred up – in a good way, of 
course,” he explained. “It’s all 
about staying top-of-mind with 
advertisers. If we fade into the 
background after the sale, we’re 
not providing good service.” 

Let’s take a look at two fundamen-
tal ways to keep things stirred up: 

1. Focus on the business. “The 
first action step is to continually 
monitor the results of their ads,” 
Matthew said. “What’s working? 
What could work better? What 
products are moving? Which 

ads are resonating with readers? 
Are competitors changing their 
messaging? 

“Then it’s important to work 
together to conduct periodic 
reviews and adjustments. Show 
your advertiser that you’re always 
thinking about them and how to 
make their ads more productive. 

“And don’t wait until the elev-
enth hour to talk about contract 
renewals. I’ve see that happen, 
and it’s not a pretty picture. It 
sends the message that we’re dis-
organized or not paying attention. 
If we’re doing our job the right 
way, contract renewal time usual-
ly goes much smoother.” 

2. Focus on the person. Matthew 
mentioned the old saying: “People 
won’t care how much you know un-
til they know how much you care.” 

Relationships count. Years ago, 
I saw a bumper sticker that read, 
“The best vitamin for making friends 
is B1.” In our world, this could be 
delivering extra tear sheets to display 
in store windows – without being 
asked. And it could be taking time to 
say ‘”hi” and sincerely ask how their 
kid’s soccer team is doing. 

Turn on your customer service 
bubbler. You’ll prevent freeze-ups 
and keep things moving. 

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
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Ad-libs®

John Foust

Sometimes it’s a really good idea to create a stir

printed image, photo editing 
ap-plications offered tools to offset 
distortions that would otherwise 
appear on the printed page.

Much has been written about 
the use of artificial intelligence in 
the workplace. In our industry, it’s 
even more crucial that we give the 
use of AI serious thought before 
diving in too deep. It would be easy 
to ignore the issue altogether. That 
would be naive. On the other hand, 

it’s easy – especially for those of us 
who have a bit of “tech nerd” built 
into our DNA – to get overly excited 
about the use of AI. Let me caution 
against both extremes.

We will be using AI in our 
work. You probably already are. 
However, be very careful when 
and how AI is used.

I was invited to speak at a local 
civic club in Knoxville a couple of 
weeks ago. They asked me to speak 
on the topic of artifi cial intelli-
gence. I learned the audience was 

larger than usual and noticed that 
some of the folks brought pads and 
pens to write notes. Many were 
business owners, and they obvious-
ly had a lot of interest in the topic.

Before I spoke my first word, a 
hand went up. “Is AI going to put 
us all out of business?” a man in 
the third row asked. 

I spoke to the group for about 30 
minutes and spoke of the limitations 
and dangers of AI. I’m relatively 
sure everyone felt, by the time I 
finished, that their worlds wouldn’t 

be crashing in anytime soon from 
the use of artificial intelligence.

Recently, I was part of an 
international conference made up 
of more than 1,000 participants in 
Charlotte, NC. As attendees come 
by to meet me, they often tell me 
they’re from “a little town you’ve 
never heard of.” In most cases, I’m 
pleased to tell them, “I’ve visited 
your town while working with the 
newspaper.” So far, every person 
has gone on to tell me how much 
they loved the community news-

paper in their town.
Sometimes we forget how much 

people love and appreciate us. And 
sometimes we forget how import-
ant – and serious – our work is. 
Thank you for making a difference.

Kevin Slimp is a consultant, 
advisor and trainer in the newspaper 
industry. From 1997-2018, he directed 
The Newspaper Institute of The 
University of Tennessee. He is CEO of 
Market Square Publishing and Chief 
Guru at NewspaperAcademy.com.

SLIMP  from Page 2

most success connecting with 
folks at the park on a Friday after-
noon because we caught people 
soaking up the sunshine. Still, we 
acknowledge newsrooms might 
need an inside alternative, too. 
If given more time, we may have 
arranged a pop-up inside a candy 
shop, cafe or brewery.

What it took: Supplies
Supplies ranging from mark-

ers and stickers to letters and 
stamps totaled just over $90. To 
save money on supplies, use what 
you have! Also, we wouldn’t use 
glitter again – a predictable and 
messy mistake.

Our iPhones worked great to 
capture video, but we might use 
a camera next time. We were also 
glad we borrowed a real micro-
phone that helped filter out some 
of the background noise.

Community reaction
As we set up our pop-up event, 

we were met with an overwhelm-
ing positive response from individ-
uals of all ages and backgrounds. 
Passersby thanked us for giving 
them the opportunity, calling it 
“great” or “truly heartwarming.” 
Many admitted that they had 
either never written a letter before 
or hadn’t done so in years.

Above all, this pop-up intro-
duced us to community members 
with whom we might not have 
otherwise crossed paths.

We heard from a woman who 
moved to Columbia from Iran to 
study here. We talked to a young 
man who planned to hand his 
card directly to his father, some-
one he said he admired deeply. 
We collected stories from people 
sending messages to their siblings 
in other states, and a pair of friends 
who wrote to their running buddy 
to thank him for holding them 

accountable. We even heard one 
reminder to write a love letter to 
ourselves!

While some opted not to speak 

on camera, we were surprised by 
how many people we met from 
different backgrounds, traveling 
from as near as Kansas City or as 
far as Colorado and Albania. We 
also spoke with Spanish-speaking 
community members who showed 
their appreciation through a letter.

This was a great outreach op-
portunity. We shared the QR codes 
for Vox’s Instagram, Facebook and 
X accounts. A few people shared 
stories they enjoyed reading in 
Vox, and one person shared a 
story tip about a new restaurant 
opening.

Creating a multimedia 
story from the event

While Vev allowed us to create 
beautiful scrollytelling and inter-
active stories without coding, we 
encountered challenges in format-
ting and editing the story to look 
good on a cell phone, tablet and 
desktop. This process took us mul-

tiple hours since it was our first 
time using the tool, but we assume 
this learning curve will be easier 
next time. It was also difficult to 
have more than one person editing 
the project since that feature is 
limited on the free version.

Upon sharing the final project 
with Vox Magazine, the news-
room’s audience team shared the 
link on Facebook, Instagram and 
X/Twitter.

With this event, we learned 
what it looks like to give people a 
fun, engaging incentive to connect 
and share their experiences or 
stories. And we found that this 
opportunity to connect with com-
munity members on a deeper level 
can easily be scaled no matter the 
size of your organization.

Emily Lytle is the Innovation in Fo-
cus Editor on RJI’s Innovation Team. 
Kendall Williams is an Innovation 
Student Staffer for the Spring 2024 
semester.

LOW-LIFT  from Page 2

Submitted

A tri-fold poster board sign with 
a clear message of what we were 
asking people to do.
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Hardly a year passes without 
legal requirements for public 
notices coming under assault. 
It’s happening this year in the 
Minnesota Legislature where the 
Minnesota School Boards Associa-
tion is seeking authority for school 
districts to remove public notices 
from newspapers.	

The initiative comes on the heels 
of Alden Global Capital shutting 
down eight community newspa-
pers. The proposal not only attacks 
the essence of open government, it 
also significantly dec eases citizen 
access to vital information. 

The Minnesota effort runs count-
er to activity elsewhere. Legislation 
introduced in 2024 suggests state 
legislatures are growing increas-
ingly comfortable allowing news 
websites to serve as an alternative 
source of official notic , according 
to the Public Notice Resource Cen-
ter and National Newspaper Asso-
ciation. Legislators should say “no” 
to the school boards’ proposal.

The debate over public notices 
puts the spotlight on the broader 
arena of public information. Unlike 
legal notices, there’s no statutory 
requirement to publish a litany of 
government data. Yet, the infor-
mation is public and newspapers 
should take time to explain the un-

derlying value of documenting data 
collected by government agencies.

To no surprise, many people 
are rankled by the publication. 
We’ve all received the complaints. 
For example, a reader asks: “Why 
is it necessary to print the dollar 
amount of all building permits? 
Wouldn’t it suffice to ackn wledge 
a household remodeling project 
without a price tag?”

The reader didn’t say it, but the 
editor is certain what was on her 
mind: “The dollar value is only for 
snoopy neighbors.”

On the surface, the argument 
appears legitimate. Simply report-
ing that a permit was issued would 
serve the purpose of monitoring 
local construction.

But newspapers should think 
twice when setting guidelines for 
how to treat the scope of gov-
ernment data. The example of 
building permits underscores the 

predicament. If newspapers honor 
one request to withhold public 
information, other individuals will 
likely seek special consideration. 
The result is an incomplete record 
with no justification or standa ds.

Consider these examples I 
encountered during my tenure as 
editor.

Ambulance runs: It’s newswor-
thy to report people transported 
from accident scenes, most people 
agree – though that is not a uni-
versal opinion. But they quickly 
call it an invasion of privacy to list 
ambulance calls to homes.

Traffic tic ets: It makes sense 
to identify individuals ticketed 
for drunken driving, many would 
likely say, but is it really necessary 
to print every speeding ticket?

Bankruptcies: It might be 
newsworthy to report a business 
bankruptcy, many argue, but 
what’s the public good of drawing 
broader attention to an individual’s 
financial p oblems?

Every documentation of a public 
record has its detractors. I recall 
when a woman threatened to 
sue our newspaper because we 
identified her son who as injured 
in a bicycle accident. She said the 
report would reveal her location to 
her ex-husband, though he did not 

live in our circulation area and was 
unlikely to see the newspaper. She 
delivered some choice words and 
hung up the phone; her attorney 
never called. As upset as she was, 
the information was public and we 
deemed it newsworthy.

In today’s fractured media 
landscape, newspapers should 
take seriously their role as a record 
of their communities – a living 
history. Public records are a major 
ingredient in that chronicle. But 
there’s a greater reason for carrying 
these reports beyond simply being 
a public record. Altogether, the 
information presents a communi-
ty’s pulse.

Consider the broader public val-
ue. For example, burglary reports 
alert a neighborhood to suspicious 
activity. Bankruptcy notices warn 
unsuspecting merchants who 
might otherwise take a financial hi  
through unpaying customers. 

Specific to building permit , the 
dollar value of business con-
struction or a new home is valid. 
It offers a sense of the market, 
especially for those considering 
purchasing or building themselves. 
It’s difficult to justify listing th  
value of those permits but omit the 
data for remodeling projects.

Editors readily accept that many 

people are less than enthusiastic 
when reading their names in a 
public record. But imagine the 
reaction if readers know informa-
tion was withheld simply due to a 
person’s request.

The strongest defense is to treat 
public records with a level playing 
field. E ceptions should be rare. 
Readers are best served by a full 
menu of public data rather than a 
selective serving.

Preserving the publication of 
legal notices rises to an even higher 
threshold. As the Minnesota News-
paper Association underscores, the 
notices are paramount to the spirit 
of transparency that underpins 
democracy and Minnesota’s history 
of open government.

Jim Pumarlo 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.

Impress upon readers the underlying value of public records
Community
Newsroom
Success

Jim Pumarlo

As a journalist, you’ve probably 
heard rumors you could neither 
verify nor publish. 

In a few cases, a whistleblower 
inside an organization has confid-
ed in you. That led to exposing the 
truth hiding behind the rumors.

For years we had heard rumors 
about a local chemical company 
dumping toxic waste from their 
manufacturing process. I spent 
three hours on site with their 
CEO, engineers and company doc-
tor who gave me a snow job on 
how safe their procedures were.

After we published what they 
had told me, a whistleblower 
contacted us and laid out, with 
documents, the truth behind the 
lies they had fed me. 

We had to be judicious in what 
we published so it would not 
finger the whistleblower. We gave 
the company ample opportunity 
to answer and rebut what he told 
us – and our libel lawyer gave it 

his blessing – before we pub-
lished anything.

In another case, two board 
members of a home for vul-
nerable adults leaked an audit 
detailing abuse and neglect of 
residents the home was supposed 
to care for. The top administrator 
never found out that two of her 
board members had tipped us 
off. That allowed them to feed us 
information on attempts to cover 
up the truth and emboldened 
unidentified employees to feed us 
examples of abuse and neglect.

In all cases, the organizations 

conducted witch hunts but we pro-
tected whistleblowers’ identities.

Whistleblowers risk their jobs, 
careers, families and themselves 
to expose wrongdoing, says 
Patrick Butler of the International 
Journalists Network.

The Signals Network is a U.S. 
non-profit hat helps whistleblow-
ers with legal, financial and other 
consequences, Executive Director 
Delphine Halgand-Mishra told 
Butler. They also can help editors 
who publish disclosures from 
whistleblowers,

“We can play the role of legal 
support so the journalist does 
not have to do that – which they 
can’t for ethical reasons.” Hal-
gand-Mishra said.

The Signals Network provided 
direct support to 45 whistleblow-
ers in 2023, and now receives 
about two requests for help a 
week.

In some cases, whistleblowers 

have left the organization and 
may not care if you attribute 
details to them.

In cases where law enforce-
ment is involved, you can have 
them supply details through the 
investigators. 

We have partnered with law 
enforcement in several cases, one 
involving the racist burning of a 
church.

In one case, our sources were 
police union members revealing 
how their leaders misused dues 
money. 

Here are strategies Butler, Hal-
gand-Mishra and I recommend 
to encourage whistleblowing 
without retaliation against those 

How to report the truth and protect your whistleblowers from retaliation
Compelling
Writing

Jerry Bellune

See BELLUNE Page  12
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TFP cartoonist Clay Bennett honored as Pulitzer finalist
Clay Bennett, the cartoonist 

for the Chattanooga Times Free 
Press, was a finalist for the 2024 
Pulitzer Prize award in the illus-
trated reporting and commentary 

category, it was 
announced Mon-
day, May 6. His 
Pulitzer-nomi-
nated cartoon is 
seen at right.

This is the 
eighth time 
Bennett has been 
a finalist in the 
prestigious Pulit-
zer competition. 

He won a Pulitzer in 2002 for his 
editorial cartoons.

The judges wrote Bennett’s 
entry of 15 cartoons is “a portfolio 
of deceptively gentle, mostly word-
less cartoons full of juxtapositions 
that ably communicate complex, 
sophisticated messages.”

Before joining the Times Free 

Press in 2007 as the cartoonist for 
the Chattanooga Times editorial 
page, he worked for the St. Peters-
burg Times and Christian Science 
Monitor. His work is syndicated 

in about 100 newspapers through 
Counterpoint Syndication.

Chattanooga Times Free Press
May 6, 2024

Bennett

Tennessean’s Hester named a Pulitzer 
finalist in breaking news photography

Photojournalist Nicole S. Hester 
of The Tennessean, Nashville, 
was named a finalist for the 2024 
Pulitzer Prize in Breaking News 
Photography for her heart-wrench-
ing image of a school-shooting 
survivor.

The announcement was made 
May 6 by Marjorie Miller, admin-
istrator of the Pulitzers, in recogni-
tion of The Tennessean’s coverage 
of the Covenant School shooting in 
March 2023 and a singular image 
shot by Hester of a crying girl being 
evacuated from the scene. Reuters 
was named the category’s winner.

“This was an unspeakable trage-
dy for our community and contin-
ues to pierce our hearts and devas-
tate so many of our neighbors,” said 
Michael A. Anastasi, Vice President 
and Editor of The Tennessean, 
speaking of the Covenant shooting.

“As journalists, it is our respon-
sibility, our sacred duty really, to 
ensure our community, and in this 
case the nation, knows and under-
stands what happened here. This 
terrible story did not end on the 
day of the shooting — it continued 
in the days, weeks and months 
that followed. It continues today.”

It is the fourth time The Tennes-
sean has been a Pulitzer finalist, 
most recently in 2011 for its cover-
age of the historic Nashville flood. 
The 117-year-old news organiza-
tion, first published in Nashville 
on May 7, 1907, has won three 
Pulitzers, the last for investigative 
reporting in 1986.

Hester rushed to the scene in 
the immediate aftermath of the 

shooting attack that killed three 
students and three adults on 
March 27, 2023. 

Buses rolled into the lot, one 
by one, filled with children — 
talking, screaming, laughing.

Then she saw the girl, whose 
one outstretched hand was pressed 
against the glass in a desperate cry 
for help. Her face twisted in terror.

“I looked at her and gasped,” Hes-
ter said. “I was so worried for her.”

It was later, while reviewing 
her film roll, that she realized the 
power of the image — she felt it 
cut through the noise of the global 
media attention and police press 
conferences with a message: This 
horror would live in the hearts of 
the surviving victims and their 
families forever.”

The Tennessean, Nashville
May 6, 2024

Submitted

Photographer Nicole S. Hester is 
congratulated by a Tennessean 
colleague after learning of her 
Pulitzer nomination.

Nicole Hester, The Tennessean

“I struggled with this image. I couldn’t eat or sleep for a week after-
wards,” Hester said of her Pulitzer-finalist photo. “My only prayer was 
this little girl would find some peace. . . . The anguish on that little girl’s 
face is the anguish that all of us feel and continue to feel.”

Whaleys purchase Independent

The Chester County Indepen-
dent, Henderson, has new owners. 
After 25 years and nearly a hand-
ful of different owners, history has 
repeated itself, and the Indepen-
dent is once again a locally owned 
small business, having been 
recently purchased by Scott and 
Lisa Whaley.

The Whaley name has been 
synonymous with ownership of 
the newspaper for 60 years since 
Whaley’s parents purchased the 
newspaper in 1965.

Woodie and Carolyn Whaley, 
along with their children Scott 
and Dee, moved to Chester County 
and purchased the Independent in 
1965 from the T.D. Pace fami-
ly. Woodie had worked for the 
Weakley County Press in Martin 
for several years. With ink in his 
blood, he saw the opportunity to 
purchase the publication on a leap 
of faith and decided to branch out 
on his own.

Whaley devoted all his energy 
to publish a quality newspaper 
each week until a heart attack 
took his life in 1975 ironically on 
the 10th anniversary of the pur-
chase. He was 48.

Carolyn stepped in where he 

left off. She continued his dream 
at a time when few women owned 
and operated their own business. 
During this time, the industry was 
evolving rapidly from the “hot” 
type method of production that 
had been used for more than 100 
years with the introduction of the 
computer.

She maintained her position 
until 1990 when she passed the 
torch to Scott who had been 
involved in the business since the 
beginning. His first duties were 
sweeping the floor of the shop 
and delivering newspapers to 
the local coffee shop, the Electric 
Grill, where he “owned” the paper 
rack. His allowance came from 
the sale of newspapers that were 
sold each week at 10 cents per 
copy. He literally grew up in the 
business working part-time after 
school, which continued through-
out his high school and college 
years.

Upon graduation from 
Freed-Hardeman University, he 
began a full-time career at the 
Independent. He continued to 
upgrade the technology and over-
saw the complete conversion to 
computer layout in the mid-1980s 
just as desktop computing was in 
its infancy.

“I remember the first computer 

that I bought and had no idea 
what to do with it,” Scott said. “I 
let it sit there a while before I fig-
ured out how to use it to expedite 
our business.”

He served as the associate 
publisher until purchasing the 
publication when he became 
publisher – a role that he has held 
for the majority of the past 30-plus 
years.

Originally located on South 
Washington St. in Henderson, 
where UrbanHouse is currently 
located, the Independent spent a 
short time at 127 North Franklin 
St., sharing a building with White 
Printing. In 1999, it relocated 
to its current location on South 
Church Ave.

In 1995, Whaley expanded the 
business and installed a state-
of-the-art printing facility that 
printed 15 newspapers across 
West Tennessee, employing 20-25 
employees.

“I had always wanted my own 
printing press and with the intro-
duction of color in newspapers, 
I had the opportunity to produce 
color pages with the new press,” 
Whaley said. “We were one of the 
first weekly papers in the state to 
produce color photographs on a 

See WHALEYS Page 10

HOLLY ROEDER
Chester County Independent
May 3, 2024
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Digital natives in student media reluctant to give 
up print even when their readers already have

Before most college students in 
2024 were born, the Pew Research 
Center was already reporting that 
young readers had turned away 
from newspapers.

Older readers had not fully 
embraced online news yet in 2002. 
Only a quarter of them went to the 
internet for their news and then 
only three times a week, which 
now seems absurdly disconnected. 
But young readers were getting 
hooked on digital news even back 
then. 

Today, just 4% of U.S. adults be-
tween the ages of 18 and 29 prefer 
to get their news in print. The vast 
majority get news through digital 
devices, according to a November 
2023 Pew report.

It’s been years since I’ve seen a 
student with a newspaper or even 
a magazine. I’d probably stop and 
take a photo with my smartphone 
and post it to Instagram if I did. 
#blastfromthepast 

Maybe that’s why I find it so 
puzzling that student journalists, 
themselves consumers of digital 
news, have such a love affair with 
print. They fight to keep their 
paper editions even as it’s been 
harder to justify the costs and 
even if their readers are now most-
ly engaging on social media. 

At the recent College Media 
Association spring conference 
in New York, I watched students 
make room on a long table for the 
print issues they had hauled with 
them to share. I kept watch over 
the weekend to see what happened. 
Some advisors picked up papers. 
But not many students did. Most 
people browsed and walked away 
empty-handed. Meanwhile, nearly 
everyone at the conference was 
consuming news on their phones.

Jackie Alexander, CMA presi-
dent, couldn’t tell me how many 
student news outlets still have 
print editions. But I bet the ones 
that publish even once a week are 
getting more rare.

 A student journalist leaves 
copies of a paper at the spring 
convention of the College Media 
Association in New York City on 
March 16, 2024. (Photo by Jackie 
Spinner)

In Illinois, the Daily North-
western, Daily Illini, Daily 
Eastern News and Daily Egyp-

tian, where I was student editor 
a long time ago, are not dailies 
anymore. The Illinois College 
Press Association now ranks 
papers by school enrollment 
instead of publication frequency, 
although its awards competition, 
like many, still favors print, with 
multiple categories that exclude 
digital-only college media. That 
is a frustrating vestige of a differ-
ent era.

The Columbia Chronicle, where 
I am faculty advisor, stopped 
publishing its weekly print paper 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
There was nobody on campus to 
read it anyway. After the pan-
demic, they made the decision to 
become a digital news operation, 
still publishing weekly online, 
with just four print issues per 
year. Now it’s down to three a 
year, and the Chronicle is a digi-
tal-first media outlet, with weekly 
e-newsletters.

One of those three print issues 
is published on Valentine’s Day. 
This past February, the “sex” issue 
didn’t move off the racks. There 
are still piles of papers around 
campus, even though it’s now 
mid-April.

I was commiserating recently 
with Martha Irvine, a longtime 
Associated Press journalist who is 
the faculty advisor at The DePau-
lia at DePaul University.

“It is hard for them to give up 
the idea of print,” she told me, 
speaking of her students. “But we 
recycle so many papers.”

The DePaulia is now consid-
ering going mostly digital next 
school year instead of printing 
weekly. “That will be the call of 
the new management team,” she 
said. 

If they are anything like my 
students, it will probably take 
some convincing on Irvine’s part 
to pivot them away from their 
beloved print.

Most of the student journalists 
in the Columbia Chronicle news-
room will not end up working 
for a media outlet that has a print 
product. So print isn’t even some-
thing that they can connect to 
their career aspirations. If student 
journalism is a learning lab, the 
print paper offers seemingly little 
in the way of practical instruction.

Yet in my newsroom, as in 
Irvine’s, discussions around reduc-
ing or eliminating print require 
much diplomacy. 

“Most of our readership comes 
from our online articles so as a 
publication, we’ve begun discuss-
ing the possibility of reducing our 
printing,” said Alyssa N. Salcedo, 
editor-in-chief of La DePaulia, the 
bilingual sister publication of the 
DePaulia.

“We would like to focus on 
publishing a few print issues each 
year with our strongest pieces so 
we can still showcase the work of 
our students in that format.”

For many student media out-
lets, production day is an in-per-
son day, and for those student 
journalists who may do more 
reporting by email, Zoom and 
phone, print production offers the 
community I had as a student and 
early career journalist. Digital 
production makes it too easy to 
work remotely.

“Print is special to college jour-
nalists precisely because it’s old 
tech,” said Michael Koretzky, SPJ 

Florida president and faculty advi-
sor to OutFAU at Florida Atlantic 
University.

(OutFAU was one of the best 
designed print publications on the 
table at the CMA conference, so I 
picked up several copies to bring 
to our publication designer.)

Koretzky said students adore 
print, in part, because online 
looks the same. 

That’s probably why several of 
the student outlets I was assigned 
to critique at CMA asked me to 
look at their papers as soon as 
they sat down. Why start there? I 
asked. Where are your readers? 

The print design is what makes 
them stand out, Koretzky said. 
“It’s harder to make online design 
look different than print design. 
Learning InDesign is easier than 
learning CSS.”

Salcedo, a first-year master’s 
student in journalism at DePaul, 
said she loves creating print lay-
outs because there’s a lot of room 
for creativity. Students also like 
print because it provides a tangible 
showcase of their work.

“The digital or online format 
however allows us to incorporate 
multimedia reporting and reach 
our audience in different ways, so 
it’s good to have a mix of both to 
ensure that students are comfort-
able with any format,” she said.

As part of a special issue on 
college media, GJR talked to 
editors at four college papers in 

the Midwest to understand their 
attachment to print.

The Alestle, Southern 
Illinois University, 
Edwardsville

The Alestle publishes 33 print 
issues per year: 14 in the fall 
semester, 14 in the spring semester 
and five in the summer. In 2009, 
the Alestle published roughly 
double that amount, thought it 
cut down the number of summer 
issues only a few years ago.

Dylan Hembrough, edi-
tor-in-chief at The Alestle, said the 
print audience is more or less the 
on-campus community at SIUE. 
“That works out to be primarily 
students,  and we do see students 
reading our print issues, but there 
is also a disproportionately large 
number of staff members that read 
The Alestle as well, both online 
and in print,” he said. 

He said he shares the “pro-print 
sentiment for sure,” though he 
and his staff are aware that print 
journalism does have a finite lifes-
pan. “We’re enjoying the time we 
have with it,” he said. “One of my 
personal goals as editor-in-chief 
was to really lean into my creative 
side and come up with unique 
cover designs. Design has quickly 
become one of my favorite parts of 
the job.”

News
Analysis

Jackie Spinner

Photos by Jackie Spinner, Gateway Journalism Review (GJR)

Left photo: A student journalist leaves copies of a paper at the spring convention of the College Media Associ-
ation in New York City on March 16, 2024. Right photo: As part of a special issue on college media, GJR talked 
to editors at four college papers in the Midwest to understand their attachment to print.

See SPINNER Page 12
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on any matter, which is in current 
law, but removed language about 
a quorum. The book review com-
mittee had argued that because 
the school board did not specify 
the committee needed a quorum 
to meet when it created the book 
review committee, the book 
review committee did not have to 
hold open meetings even if it met 
the definition of a governing body 
under the open meetings law.

Agenda requirement for 
meetings of state gov-
erning bodies

Another bill widened an 
existing law about agendas. The 
existing law passed last year 
required local legislative bodies 
(county commissions, boards 
of alderman and the like) to 
make available to the public 
at no charge an agenda for its 
meetings at least 48 hours before 
the meeting. The agenda “must 
reasonably describe the matters 
to be deliberated or acted upon 
during the public meeting.”

The bill expanded the agenda 
requirement to state governing 
bodies, which includes all state 
commissions, boards and councils. 
This bill was carried by state Sen. 
Todd Gardenhire, R-Chattanooga, 
who had carried the first agenda 
legislation last year, and state Rep. 
Rush Bricken, R-Tullahoma. Sen. 
Ferrell Haile, R-Gallatin, was a 
co-sponsor, as he was last year on 
the original legislation.

Tourism records, $1.5 
billion in ‘refunds’ will be 
confidential

Other bills reduced transparen-

cy, two of which came from Gov. 
Bill Lee.

The first to pass and signed into 
law allows the tourism depart-
ment to deem its contracts “sensi-
tive” and keep them confi ential. 
The Attorney General must agree 
that the records should not be 
disclosed to the public.

Tourism Commissioner Mark 
Ezell pushed for the secrecy of the 
tourism department’s records.

The bill was amended to require 
that such “sensitive” tourism agen-

cy’s records had 
to be unsealed 
after 10 years, 
after the tourism 
department 
spends money 
committed in 
a confi ential 
contract, after 
the event for 
which a contract 
was negotiated is 

over, or after the contract expires 
— whichever comes first. The 
amendment also required that the 
tourism department not destroy 
the records while they are in the 
“confidential” period.

This was often referred to as 
the “Super Bowl bill” because the 
tourism department is expected to 
commit signifi ant state funds to 
the NFL so it will bring the game to 
a new stadium being built for the 
Tennessee Titans in Nashville. The 
tourism department does not want 
information about the contract pub-
licly available until after the event.

Another top priority for the 
governor was to give so-called 
refunds to companies for state 
taxes they paid over the past three 
years and to keep the identity of 
those companies and the amount 
they will get confi ential. The bill 
was part of a scheme to rework 
and reduce the part of the state’s 

franchise tax that was based on 
property value after some com-
panies (undisclosed by the state) 
threatened to sue.

The total amount of refunds is 
expected be about $1.5 billion. 
(It’s likely Gov. Lee’s own compa-
ny will receive a refund, but the 
governor says he doesn’t know 
how much because his assets are 
in a blind trust.) While the House 
pushed for a version that would 
allow the names of the compa-
nies receiving the refunds to be 
public, along with how much they 
received,  it capitulated to a Senate 
version that allowed the company 
identity to be disclosed on a state 
website for 30 days in 2025, but 
not how much each received.

The bill that passed would cate-
gorize the companies as receiving 
either less than $750, between $750 
and $10,000 or more than $10,000. 
Any companies that applied for a 
refund but had not yet been grant-
ed a refund would be in a separate 
category called “pending.”

Autopsies of children
Another bill that was pushed 

by families of the children who 
were killed in the Covenant School 
shooting last year will prevent the 
medical examiner from releasing 
autopsies of children whose cause 
of death is listed as a homicide, 
but allow in-person inspection of 
those autopsies.

The House sponsor was Rep. Re-
becca Alexander, R-Jonesborough, 
but the bill also had support from 
House Majority Leader William 
Lamberth, R-Portland.  Lam-
berth worked out a compromise 
with open government advocates 
(including TCOG, the Tennessee 
Press Association and the Tennes-
see Association of Broadcasters) 
that would allow the in-person 

review of autopsies of murdered 
children while still preventing 
copies of the autopsies from being 
released to the public.

While the bill was passed 
unanimously in the House, 
some senators who have been 
staunchly in favor of access to 
public records voted against the 
bill, including Sen. Joey Hensley, 
R-Hohenwald. Hensley noted 
that while he doesn’t conduct 
autopsies as a medical examiner 
in his district, he does sign death 
certificates and believes the infor-
mation in autopsy reports about 
a homicide death conducted by 
government should remain open 
to the public.

Meetings of state college 
boards

One bill that failed in subcom-
mittee was a bill that would have 
allowed state universities to close 
meetings to the public to discuss 
“sensitive topics.” The bill was 
broad. It was unclear what could 
be defined as “sensitive topics.” The 
bill also did not require that the 
board announce the topics before 
the board went into closed session. 
TCOG, the Tennessee Press Asso-
ciation and Tennessee Association 
of Broadcasters opposed the broad 
language in the bill.

Third-party intervention 
in public records lawsuit

A bill that passed the Senate 
but was tabled in the House 
would have prevented third-party 
intervention in a public records 
lawsuit. TCOG advocated for the 
bill, explaining that the only 
avenue for a citizen to appeal a 
government’s denial of a public 
record is in court, which can be a 
costly endeavor.

The public records statute that 
outlines how a citizen is to appeal 
a denial of access to a public 
record does not mention third 
parties intervening in the lawsuit, 
only that government officials 
must show why they denied access 
to a record in an expedited court 
process. But a Court of Appeals 
last year said that a judge could 
allow third parties to intervene — 
in this case,  the parents, school 
and church involved in the Cove-
nant school shooting. The public 
records appeal had been brought 
against Metro Nashville police af-
ter it declined to release the school 
shooter’s manifesto public, saying 
its investigation was ongoing.

The Covenant parents, school 
and church want to make the 
shooter’s manifesto confi ential. 
The parents have argued that they 
have the copyright to the manifesto 
(granted by the shooter’s parents 
who inherited it) and that release of 
the writings would allow the shoot-
er to harass the surviving children 
from the grave. (The shooter was 
killed by police at the scene.)

Although the bill was not retro-
active, Covenant parents advocat-
ed against it.

TCOG and other open govern-
ment advocates argued that the 
problem of third-party intervention 
is that while a citizen has a chance 
to be awarded reasonable costs, 
including attorney fees, from the 
government if the citizen prevails, 
the statute is silent about third par-
ties who  presumably would be off 
the hook. Thus, a third party that 
intervenes can drive up legal costs, 
basically burying the citizen in 
costs, even if a court finds that their 
claims have no basis in state law.

Deborah Fisher is executive direc-
tor of Tennessee Coalition of Open 
Government.

Ezell

FISHER  from Page 1

Obituaries
LaVelle McCain Leopard

LaVelle McCain Leopard, age 
84 of Thompson’s Station, Tenn., 
peacefully left her spirit with us 
on Feb. 1, 2024. She was as unique 
as her name, especially for a girl 
born in 1939 in the rural farming 
community of Lexington, AL.

In addition to being Mom to 
three and Granny to three more, 
she briefly taught school, as well as 
volunteered and worked in various 
church classrooms and nurseries.

LaVelle worked 
her way through 
Florence State 
College (now 
the University of 
North Alabama) 
in the school 
cafeteria and 
in Detroit most 
summers at a Top 
Hat restaurant. 

She was graduated in 1961 with a 
B.S. in Home Economics and then 
taught in the Mt. Hope and Athens, 

AL schools. Not long after she began 
teaching, a young Athens newspa-
per editor, Bailey Leopard, came to 
write a story about her and fellow 
teachers, and on July 5, 1962, they 
married. In March 1963, they had 
their first child, Louise, then Becky 
in September 1964 and Bailey, Jr. in 
April 1969. LaVelle generously but 
genuinely described her three chil-
dren as her “best accomplishments.”

In 1969, the family moved from 
Athens to Franklin, Tenn. Four 
years later, when her husband 

pursued his dream to own and 
run a newspaper, The Williamson 
Leader, LaVelle supported him and 
worked long hours there in many 
roles from the beginning, notably 
writing her “Kitchen Kranny” 
column. She also continued to 
work as a homemaker and mother 
and to tend her large vegetable 
garden, flowers and plants. In 1993, 
Bailey, Sr. had a major stroke and 
was significantly disabled until his 
death in 2015. Throughout almost 
all of those 22 years, LaVelle was 

his sole caregiver. Additionally, she 
and Becky kept the newspaper run-
ning for five years after his stroke. 
LaVelle then returned to her career 
roots in childcare and cooking, 
working in the Christ Community 
Church nursery and in the Frank-
lin Special School District’s MAC 
program and cafeterias. She also 
sewed in a local bridal shop and at 
home for additional income.

The Williamson Herald, 
Franklin, Tenn.

April 23, 2024

Leopard
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com. The nomination form is 
available https://tnpress.com/
hall-of-fame/

Staff Reports
May 29, 2024

Odom joins Mirror- 
Exchange staff

Most people in the West Tennes-
see area would recognize the last 
name Odom as the go-to leader in 
sports coverage in the area, but 
The Mirror-Exchange, Milan, has 
added a second Odom to the staff 
as the new Associate Editor.

Jean Odom joins the Mirror-Ex-
change staff after helping out with 
sports coverage alongside her hus-

band, Michael 
Odom, for a 
number of years. 
She started her 
new gig on April 
24.

Michael was 
working at the 
Jackson Sun 
when he and 
Jean began dat-

ing in college. 
“I knew what I married,” Jean 

jokes about her husband’s passion 
for sports.

In 2008, Jean Odom joined the 
Jackson Sun’s staff alongside her 
husband working in the sports 
department taking box scores over 
the phone and proofing pages. 
It wasn’t long before she got her 
first opportunity to write for the 
publication when then Sports 
Editor Brandon Shields gave her 
the chance to cover some sporting 
events around the area. 

Over time she grew to have a 
passion for capturing those special 
moments for high school athletes 
as they competed. 

When Michael joined the Mirror 
Exchange staff in 2021, Editor 
Victor Parkins brought Jean Odom 
along to help photograph games 
and create highlight reels. But 
things took a different turn when 
Trenton Gazette Sports Editor, 
Gary Smith broke his leg in the 
fall of 2021. Parkins called upon 
Ms. Odom to fill in during his 
absence.

Jean then spent close to two 
years following the Golden Tide 
and Lady Tide athletic programs 
until Smith returned in time for 
the 2023 football season.

When Parkins approached Odom 
about the Associate Editor for 
news, it wasn’t a difficult decision. 

“I don’t have a formal journal-
ism background, but I am a people 
person,” Odom states. “I love tell-
ing stories and finding out what is 
special about this community.”

Odom graduated from Bethel 
University with a degree in Busi-
ness Management and has worked 
for the past 12 years in Human 
Resources. She is native to West 
Tennessee, growing up in the 
Jackson area and attending North 
Side High School.

Without a formal journalism 
background, Odom relies on her 
people skills to gain access to the 
best stories to share with the com-
munity. She is passionate about 
the community and considers 
many of them friends. 

Odom attends Milan Cumber-
land Presbyterian Church, where 
she has served as a Deacon and 
works with children. She and 
Michael have two daughters, Kar-
lee and Joselynn, both of which 
attend Milan schools.

The Mirror-Exchange, Milan
May 10, 2024

MTSU to provide 
Bonnaroo coverage

MTSU students will provide 
Bonnaroo coverage to TPA member 
newspapers and online sites again 
this year. The daily story budgets 
will be shared each day of the 
June 13-16 event. TPA will share a 
reminder with editors a few days 
before the coverage begins.

Submitted
May 25, 2024

Daily Post-Athenian 
changes print schedule, 
drops from 3 editions to 2

From Trey Fowler, Daily 
Post-Athenian general manager, 
with time elements updated:

I have some news about 
changes going on with The Daily 
Post-Athenian’s print schedule I 
would like to share with you.

The good news is we continue 
to devote five full-time editorial 
staff members to covering news, 
events and community hap-
penings in McMinn and Meigs 
counties. We continue to publish 
all of our coverage daily on www.
dailypostathenian.com and the 
e-edition of The Daily Post Athe-
nian.

These will continue in their 
current form and we will be pur-
suing a strategy of publishing our 
content online as soon as possible 
moving forward.

The significant 
change has been 
the elimination 
of one print 
day per week. 
The DPA will 
be published 
on Wednesdays 
and Saturdays, 
beginning May 
8, 2024. Commu-

nity coverage will not change at 
all with this schedule change and 
all of the content you’re used to in 
print will be combined into our 
Wednesday and Saturday editions.

As mentioned, we will continue 
to publish at www.dailypostathe-
nian.com as well as our weekly 
e-editions. If you’re not a fan 
of reading online, but haven’t 
attempted to read our e-edition, I 
implore you to do so. It looks just 
like your printed newspaper, but 
on your computer, tablet or phone 
screen.

The DPA is a healthy business 
with a bright future, but the em-
phasis on printing as many days a 
week as possible no longer makes 
long-term business sense.

The DPA has been published 
since 1848, originally as a weekly 
paper, and is the oldest continually 
run business in McMinn County. 
We value our place in our commu-
nity and this change will help us 
maintain that role for generations 
to come.

I would like to thank you for 
your support and valued reader-
ship. Should you have any ques-
tions or concerns, please reach out 
to me directly at 423-252-1213 or 
email me at trey.fowler@dai-
lypostathenian.com

The Daily Post-Athenian, 
Athens, Tenn.
April 5, 2024

Six Rivers Media sees 
several promotions 
across newsrooms

Several Six Rivers Media employ-
ees will now serve in leadership 
capacities following a string of 
promotions within the company.

SRM, a locally owned and operat-
ed company, is the parent company 
of the Johnson City Press, Kingsport 
Times News, Jonesbrough Herald & 
Tribune, The Erwin Record, Moun-
tain City Tomahawk and Six Rivers 
Digital. In the past few months, a 
total of six employees have been 
appointed to new positions across 
the newsrooms, with SRM CEO Al-
len Rau adding that he’s thrilled to 

see individuals within the company 
succeed.

“The content departments are 
the center of our mission here,” 
Rau said. “We’re confident thes  
folks will work together to improve 
coverage across our region. With 
all the misinformation and distrust 
floating a ound, our purpose is 
more important than ever.”

The company named Rob Wal-
ters as content director over all fi e 
SRM newsrooms in March. A long-
time industry professional, Walters 
brings a wealth of experience in 

investigative re-
porting and open 
records to his 
new position.

He has previ-
ously served as 
the editor of the 
Bristol Herald 
Courier and 
most recently the 
Kingsport Times 
News. While 

in Bristol, his team received the 
prestigious Scripps Howard Award 
for Community Journalism for its 
“Addicted at Birth” series.

Additionally, under Walters 
leadership, the Times News received 
a National Headliner award for its 
2021 “Meth Mountain” staff project, 
which brought the region’s meth-
amphetamine epidemic to light.

“Six Rivers Media needs news 
that we find and unearth,” al-
ters said. “I’m looking forward to 
helping reporters and editors in 
SRM newsrooms emphasize larger 
themes..”

Holly Viers was appointed man-
aging editor of the Kingsport Times 
News in late March. A story about 
her appointment appeared in the 
May edition of this publication. 

Cliff Hightower was named 
managing editor of the Johnson City 
Press in April. An award-winning 
journalist, Hightower comes to John-

son City from the 
Kingsport Times 
News where 
he was a staff 
reporter.

Additionally, 
he has worked as 
news editor of the 
Citizen Tribune 
in Morristown, 
a government 
reporter for the 
Chattanooga 

Times Free Press, a crime reporter 
for the Tampa Tribune and a general 
assignment reporter for the Knoxville 
News Sentinel.

Former Six Rivers Media Copy 

Desk Chief Robert Allen was pro-
moted to night editor in March.

In his new role, Allen serves as 
the final gate eeper before stories 

in the Press and 
the Times News 
are paginated. 
He was previ-
ously with the 
Kingsport Times 
News from 1991 
to 2012, and then 
with the Bristol 
Herald Courier 
from 2013 to 
2022.

When asked what he’s looking 
forward to most about his new 
position, Allen said he’s excited to 
continue working with award-win-
ning journalists, as well as findin  
“new ways to present the news to 
the readers and remain a vital part 
of our community.”

With a decade of sports writing 
and photography behind him, 
SRM promoted sports reporter 

J.D. Vaughn to 
sports editor. A 
Nashville-native, 
Vaughn is the 
recipient of mul-
tiple Tennessee 
Press Associa-
tion awards and 
has previously 
worked as sports 
editor of a week-
ly publication 

before joining SRM early last year.
For Vaughn, memorable 

moments in his career include 
covering state championship 
teams, most recently the Hamp-
ton boys basketball team and the 
Dobyns-Bennett girls golf team.

Jeff Birchfiel  
has been with 
the Press for 20 
years and will 
now serve as the 
assistant sports 
editor.

A seasoned 
sports writer, 
Birchfield sai  
he has written 
features on 

everything from rodeo to gymnas-
tics. However, his favorite moments 
have been spent by the track at 
Bristol Motor Speedway.

In his new role, he will continue 
to be the main reporter for motor-
sports and combat sports, as well 
as working with ETSU, high school 
coverage and features on local 
sports personalities.

Kingsport Times News
May 1, 2024
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When I recently heard about 
a major news event in an area 
where I have friends, I instinctive-
ly went to the website of the local 
newspaper. What I found was 
unfortunately all too common – 
nothing about the big news. 

Even as other media outlets, 
including regional TV stations, 
and sources on social media pro-
vided updates, the local newspa-
per remained silent for 12 hours 
before posting one story with only 
the basic details. The next update 
occurred two days later as the 
newspaper was going to press. 

While many newspapers ag-
gressively post breaking news on 
their sites and do commendable 
work during times of crises and 
tragedies – coverage of the recent 
fires in Texas are an example – I 
regularly find many others operate 
as if still bound by the old news-
paper production cycle.

It can be hard to break out of 

that cycle. I had written hundreds 
of stories for newspapers by the 
time I joined The Associated Press, 
but nothing prepared me for how 
quickly AP journalists worked to 
meet their deadlines. 

AP reporters typically had 
about five minutes after the end 
of an event to write their first 
story – actually just several 
paragraphs of highlights that 
could be used for the broadcast 
wire. Reporters then wrote longer 
versions of their stories even as 
they continued to make calls and 
track down additional details. AP 
sports reporters had a deadline 

of 15 minutes after the end of a 
game to post the first story on 
the wire, and then often quickly 
wrote two other versions as they 
gathered quotes and more statisti-
cal information. 

Those AP deadlines were based 
on a common saying among wire 
service journalists: “There’s a 
deadline every minute” some-
where. AP reporters also were 
taught that working quickly 
should not lead to more mistakes, 
citing a common phrase: “Get it 
fast AND get it right.”

It might be easy to think of 
The Associated Press as a large 
organization with nearly unlimit-
ed resources. But for much of the 
time, the bureau where I worked 
had only one or two reporters 
available for assignments, and 
that’s another reason working 
quickly was vital. 

I was reminded of the AP’s 
approach when thinking about 

why some news organizations 
don’t take greater advantage of 
their websites when breaking news 
happens. There are many reasons 
why delays in reporting can occur, 
such as short staffing, a lack of 
available sources, or taking extra 
time to confirm information. All of 
those reasons are valid.  

But community journalists work 
hard day in and day out to show 
local residents that their newspaper 
and website have the best coverage 
of local news – better than the 
TV stations and the larger dailies. 
When major breaking news occurs, 
that’s an opportunity to reinforce to 
current and potential subscribers 
that the local news source provides 
unmatched coverage. 

If local residents can’t find infor-
mation they need about breaking 
news events for hours, or even 
days, then they will learn to turn 
to other sources.

Writing and reporting quickly is 

a skill that can be learned, but it’s 
mostly a mindset. As a newspa-
per reporter, I wrote most of my 
stories around print production 
deadlines. AP reporters operated 
with different expectations and 
deadlines that were set by the 
organization’s customers – thou-
sands of media outlets.

Your readers have similar ex-
pectations. They might subscribe 
to the weekly newspaper, but they 
want important news delivered 
quickly. Websites provide commu-
nity journalists with an outlet to 
meet those expectations and also 
follow up with additional coverage 
in the printed edition. 

When breaking news occurs, 
treat the website as a wire service 
would:

• Post a story quickly that is 
accurate and clear. The original 
story might contain just a few 
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regular basis,” 
In 1999, Whaley agreed to sell 

the Independent and the printing 
facility to Albrecht Newspapers 
in Cookeville. They were a small 
family-owned newspaper com-
pany that believed in community 
journalism and encouraged its 
publications to continue and ex-
pand on local coverage.

“When I sold the paper, I 
planned on getting out of the 
industry. I had spent most of my 
life around newspapers and their 
stringent deadlines. I was looking 
to slow down a little,” Whaley 
explained.

“That didn’t last long. The new 
owner convinced me to stay, and 
I never missed an issue.” There 
were two more ownership chang-
es over the next 25 years.

Coming full circle, the Inde-
pendent is once again owned 
by a Whaley. “Lisa and I are 
so excited about the purchase,” 
Whaley said. “Even though I 
have done this all my life, it feels 
different. I know how hard my 
parents worked and the sacri-
fices they made during their 
time of ownership. I think it’s 
only fi ting that, as my career 
comes to a close over the next 
few years, that family ownership 
continues.”

“I am so thankful to Lisa Rich-
ardson, the owner of the com-

pany that previously owned the 
Independent, for agreeing to sell 
us the Independent,” Whaley said. 
Richardson’s company, Magic 
Valley Publishing Company, is 
a Camden-based company that 
owns and operates 13 newspapers 
across West Tennessee.

Whaley was recently promoted to 
chief operating officer of MVP and 
will continue in this role in addition 
to managing the Independent.

While newspapers across the 
country are closing at an alarm-
ing pace, Whaley said that he was 
(is) optimistic about the Inde-
pendent. “We give our readers 

locally produced content about 
local folks,” Whaley said. “I like 
to call it refrigerator journal-
ism. We want our readers to cut 
out photos of their children or 
grandchildren and post them on 
the refrigerator for posterity. We 
publish those stories you can’t get 
anywhere else.”

Whaley praised his employees. 
“I am proud to say that all the 
Independent’s employees are local 
residents that love this communi-
ty. Marvin Croom, our advertising 
manager, has been here for the 
past 16 years.

“When I announced the 

purchase to employees, I told 
them that I wanted to once again 
become a small business that was 
more involved in the community, 
not just in the newspaper, but 
other ways as well. I have hired 
an additional staff writer that 
started work last week. Her re-
sponsibilities will include telling 
the stories that may have slipped 
through the cracks because of a 
limited staff.”

“I would encourage our readers, 
and we want more of them, to let 
us know of stories in the com-
munity or items of interest to the 
community,” Whaley explained. 
“Send us Letters to the Editor. 
We want local citizens to have a 
means of expressing their opin-
ions on a variety of subjects. There 
are a few guidelines that must 
be followed but we want your 
opinion.

In addition to the recent pur-
chase, Whaley has formed a print, 
digital and consulting business 
named Woodie Media in honor of 
his late father, providing consulting 
services to publications large and 
small.

“With 60 years in this business, 
if you include my floor-sweeping 
era, I feel qualified to help clients 
maneuver these choppy waters 
of this profession,” Whaley said. 
“Most people are thinking about 
retirement at 65. I feel like I am 
just getting started. I’m excited 

Sustaining
Rural
Journalism
Benjy Hamm

Commit to updating websites with breaking news more frequently

Job Posting
Co-Executive Director

MLK50: Justice through 
Journalism Memphis, TN 

MLK50: Justice Through 
Journalism is a different kind 
of newsroom. The nonprofit 
news outlet in Memphis focuses 
on the intersection of poverty, 
power and policy and examines 
the systems that make it hard 
for workers to make ends meet 
and interrogate those who profit 
from the status quo. http://
mlk50.com/.  The full job listing 
is posted at https://tnpress.com/
search-open-jobs/

Koya Partners have been exclu-
sively retained for this search. To 
express your interest in this role 
please submit your materials 
by fi ling out the Talent Profile. 
https://talent-profile.diversi-
fiedsearchgroup.com/search/
v2/20912.

for what the future brings.” en 
asked what his main goal was for 
the Independent, he said he wants 
readers to better support the 
newspaper. “I’m proud of what 
we do and we’re a small business. 
We make our money through ad-
vertising sales and subscriptions. 
Give us a call and subscribe. 
You’ll be glad you did.”

Submitted

Scott and Lisa Whaley continue a family legacy with the recent purchase of 
the Chester County Independent. Scott Whaley, left, and his father Woodie 
Whaley, right, are pictured above, decades apart, holding the same camera 
and the same hopes for the future of the Chester County Independent.

WHALEYS  from Page 6
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Final DOL Rule increases salary limits for federal overtime exemptions
decisions as long as they show they 
suffered some harm related to their 
job condition. The Court found that 
while an employee is required to 
show some harm with regard to 
an identifiable term or condition of 
employment, that harm does not 
need to be “significant.” Transfer-
ees do not have to show that the 
harm they incurred was signifi-
cant, serious, substantial, or “any 
similar adjective suggesting that 
the disadvantage to the employee 
must exceed a heightened bar.” 

After being assigned a new 
Supervisor, Molder, a female, was 
transferred to different job duties 
so that her position could be filled 
by a male. While her rank and pay 
remained the same, she lost several 
job perks including weekends off, 
an unmarked take-home car, and 
a more variable schedule. In this 
decision the U.S. Supreme Court re-
versed the U.S. Court of Appeals for 
the 8th Circuit which had rejected 
Molder’s claim because she failed 
to meet that Circuit’s “materially 
significant disadvantage” test. 

This decision provides addition-
al ammunition to attack diversity, 
equity, and inclusion policies. A 
white male, for example, may 
claim that a DEI program that ex-
cludes white males from programs 
intended to support underrep-
resented groups have a negative 
impact on his employment. This 
is one more compelling argument 
about why DEI policies/programs 
need to go. 

FTC issues final rule 
banning non-compete 
clauses nationwide

On April 23, 2024, the Federal 
Trade Commission (FTC) issued its 
Final Rule prohibiting non-compete 
clauses in all agreements between 
Employers and their workers. 

The Final Rule imposes a com-
prehensive ban on new non-com-
pete clauses with all workers. Any 
non-compete entered into after 

the Final Rule’s effective date will 
be considered a method of unfair 
competition in violation of the 
FTC Act. 

The Rule provides that existing 
non-competes can remain in force 
with “senior executives,” but only 
until these agreements expire. 
Employers cannot enter into new 
non-compete agreements with 
senior executives, including ex-
tending existing agreements, after 
the rule goes into effect. The Rule 
defines “senior executive” as an in-
dividual who is in a policy-making 
position and had total annual com-
pensation of at least $151,164.00 in 
the preceding year. 

For all other employees, the Rule 
voids existing non-compete agree-
ments. The Final Rule requires 
Employers to send a notice by the 
effective date to each worker with 
an existing non-compete clause 
voided by the Rule. The notice 
must explain that the “workers 
non-compete will not be, and 
cannot legally be, enforced against 
a worker.” This notice must be 
individualized to each worker with 
a non-compete agreement, specify 
their name, and be delivered to the 
individual by hand, mail, e-mail, or 
even text message. 

There is an exception for the 
bonified sale of a business. Any 
non-compete clause entered into 
by a person pursuant to the sale 
of their business or the person’s 
ownership interest in the business 
will still be enforceable and new 
agreements will be able to be en-
tered into in this context after the 
effective date.

The U.S. Chamber of Commerce 
has already challenged the Final 
Rule in Texas Federal Court. Many 
legal experts question whether the 
Final Rule will ever go into effect. 

L. Michael Zinser, Gallatin, Tenn., 
represents employers on a nationwide 
basis in the areas of labor and em-
ployment. Reach him at 615.244.9700 
or mzinser@zinserlaw.com

On April 23, 2024, the U.S. 
Department of Labor (DOL) 
announced its Final Rule increas-
ing the salary thresholds for the 
Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA), 
overtime exemptions for executive, 
administrative, professional, and 
highly compensated employees. 
The executive, administrative, and 
professional exemptions -- known 
as the “White Collar” or “EAP” Ex-
emptions - exempt employees from 
overtime requirements provided 
they have certain duties and a 
minimum salary threshold. 

Currently to be overtime exempt 
the individual’s salary must be 
at least $684.00 per week or 
$35,568.00 annually. The new Rule 
raises those salary thresholds to: 

• $884.00/week or $43,888.00/
annually beginning on July 1, 
2024, and 

• $1,128.00/week or $58,656.00/
annually beginning on Jan. 1, 2025

• Thereafter the Final Rule pro-
vides for updates to the salary level 
every three (3) years, beginning 
July 1, 2027

The new Rule also raises the sal-
ary thresholds for the FLSA’s highly 
compensated,

employee exemption. Because of 
their high compensation, a highly 
compensated employee is exempt 
if he/she earns at least $107,432.00/
year and performs at least one 
(1) executive, administrative, or 
professional job duty. This salary 
threshold increases to: 

• $132,964.00 beginning on July 
1, 2024, and 

• $151,164.00 beginning on Jan. 
1, 2025

This Final Rule all but certainly 
will face court challenges. In 2016 
the Obama 

Administration tried to raise the 
salary thresholds. A U.S. District 
Court in Texas issued a nationwide 
injunction, halting the planned 
Dec. 1, 2016, effective date of 
DOL’s Rule at the time. That court 
ruled that there was nothing in 
the statute itself that provided for 
a salary level. Rather, the Fair 
Labor Standards Act addresses the 
individuals’ duties. Nothing in the 
exemption indicates that Congress 
intended the DOL to define and 
delimit with respect to a minimum 
salary level. When the Trump 
Administration came into office 
in January of 2017, it chose not to 
defend the Rule.

Action Plan
At this point do nothing. I rec-

ommend that all Employers take 
the following steps:

• Create a list of all exempt em-
ployees who currently earn between 
$35,568.00 and $58,656.00/year.

• Analyze whether to raise the 
salary of an employee on the list so 
that he/she meets the new salary 
level announced by the Final Rule 
or whether to convert the employee 
to non-exempt status. 

• Analyze the number of hours 
per week currently worked by 
currently exempt employees. If 
you decide to reclassify a currently 
exempt employee to non-exempt 
status, you may want to restruc-
ture their duties to limit overtime 
opportunities. 

• Have a plan ready in the event 
the Final Rule becomes effective 
July 1, 2024.

In 2016 some Employers went 
ahead and either reclassified some 
employees or increased the salaries 
of others. When the U.S. District 
Court enjoined the 2016 Rule on 
November 22, 2016, these Employ-
ers had tough decisions to make. 
If they had prematurely increased 
salaries, will you roll them back? In 
2016 many employees felt demoted 
and demeaned by being reclassified 
non-exempt. 

Let us hope this Final Rule is 
permanently enjoined. This is the 
U.S. Department of Labor usurping 
the role of Congress and legislating. 

U.S. Court of Appeals rules 
that employers cannot fire 
only the white guys

The United States Court of Ap-
peals for the 4th Circuit (Duvall vs. 
Novant Health, Inc.) on December 
7, 2023, upheld a Lower Court De-
cision and Jury Verdict that Novant 
Health, Inc. unlawfully terminated 
David Duvall because he was male 
and white. This is just another 
case where a company’s diversity, 
equity, and inclusion policies has 
run amuck. These policies should 
be dismantled because they are 
blatantly discriminatory. 

As the Wall Street Journal wrote 

in describing this case, “Illegal 
discrimination is still illegal 
discrimination even if a corporate 
HR department wraps it in the lan-
guage of equity and inclusion.”

Mr. Duvall spent five (5) years as 
a Senior Vice President at Novant 
Health, Inc. His performance 
reviews were excellent. Novant 
internal documents indicate it was 
concerned about a decline in wom-
en leaders; recommended a 3-4 
percentage point increase in black 
leaders; also wanted to recruit 
Hispanics and Asians, stating it 
would adopt “a long-term financial 
incentive plan that tied executive 
bonuses to closing those gaps.” 

When Mr. Duvall was fired, he 
requested to know why; he was 
told “Novant was going in a differ-
ent direction.” Duvall’s former boss 
told a corporate recruiter that he’d 
be happy to hire Mr. Duvall again. 
He said Duvall was let go because 
Novant wanted “a different point of 
view,” a different “flair.” After Du-
vall’s firing, his duties were given 
to two (2) women, one white and 
one black. When a replacement for 
Duvall was finally hired, all three 
(3) finalists were black females. 

The Court of Appeals stated, 
“In sum, the jury heard evidence 
that Duvall performed well in his 
role but was nonetheless fired and 
replaced, at one point or another, by 
three women, two of whom were 
racial minorities, amid a substantial 
D&I initiative that called for remak-
ing Novant Health’s workforce to 
reflect a different racial and gender 
makeup … there was more than 
sufficient evidence for a reasonable 
jury to determine that Duvall’s 
race, sex, or both motivated Novant 
Health’s decision to fire him.”

The Court also affirmed the 
District Court’s award of backpay 
and front pay to Mr. Duvall. In 
this writer’s opinion, CEOs should 
dismantle diversity, equity, and 
inclusion counsels, cease unlawful 
discrimination, and return to a 
system of merit. 

U.S. Supreme Court re-
jects “significant harm” 
standard for Title VII work 
transfer claims 

On April 17, 2024, the U.S. 
Supreme Court unanimously 
held that employees have a claim 
against Employers under Title 
VII for discriminatory transfer 
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For student journalists, print is 
a more “tangible accomplishment” 
than an online article, he said. 

“It’s something that a bur-
geoning journalist can hold in 
their hands, give to their family 
and friends, cut out articles from 
and keep as a tangible memory 
of when and where they started 
out,” he said. “An online article 
just doesn’t have the same appeal, 
even if a link is more easily share-
able than a physical paper. There’s 
something more official about a 
print article in many student jour-
nalists’ minds, even for those who 
have grown up in a world where 
the majority of their news intake 
is purely digital.”

The Post, Ohio University
Katie Millard is editor-in-chief of 

the Post, the independent publi-
cation at the Ohio University in 
Athens. She is a journalism major 
who wants to write and report for 
a news organization after gradu-
ation.

The Post prints weekly, with 
about 3,000 copies each Thursday 
that are distributed to 75 news-
stands, with a third on campus 
and the rest off-campus. “Our 
print readership is pretty high, 
particularly among community 
members,” she said. Community 
newsstands have 100% or nearly 
100% pick-up rates each week.

”Our online content is accessed 
more so by the student body and 
by readers off campus, but we 
also have significant pick up rates 
in our on-campus spaces, al-
though not quite as high as in our 
off-campus stands.

Printed content is new each 
Thursday, although the Post also 

publishes it online. Not all online 
content goes in print but nearly 
all printed content is published 
online. 

“I believe students would be 
disappointed if we did not print 
anymore, but the real loss would 
be for our community members,” 
she said. “Living in Appalachia 
and one of the poorest counties in 
Ohio, the digital divide is a sincere 
issue here. Additionally, many of 
our community members are older 
and prefer to get their news from a 
physical paper, not online.”

The Post generates about $65,000 
annually in advertising sales, 
which covers print costs, technolo-
gy costs and staff stipends.

“This is one of the only times 
many of our students will be 
able to see their work in print, 
which is an amazing opportu-
nity for students,” Millard said. 
“Additionally, it continues to serve 
the community better than in 
an online format, and it teaches 
students valuable skills they may 
not learn in a classroom geared 
more toward digital journalism, 
like design aspects and keeping 
things concise to fit a ord count, 
as well as toning images for print 
and visual hierarchy.”

Minnesota Daily, 
University of Minnesota

The Minnesota Daily, like most 
college dailies, no longer prints 
every day in spite of its name. 

The Daily prints about four 
print editions per year, typically 
two per semester. 

“I am not sure the exact date 
or timeline of when we stopped 
publishing, but I do know that 
it was before my time,” said 
Editor-in-Chief Alex Steil, who 
has worked at the media outlet 

since 2021. “We have opted for 
more digital newsletters, instead, 
including a daily letter edition as 
well as weekly sports and A&E 
editions.”

Steil, who is currently double-ma-
joring in music and political science 
with a communications minor, 
plans to go to law school and then 
pursue a career in public policy. 

Columbia Chronicle, 
Columbia College 
Chicago 

Olivia Cohen started working 
at the Chronicle in August 2021 
after the media outlet had already 
stopped printing weekly because 
of the pandemic. In fact, it didn’t 
print at all for 18 months. It start-
ed again the semester that Cohen 
joined, with a new print schedule 
of four issues per year. 

“We will continue our robust 
online presence, but we’re also 
excited to continue our print 
tradition,” the Chronicle editors 
announced at that time. “The 
Chronicle that you can hold in 
your hand is back.”

Cohen, a journalism major who 
is graduating this year, said one 
reason why student journalists at 
the Chronicle love print is because 
it reinforces community.

When the Chronicle published 
weekly, students, and their advi-
sor, would stay late into the night 
every Friday. At a recent Chronicle 
reunion for our 50th anniversary, 
students talked about those Friday 
nights. It was a core memory of 
their time at the student paper.

“When the Chronicle is working 
to go to print, we are all togeth-
er in the newsroom, working 
towards a common goal which 
I believe really bonds our little 

SPINNER from Page 7

brave enough to do it:
• Understand that exposure 

could cost whistleblowers their 
careers and reputations. Talk 
with them about the risks and 
how we can protect them against 
witch hunters. No information 
should point back to them. What-

ever we publish could have come 
from several of their colleagues.

• Make sure the whistleblowers 
understand what on and off the re-
cord and deep background mean. 
They must know that you will 
investigate all allegations, will 
look into their own background, 
and will give the accused a chance 
to tell its side of the story.

• Use secure communications. 
Talk with them by phone or in 
your office, not their homes. 
Limit who knows the whis-
tleblower’s identity. Only Bob 
Woodward and Ben Bradlee 
probably knew who Deep Throat 
was during the Watergate inves-
tigation.

“When you’re the whistleblow-

er, when that story gets pub-
lished, that’s when your story 
really starts,” said Anika Collier 
Navaroli, a former Twitter safety 
expert. “One of the hardest con-
sequences of having to do it is to 
pick up the pieces afterward. To 
say, ‘I just blew up my entire life. 
I blew up my entire career. What 
do I do now?’”

 Jerry Bellune is an award-win-
ning investigative journalist, 
newspaper editing and writing 
coach and author of ‘The Art of 
Compelling Writing’ written for 
newspaper editors and writers at a 
time when they are losing readers. 
He and his wife are retired news-
paper publishers and owners in 
South Carolina.

BELLUNE  from Page 5

TPA members can download these print and digital 
promotional ads at www.tnpress.com.

Post your newspaper’s job openings at 
www.tnpress.com 

Or email them to rgentile@tnpress.com to post for you. Recent posts:

Reporter, Johnson City Press
Reporter, Chattanooga Times Free Press

paragraphs if that’s all you know. 
You can add a sentence that says 
the story is developing and you’ll 
include more information as it 
becomes available.

• Update the story as you 
interview additional sources and 
confirm new details.

• Think visually and add photo-
graphs, maps and graphics to help 
your readers better understand 
what occurred.

• Ask readers to contact you if 
they have information that could 
be important for the story. This 
can be particularly helpful in the 
aftermath of storms, as residents 
can provide details and photo-
graphs from your entire coverage 

area.
Your website should be an 

essential tool to help your news 
organization expand its reach. 
Updating the website frequently, 
especially with major news cov-
erage, will help to reinforce your 

organization’s reputation as the 
primary local news source. And 
it can help to increase readership 
and even attract new subscribers.

 
Benjy Hamm is director of the Insti-
tute for Rural Journalism.

HAMM from Page 10

newsroom community and even 
helps student journalists feel like 
they are contributing to journal-
ism as a whole,” said Cohen, who 
just accepted a coveted Report for 
America position at a local news-
paper in Iowa. “Hitting publish for 
digital stories is one thing, but it 
doesn’t compare to holding your 
words in your hands.”

But it’s more than that.
“Students love print because I 

feel like the heyday of print is the 
golden age of journalism and that 
era this generation of incoming 
journalists were not a part of,” 
she said. “So hanging on to print 

is one way to feel like you are a 
part of the power of journalism. I 
also think that students/younger 
people are in a phase of nostalgia 
for things they weren’t even really 
a part of such as Polaroid cameras, 
vinyl records. I think that print 
newspapers fall into that same 
idea for student journalists.”

Jackie Spinner is the editor of 
Gateway Journalism Review and 
faculty advisor to the Columbia 
Chronicle at Columbia College 
Chicago. Her column, original-
ly published May 9, 2024, has 
been republished here with her 
permission.


