
There’s a story going around 
about a new CEO who was on a 
tour of one of the company’s facil-
ities. As he was talking to the as-
sembled group, he noticed a young 
fellow leaning against the wall.

The CEO was angry at such 
disrespect while he was delivering 
an important speech. He pointed 
to the guy and asked, “How much 
money do you make?” 

The guy said, “About $400 a 
week.” 

The CEO reached for his 
checkbook, wrote a check to cash 
for $1,600, handed it to the guy 

and said, “Here’s a check for four 
weeks’ pay. Now get out of here 
and don’t come back.” 

After the young guy pocketed 
the check and walked out, the CEO 
turned to the group and asked, 

“Does anyone want to tell me the 
meaning of that little event?”  

A voice in the back said, “Yeah, 
you just tipped the pizza delivery 
guy $1,600.” 
 
Be careful about making  
assumptions 
     True or not, this story usual-
ly generates a chuckle – and it 
illustrates the pitfall of making 
assumptions. Imagine the prob-
lems the CEO created for himself 
in just a couple of minutes: In 
addition to embarrassing himself, 

he made a terrible first impression 
by showing a careless lack of judg-
ment. How would they look at him 
in the future? How could they trust 
his decisions or his leadership? Or 
to take it to the extreme, would 
the board of directors allow him to 
keep his job? 

We’ve all jumped to conclusions 
at one time or another, especially 
in sales situations. It happens 
when our perceptions don’t match 
reality. We jump ahead in our 
thinking, without taking the time 
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To Grainger County with love
Editor’s note: Grainger Today, 

Bean Station, owner and publisher 
Ann Cason published this column 
in the Jan. 29 edition of Grainger 
Today in announcing the cessation 
of the newspaper’s publication. 

Grainger County is beautiful. 
God’s country – Clinch Moun-
tain, Cherokee Lake, the rolling 
hills, and the deep hollers. But 
it’s not the landscape that makes 
it exceptional, it’s the people. 
Genuine people, honest people, 
kind people, do-anything-for-your 
neighbors people.

I’ve made friendships here that 
will last a lifetime and acquain-
tances I’ll hold dear in my heart 
always. Memories that make me 
smile or even laugh out loud and 

those that bring tears. Friends who 
accept you as you are and where 
you came from.

I have also been extremely fortu-
nate to have worked with so many 
amazing people at Grainger Today. 
Not only are they experts at their 
jobs, more importantly, they are 
good people. At Grainger Today we 
are a family. Few businesses can 

truly say that.
The people of Grainger County 

embraced Grainger Today when 
we began publishing 20 years ago. 
It became your weekly newspa-
per. You trusted and relied on us. 
Thank you.

Thank you to the many adver-
tisers who supported us through 
the years. Thank you to our loyal 
readers.

It saddens me that we won’t be 
reporting the local news to you 
every week anymore. I’m sorry we 
won’t be bringing you interesting 
stories of your neighbors, business-
es, and communities. I’m sorry we 
won’t be reporting on how local 

TPA Needs Judges 
for Arkansas

TPA needs judges for the Arkan-
sas Press Association’s contest.  
The judging will occur online in 
early April.  Both editorial and 
advertising judges are needed.  
APA members are in the process 
of judging the State Press Con-
tests and will judge our Ad/Circ 
Ideas Contest as well.

If you entered our contests, we 
ask you to provide at least one 
judge.   Member support  is what 
makes the contests possible.

Please sign up at www. 
tinyurl.com/JudgeArkansas 
or by email to rgentile@
tnpress.com.

Avoid jumping to conclusions; now please pass the pizza
See CASON Page 2
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TPA moves Winter Convention to March 19-20
Tennessee Press Association 

made the decision to postpone the 
Winter Convention due to concerns 
about weather forecasts.  

The new convention dates are 
Wednesday, March 19 – Thursday, 
March 20 at the DoubleTree Nash-
ville Downtown Hotel. 

 TPA encourages all members to 
consider attending in March.

The schedule will remain the 
same and all presenters have been 
rescheduled. 

 TPA moved the convention event 
registrations to the March dates and 
will issue refunds on cancellations 

received by March 7.. 
The session descriptions and 

schedule are on the TPA website. 
 The window to rebook a hotel 

room will close on Feb. 27. Howev-
er, rooms may still be available by 
calling (615) 244-8200 or by visiting 
the hilton.com website.  

The Concurrent TPA Board of 
Directors Meeting and Business Ses-
sion has been rescheduled to 11:45 
a.m. on Wednesday, March 19.

The Tennessee Press Associa-
tion Foundation Board of Trustees 
Meeting has been rescheduled to 
Thursday, March 20 at 7:45 a.m.

See FOUST Page 8
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Tennessee’s anti-SLAPP law is 
at risk: Here’s why that matters

As a journalist, you’ve probably 
been conditioned to dislike acro-
nyms. They can easily confuse you 
when agency officials use them in 
public meetings. And they can frus-
trate editors who hate publishing 
stories that look like alphabet soup. 

But there’s one acronym every 
journalist should know — and fear 
— more than many others: SLAPP. 

SLAPP is short for “strategic 
lawsuits against public participa-
tion.” These are frivolous lawsuits, 
often alleging defamation, that are 
intended to punish journalists and 
other members of the public for 
exercising their First Amendment 
rights. Rich and powerful peo-
ple frequently file such lawsuits 
against journalists in retaliation 
for critical reporting they dislike. 

There’s been a lot of talk re-
cently about defamation lawsuits 
targeting the press, including 
high-profile complaints filed by 
President-elect Donald Trump. 
But there’s also been a lot of talk 
about laws intended to protect 
journalists from such lawsuits: 
anti-SLAPP laws. 

Anti-SLAPP laws effectively 
discourage the filing of frivolous 
lawsuits by providing journalists 
and other defendants with a way 
to quickly dismiss claims. These 
laws help ensure that the targets 
of SLAPP suits aren’t burdened 
by protracted litigation and costly 
legal fees, which many journal-
ists and newsrooms can’t afford 

these days. 
Tennessee is one of 34 states 

that has an anti-SLAPP law on the 
books. (No anti-SLAPP law current-
ly exists at the federal level, though 
a bipartisan group of lawmakers 
recently introduced an anti-SLAPP 
bill in Congress.) That number 
has been growing in recent years, 
as more states pass versions of a 
model anti-SLAPP law crafted by 
the Uniform Law Commission. 

Anti-SLAPP laws vary widely 
from state to state. But thanks to 
amendments made by the Ten-
nessee Public Participation Act in 
2019, the protections in our state 
are relatively strong. 

For example, filing a motion to 
dismiss a SLAPP lawsuit under 
the TPPA automatically pauses 
all discovery, except in limited 
circumstances, protecting defen-
dants from what can often be a 
particularly expensive part of the 
litigation process. The TPPA also 
includes a “fee-shifting” provision 
that requires the plaintiff to pay 
the defendant’s attorneys’ fees and 
costs if the court ends up dismiss-
ing a SLAPP lawsuit, which should 

make plaintiffs think twice before 
bringing frivolous claims. 

While these and other provi-
sions in the TPPA make it among 
the better anti-SLAPP laws in 
the country — the Institute for 
Free Speech gave the law an A 
grade in its nationwide survey 
of anti-SLAPP laws — there’s no 
guarantee it will stay that way. 
In fact, the law is already facing 
challenges, both in the legislature 
and in the courts.

Last year, state lawmakers pro-
posed amendments to the TPPA 
that would have gutted the law. 
One proposed amendment sought 
to change the law so that it would 
no longer apply to most kinds of 
SLAPP claims, including defama-
tion. Another amendment would 
have undermined the TPPA’s 
fee-shifting provision, making the 
award of attorneys’ fees discretion-
ary rather than mandatory. 

Thankfully, these amendments 
failed to pass. However, a recent 
decision by the Tennessee Su-
preme Court weakened a critical 
aspect of the TPPA. 

Last October, the state’s high-
est court held in Flade v. City of 
Shelbyville that a plaintiff who 
voluntarily dismisses a SLAPP suit, 
with the option of later re-filing, can 
avoid having to pay the defendants’ 
legal fees and costs under the TP-
PA’s fee-shifting provision even after 

On
The
Docket
Paul McAdoo

government conducts its business 
in the county and municipalities. 
I’m sorry we won’t be a watch-
dog to make sure they are held 
accountable for their actions. I’m 
sorry we won’t be reporting crime 
stories. I’m sorry you won’t be able 
to voice your opinion in a letter 
to the editor. I’m sorry we won’t 
be telling the stories or showing 
pictures of what happened in local 
ballgames or sharing what students 
have achieved in school. I’m sorry 
we won’t be photographing the 
Tomato Festival and other events. 
I’m sorry we won’t be informing 
you with obituaries, property 
transfers, arrests, and a weekly 
planner. I’m sorry you won’t be 

able to turn to the classifieds to 
see announcements or legal ads 
that pertain to Grainger County. 
I’m sorry we won’t be able to help 
businesses succeed by advertising 
locally, and I’m sorry you won’t be 
able to patronize those businesses. 
I’m sorry you will be less informed.

When Grainger Today is gone, 
there will be no newspaper de-
voted solely to Grainger County. 
Grainger County will become a 
news desert.

How will you get the news and 
information that directly affect 
you? You will have to find out 
what’s going on by other means 
and that concerns me. How many 
people will actually attend a 
county commission meeting or 
a board of mayor and aldermen 

meeting? If you don’t attend a 
meeting, you won’t know what 
actually happened there. Hearsay 
is not news. Opinion is not news. 
Social media is not journalism. At 
Grainger Today we have taken our 
responsibility and journalistic eth-
ics seriously to bring you informa-
tion that directly affects you with 
credibility and integrity. I’m sorry 
that it will be gone.

Yet, I am full of hope for the peo-
ple of Grainger County. Hopeful 
that the future will somehow bring 
new opportunities to know the 
news that affects you most.

Thank you for the opportunity 
to serve you every week for the 
last twenty years. 

Grainger County, you will al-
ways have a piece of my heart.

CASON  from Page 1

See MCADOO Page 4
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February 2025
14:  2025 TPA Public Notice 

Journalism Contest 
submissions deadline. 

March 2025
6-8: 2025 ACP Spring National 

College Media Convention, 
Associated Collegiate Press 
and College Media Association, 
Hyatt Regency Long Beach, 
Long Beach, CA.

6-9: NICAR 2025 (National Institute 
for Computer-Assisted Report-
ing), Ivestigative Reporters & 
Editors (IRE), Minneapolis, MN.

16-22:  Sunshine Week, sunshine-
week.org

19-20: 2025 TPA Winter Conven-
tion rescheduled, DoubleTree 
Nashville Downtown Hotel, 315 
Fourth Avenue North. Details 
at www.tnpress.com

24-28: March 2025 IRE Data 
Journalism Bootcamp - Google 
Sheets Deep Dive, University of 
Missouri, Columbia, MO.

April 2025
4:  2025 TPA Ideas Contests submis-

sions deadline., for advertising, 
circulation and marketing.

14-16: America’s Newspapers 
Mega-Conference, includes 
Family & Independent Owners 
Meeting on Apr. 16 that can also 
be registered for separately, 
JW Marriott/Disney Springs, 
Orlando FL. 

June 2025
26-28: Tri-State Press Convention 

(Arkansas, Mississippi & Tennes-
see Press Associations), Hilton 
Memphis, Memphis, TN.

28: TPA State Press Contests 
Awards (Newsroom) Luncheon, 
Hilton Memphis, Memphis, TN.

July 2025
9-13: The International Society 

of Weekly Newspaper Editors 
(ISWNE) 2025 Conference, 
South Dakota State University, 
Brookings, SD.

November 2025
3-5:  America’s Newspapers Senior 

Leadership Conference, The 
Broadmoor, Colorado Springs, 
CO.

For Your Calendar
Editor’s note: This column was 

originally submitted for Decem-
ber publication but was held for 
space. Keep that in mind when 
seeing time references made in the 
column.

Upon returning to my office 
following a 2,700-mile jour-
ney (Bellingham, Washington, 
happens to be the farthest city 
in the contiguous 48 U.S. states 
from my home in Knoxville, 
Tennessee) this morning, I have 
three things on my mind. And 
I’m unsure which of the three I 
should write about in this col-
umn. I often tell my clients that 
people like subheads in stories, so 
I think I’ll cover all three topics 
with subheads meant to entice 
my readers.

Grants for Newspapers
I continue to hear from clients 

to share good news concerning 
their grant applications. Many 
of the newspapers I visit on-site 
have received grants – most often 
from their state Small Business 
Administration office – that allow 
them to retain training for their 
staff, among other things. Other 
grants are available from granting 
organizations that are not related 
to the government. I am con-
vinced that if more newspapers 
knew there were grants for the 
taking, they would take advan-
tage of these opportunities.

Most of my clients who have 

successfully followed this advice 
have received grants in the $20-
25,000 range. The smallest (I 
remember) was $5,000, and the 
largest was $100,000.

You don’t have to hire anyone 
to apply for a grant. At the risk 
of violating Nike’s trademark 
slogan, just do it. I advise con-
tacting your county or state Small 
Business Administration office 
and asking about grants for small 
business staff training. Afterward, 
contact me if you want assistance 
completing the grant application 
process.

Focus Groups
Most of my hours in Octo-

ber and November have been 
reserved for working with 
newspaper focus groups. I can’t 
overemphasize the good that 
can be accomplished by hosting 
newspaper focus groups. 

One of the first questions I get 
when talking with publishers 
about upcoming focus groups is, 
“How will we get enough people 
to volunteer to be a part of the 
group?” In the ten years I’ve 

worked with focus groups, that’s 
never been an issue. Last week in 
Washington, 25 focus group par-
ticipants were selected out of the 
larger group that requested to be 
part of the opportunity. In South 
Carolina, where I’ll be next week, 
I understand hundreds have ex-
pressed an interest in being part 
of a focus group. 

Whether you host focus groups 
on your own or get someone to 
plan them for you, focus groups 
are the best method I know of to 
determine where your newspaper 
should be headed.

Who’s Who in Publishing
See how a subhead can draw 

your attention? Research indicates 
readers are much more likely 
to read a long story if it con-
tains subheads to break up the 
information. As I’m apt to do, I 
digress.

The third topic on my mind 
this morning involves my email 
inbox. When I opened my email, 
I immediately noticed the inbox 
was filled with messages from 
some of the most respected pub-
lishers in the newspaper busi-
ness. If I had seen these names 
listed in a column, I would proba-
bly think it was the “Who’s Who 
in American Newspapers.”

The most requested topic of 
conversation involved discussing 
methods to increase readership 
(and revenue) in their papers. 

It pleases me to no end to hear 
publishers interested in growing 
their newspapers. It doesn’t seem 
that long ago that many publish-
ers were convinced they might 
not have a product in the future. 
In 2008, a respected leader in 
the journalism academic world 
told me he was convinced there 
wouldn’t be a single printed 
newspaper available in the United 
States by 2018. He asked my 
opinion. I told him it might have 
been the “dumbest thing I’d ever 
heard.”

He seemed a bit dumbfounded 
and asked why I felt that way.

“Because,” I answered, “if 
there’s not one, I will start one 
and make a fortune. So, there will 
be at least one.”

He disagreed. He thought I was 
naïve to think there would still be 
newspapers in ten years. I’m so 
glad he was wrong. I’m still wait-
ing for someone to create a T-shirt 
that says, “Kevin was right!” on 
the back.

I’m nearing my 800-word limit. 
One column, three topics. Like 
most newspapers, I always try to 
give readers their money’s worth.

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

Newspapers turn attention from worry to growth

News & Moves

Goad named Tennessean 
executive editor

Benjamin Goad, veteran editor 
and news director of The Ten-

nessean, part 
of Gannett’s 
USA TODAY 
Network, has 
been appointed 
executive editor 
of the 117-year-
old news organi-
zation. He is the 
18th editor in 
the publication’s 
history. 

Goad, 49, steps into the role of 
Michael A. Anastasi, who has led 
The Tennessean as its top editor 
for nine years. Anastasi also has 
served as Gannett’s vice president 

of local news 
across the USA 
TODAY Network 
of more than 
200 newspapers 
since 2023. 
Anastasi was 
named USA 
TODAY Network 
senior vice pres-
ident of local 
news, effective 

Dec. 30.  
“Ben is the right leader for this 

moment,” Anastasi said. “He 
understands Nashville in every 
way and will continue to propel 
The Tennessean forward and 
ensure it successfully completes 
its digital transformation and is 
here to serve Nashvillians for the 
next 100 years.” 

Goad has managed the daily 
operations of The Tennessean for 
two years, leading its transforma-
tion from a primarily print-based 
newspaper to a round-the-clock 
digital news organization.

The Tennessean, Nashville
Dec. 19, 2024

  
Haimer named TPA 
Director of District 3

TPA President Darrell Rich-
ardson has appointed Darren 
Haimer, Adams Publishing Group 
Regional Advertising Director 
for Tennessee/North Carolina/
Virginia, to serve as a TPA di-
rector of District Three to fill the 
unexpired term of Chris White, 
who was publisher of The Green-
eville Sun. White left the post in 

December to 
take a position 
with United Way 
in Northwest 
Indiana. Haimer 
is based out of 
The Greeneville 
Sun. The term 
expires at the 
end of June.

Staff reports
Jan. 29, 2025

 

Richardson named TPA 
Board Immediate Past 
President

Darrell Richardson, TPA 

See NEWS & MOVES Page 4

From The 
News 
Guru
Kevin Slimp

Goad

HaimerAnastasi
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a TPPA motion has been filed. 
It may seem like a technical de-

cision to a non-lawyer, but it will 
likely have serious consequences 
for journalists, as the Reporters 
Committee for Freedom of the 
Press and a coalition of media or-
ganizations, including the Tennes-
see Press Association, warned in a 
friend-of-the-court brief urging the 
state Supreme Court to rule other-
wise. The ruling effectively creates 
a loophole around the fee-award 
statute and incentivizes plaintiffs 

to file meritless suits without fear 
of the consequences the TPPA was 
enacted to impose.

I’ll be watching closely to see if 
the TPPA’s protections for jour-
nalists face additional threats this 
year and beyond. If they do, my 
colleagues and I at the Reporters 
Committee will do whatever we 
can to mitigate them. 

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

MCADOO  from Page 2

‘Hey, are you Santa Claus?’ Indeed, it was me after all
Running a newspaper in today’s 

world isn’t for the faint of heart. 
Running ten of them? Well, that’s 
a different beast altogether. Over 
the past 6 months, I’ve had the 
privilege—and the challenge—of 
overseeing a network of small-
town newspapers across Kentucky, 
Ohio, and Tennessee. Each com-
munity is unique, with its own 
stories, traditions, and challenges, 
but they all share one thing in 
common: a deep need for reliable, 
local journalism.

I often have to remind myself of 

that when I’m elbow deep in profit 
and loss statements, if the USPS 
didn’t deliver my papers on time, 
or if a reporter calls to tell me he’s 
been in an accident speeding to 

a fire scene. Ten newspapers, 10 
towns, 60 employees and 2.8 mil-
lion papers to deliver a year can 
weigh you.

I’ve written before that when 
the stress starts getting to me, I 
retreat to one of two places, be-
hind the scope of a rifle shooting 
in rimfire benchrest competitions 
or behind the lens of my trusty 
Nikon cameras shooting stories for 
the Daily News.

This past Christmas morning, 
just like the more than 25 other 
Christmas mornings before it, I 

found myself in that familiar place 
behind the camera focusing on 
visual storytelling. I was stand-
ing alongside Bowling Green Fire 
Department firefighters, their 
families, Marine Corps League 
volunteers and Toys for Tots folks 
documenting their annual toy 
delivery in the Housing Authority 
of Bowling Green. 

The event is very predictable 
for the most part. Firefighters, 
Marines and Santa carrying bags 
loaded with toys and wheeling 
new bicycles to homes of un-

suspecting children. The only 
thing that is unpredictable is the 
reaction of the children. Some are 
subdued and some come complete-
ly apart.

This year was no different. The 
first home found a half-dozen sib-
lings pressed up against the frosted 
window watching Santa, portrayed 
by Don Butler, approach with toys. 
They threw open the door, still in 
their pajamas even though the air 
was crisp and cold. From youngest 

President, has 
appointed Daniel 
Richardson of 
Richardson 
Media Group, 
Camden, and 
2020-2021 TPA 
President, to 
fill the term of 
Immediate Past 
President on the 

TPA Board of Directors. His term 
expires at the end of June. He re-
places Daniel Willliams, the 2023-
2024 TPA President, who resigned 
from the TPA Board as Immediate 
Past President Jan. 3. Williams 
left his newspaper position to join 
FirstBank.

Staff reports
Jan. 29, 2025

Notice of pending 

applications for 
TPA membership

The TPA Membership Commit-
tee has reviewed three applicants 
and will recommend them for 
membership to the Board of 
Directors on Wednesday, March 
19 during the Concurrent Board 
of Directors Meeting and Business 
Session (open to all members). The 
meeting is set for 11:45a.m. CST 
during the TPA Winter Conven-
tion.

The applicants are the following 
newspapers: Bedford County Post 
of Shelbyville, Tenn.; Lawrence 
County Advocate of Lawrence-
burg, Tenn.; and Marshall County 
Post of Lewisburg, Tenn.

Staff reports 
Jan. 29, 2025 

Banner rolls out ‘Digital 
First’ initiative

The McKenzie Banner was 

scheduled to ini-
tiate its ‘Digital 
First’ initiative 
on Feb. 1.

Many of the 
news stories and 
calendar events 
will appear on 
The Banner’s 
website prior 
to the weekly 

publication in print.
In recent weeks, The Banner 

has increased its news-gathering 
staff with full-time and on-assign-
ment photojournalists, whose job 
it is to gather and report the news.

The new online initiative will 
provide a timelier distribution of 
news in text and photographs. 
With the online format, The Ban-
ner can provide more photographs 
than in the print edition.

Brittany Washburn Martin, pub-
lisher, said the ‘Digital First’ initia-
tive allows both area and distant 
residents to experience the news 

coverage throughout the week.
The Banner’s website is www.

mckenziebanner.com. Some arti-
cles are free of charge, while oth-
ers require an online subscription. 
And the news articles are archived 
for viewing at your convenience.

And while we roll out the 
‘digital first’, it is not a ‘digital-on-
ly’ initiative. We will continue to 
publish the news in the weekly 
print edition.

McKenzie Banner
Jan. 27, 2025

Expositor resumes 
twice-weekly publication

Effective Tuesday, Jan. 14, 2025, 
The Sparta Expositor once again 
began publishing two editions 
each week, on Tuesdays and Fri-
days. We will have twice the news 
and information with the extra 
edition.

The Expositor had been printing 
one edition weekly (on Thursdays) 
which we started doing July 1, 
2021, because of the pandemic. 
Now, this hometown newspaper 
will bring readers the latest news 

and information 
twice a week.

The current 
price for a yearly 
subscription to 
The Expositor 
is $40. Readers 
that subscribed 
to The Expositor 
prior to Jan. 31, 
2025, are receiv-

ing the two weekly editions for 
$45 yearly.

After Jan. 31, the yearly price 
for The Expositor was to be $60 
for White County and Van Buren 
County subscribers. Community 
response has been all positive, and 
people are calling to subscribe to 
the paper, says Expositor publisher 
Cristie Vinson. 

If readers already have a sub-
scription to The Expositor, they 
will receive the two weekly edi-
tions at no additional charge until 
that subscription expires.

The Sparta Expositor
Jan. 2, 2025

NEWS & MOVES  from Page 3

Vinson

Guest
Column

Joe Imel

See SANTA Page 8

Martin

Daniel Richardson

Arkansas, Mississippi & Arkansas, Mississippi & 
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together again!together again!
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Publishers typically enter a 
new year with a lengthy to-do list. 
Among the greatest challenges is 
growing revenue in the fractured 
media landscape. Long gone are 
the days when the local newspaper 
was the premier advertising choice 
for auto dealers, grocers and real 
estate agents, and the first stop for 
help-wanted ads.

Newspapers must remind and 
reinforce the importance of the 
local press to readers and adver-
tisers alike. I suggest taking a cue 
from the sports playbook: Your 
best defense is a strong offense. In 
other words, show the business 
community you have a pulse of 
local economic dynamics just as 
you document happenings in local 
public affairs, schools, sports. Pay 
attention to and dedicate resources 
into everyday coverage of the broad 
business beat of employers and 
employees.

I don’t suggest the newspaper 
becomes a mouthpiece for the local 
chamber of commerce. That said, 
do not discount the importance of 
such organizations as a valuable 
source of interesting and educa-
tional news – and solid content. 
Create a mind-set to be the first to 
report news in the marketplace as 
well as from City Hall.

Brainstorm business coverage, 
and the standard fare of stories is 
likely to pop up. New businesses. 
New owners and significant man-
agement changes. New locations 
and expansions. Anniversaries. 
Merchants with distinctive products. 
Strikes and other labor stoppages.

Those stories should be reported, 
but business coverage is so much 
broader. The list is limited only 
by newsroom resources. Here’s a 
handful of ideas that can be pur-
sued most any time:

• Federal and state agencies reg-
ularly release a variety of economic 
statistics. Identify a handful and 
publish them. Select those where 
you can compare local numbers 
with state numbers; examine 
figures from a year ago. Expand 
the package with stories where you 
can illustrate stats with local faces.

• How important is international 
trade to your region? Provide a 

local perspective into the global 
economy, profiling local compa-
nies that are developing foreign 
markets.

• How are companies combating 
rising health-care costs?

• More high school graduates 
entering college require remedial 
courses. What do local employers 
say about the quality of job appli-
cants?

• How important is e-commerce 
locally? Are companies hindered by 
broadband access? How are busi-
nesses best delivering messages to 
customers?

Expanding reports about 
employers and employees is all 
about generating ideas. With a few 
easy steps, newsrooms can alert 
the business community to their 
interest in expanding coverage. For 
example:

• Include a notice with all adver-
tising invoices asking for company 
news. Items can range from a new 
hire or promotion to a significant 
change in operations.

• Scour the want ads regularly. 
Are companies hiring to start up or 
expand an existing facility?

• Check out building permits for 
commercial activity.

• Utilities can be another source 
of business movement. Are ser-

vices being sought, expanded? 
• Tour the town. Take a different 

route to work or to lunch and pay 
attention to signs in vacant lots or 
in business windows. Is there news 
as yet unreported?

• Connect regularly with busi-
ness and labor associations. They 
often have an ear to the ground on 
workplace activity. You may not 
be able to immediately report the 
news, but you’ll have a heads-up 
and be prepared when it happens.

• Don’t forget the collective eyes 
and ears of your entire newspaper 
family when it comes to searching 
story ideas. Advertising staffs are 
especially valuable in gathering 
leads on business news.

Demonstrate your interest in 
expanding coverage of the local 
marketplace, and you’ll likely 
be surprised at the flow of ideas. 
Package business news so readers 
immediately identify it as a section. 
Many stories may prove solid con-
tent for the front page as well.

I hear the immediate pushback. 
Staffs already are pushed the limit 
covering the everyday grist. How 
can we incorporate a business 
beat? As with any new initiative, 
take baby steps. Set reasonable, 
achievable benchmarks.    

Improving business coverage is 

a shared responsibility. Businesses 
must be comfortable that reporters 
will get the story right, and report-
ers deserve to have all the facts 
including those that may not be so 
flattering. It boils down to trust. 
Reaching a common understanding 
of business coverage is at the foun-
dation of defining the distinction 
between news and advertising.

Begin a conversation among the 
principal players within your news-
paper and within the community. 
Develop a plan and share it with 
readers in a column. Incorporating 
the marketplace into regular cov-
erage can spell dividends for news 
and advertising departments alike.

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

Fuel the offense in pursuit of advertising revenue
Community
Newsroom
Success

Jim Pumarlo

How advertising blocklists undermine online journalism

Keyword blocklists are the most 
common — and blunt — form 
of brand safety and suitability, 
umbrella terms for controls adver-
tisers use to protect their brands 
from negative reputation impacts. 
To assure that their brands are 
associated with positive, non-
controversial content, advertisers 
use keyword blocklists to avoid 
connection with news stories that 
include any of the restricted terms.

Industry blocklists (sometimes 
called “blacklists”) typically 
include thousands of keywords, 
such as “kill,” “death,” and “sex” 
and ad verification companies tout 
their extensive blocklists to poten-
tial advertisers.

Powered by algorithms, block-
lists prevent news publishers from 
earning advertising revenues from 

vital content. They can also pres-
sure newsrooms to avoid covering 
certain types of stories, a form of 
self-censorship.

Bocklists penalize newsrooms 
(and other social media creators) 
for addressing many important 
types of current events. The results 
are especially problematic when 
blocklists incorrectly flag content 
that is safe or neutral, an outcome 
described as “overblocking.”

For instance, a 2019 study by 
the cybersecurity company CHEQ 
found that only nine of the 100 
most-read news articles from the 
New York Times that year were 
deemed brand safe by keyword 
blocklists, which (inappropriately) 
excluded stories about mobile phone 
use, popular movies, and science.

Incorrect blocking of safe news 
content cost US publishers $2.8 bil-
lion, or “nearly one in every four 
dollars” of digital news advertising 

revenue, CHEQ found. Ultimately, 
preventing ads next to vital news 
could decimate newsrooms who 
use ads as a revenue stream. 

Nine recommendations 
to evade blocklists

Savvy newsrooms can employ 
the following nine recommenda-
tions to minimize the negative 
impacts of advertising blocklists 
on their bottom lines while ful-
filling the ethical commitment to 
informing their audiences.

• Communicate clearly with 
existing advertisers. Advertisers 
drive keyword blocking. Encour-
age those that already support 
your newsroom to review their 
blocklists and avoid overly broad 
terms, words, or phrases. Adver-
tisers benefit from precise con-
trols, which allow them to support 
a broader array of news content 
with confidence.

• Keep up with terms likely to 
be blocked. The most commonly 
blocked terms included “attack,” 
“racial,” “shoot,” “bisexual,” and 
“conspiracy,” while “dead,” “in-
jury,” “lesbian,” and “gun” were 
among the terms most frequently 
subject to incorrect blocking, 
according to a second CHEQ study 
from 2019. The same year, You-
Tube creators Sybreed and Sealow 
published a report based on a 
15,000 word list of title keywords 
that YouTube had either mone-
tized or demonetized.

• At the very least, craft URLs 
for web content with blocklists 
in mind. Some blocklists only ex-
amine the URL string, but not the 
content or the article itself. When 
posting a news article, avoid using 
any terms likely to appear on key-
word blocklists in the article’s URL.

• Promote inclusion lists, as 
advocated by Steven Brill, author 

of The Death of Truth. Inclusion 
lists, Brill explains, “allow adver-
tisers to focus their ad spend on 
pre-vetted, high-quality websites 
that align with their brand values 
and target audience.” Inclusion 
lists help advertisers distinguish 
between quality journalism and 
what a 2023 study produced by 
the Association of National Ad-
vertisers described as “MFAs” or 
“made-for-advertising” websites.

• Accentuate the positive: Ad-
vertisers are wary of news outlets 
partly due to the psychological 
impacts of a steady barrage of neg-
ative news on potential customers. 
Solutions journalism, as promot-
ed by the Solutions Journalism 
Network and YES! Magazine, for 
instance, exemplifies a more posi-
tive approach to covering newswor-
thy  topics that might otherwise 

ANDY LEE ROTH
Reynolds Journalism Institute
November 25, 2024

See BLOCKLISTS Page 12
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It’s no secret that the de-
cades-long deterioration of the 
local journalism business model is 
tightly knitted to the burgeoning 
evolution of Big Tech search and 
social media platforms.

Several organizations are 
defending journalism’s role in the 
U.S. democracy. The Center for 
Journalism Liberty, a division of 
the Open Markets Institute (OMI), 
is doing so by closely watch-
ing how Big Tech is breaching 
antitrust principles and creating 
an unfair atmosphere for news 
publishers.

The Center is picking through 
the thorny issues while also rec-
ommending policy.

“The Open Markets Institute 
is essentially a political economy 
think tank that focuses on how 
to use competition policy and 
fight monopolies to build stronger 
democracies and more equitable 
societies, more innovative econ-
omies,” said Courtney Radsch, 
director of the Center for Journal-
ism and Liberty. The Center “is 
particularly focused on journalism 
to ensure and figure out what do 
sustainable business models for 
independent, privately funded 
advertising-funded journalism 
look like. More broadly, it ensures 
independence through neutrality 
and the role that internet interme-
diaries, technology platforms, and 
now, AI play in the information 
ecosystem.”

Audiences have been 
sliced and diced

Newspapers are often scraping 
the bottom of the barrel for digital 
advertising. Google has long been 
able to offer even local advertis-
ers digital reach for far less than 
newspapers would have to charge. 
Then, social media companies fol-
lowed suit with new ways to slice 
and dice audiences. Now, artificial 
intelligence companies are creat-
ing new threats of many types.

That’s more than a mountain 
to climb. The industry is trying to 
survive a volcano of disruption. 

Content monetization is chang-
ing by the hour, and many Big 
Tech companies have driven enor-
mous revenue from journalism 
while undercutting local media 

companies’ abil-
ity to compete 
for advertising 
dollars.

To Radsch 
and publishers 
worldwide, it’s 
not a fair fight. 
Radsch argues 
that the play-
ing field needs 
adjustments. 

The public deserves a chance to 
have a say in how information is 
delivered and consumed. To that 
end, the Center for Journalism and 
Liberty is constantly busy produc-
ing research and designing policy 
solutions.

‘So first we do research,” Radsch 
said. “We are researching the 
facts on the ground — empirical 
research and journalistic research. 
Then, we do analysis that we pub-
lish in a variety of ways. We aim 
to help the media and policymaker 
communities better understand 
the issues, ask better questions 
and identify the correct problems.

“We’re trying to reframe how 
the press and policymakers under-
stand some of these problems and 
suggest solutions, either through 
policies or regulations. … We’re 
not lobbying in general. There 
are groups that lobby, but that’s 
not our focus. We are journalists, 
academics and lawyers.”

“Google has a monopoly 
on the entire ad tech 
ecosystem”

Currently, among those roles, 
the Center is tracking antitrust 
trials involving Google.

“Google Search monopoly con-
trols how people find and access 
information, and the ad tech 
monopoly influences how that 
information is curated, subsidized 
and funded,” Radsch explained. 
“The interest that we have in the 
ad tech case is focused on the fact 
that Google has a monopoly on the 
entire ad tech ecosystem — both 
the supply and demand side — as 
well as the actual exchange. They 
can control all of the data. They 
can constrain the choice sets that 
both publishers and advertisers 
have in how they reach each other 
and the prices they set. We know 
that they have siphoned off an 
undue amount of revenue from 
that exchange, and they have 

essentially turned publishers into 
indentured servants and forced 
advertisers to use their services to 
connect with publishers, all while 
creating a system that actually 
funds and incentivizes disinforma-
tion because of the lack of controls 
over information quality and the 
lack of transparency.

“The Google search case is 
just as important, if not more 
important, than the ad tech case. 
If you look at the remedies that 
the Department of Justice (DOJ) 
proposed in the search case, and if 
you look at the closing arguments 
that the DOJ made in the ad tech 
case, they recognize how these 
systems are intertwined, how 
Google monopolizes all of these 
markets that are part of our in-
formation ecosystem. As a result, 
they control and manipulate the 
information we see, how publish-
ers reach audiences or not, and 
how they can monetize outreach. 
They’ve created a system that 
prompts surveillance capitalism 
where anything and everything 
that we create in the form of data, 
our interactions, our behaviors, 
our friends, our networks, our in-
nermost thoughts that we express 
through search and other things 
are up for the taking — to mone-
tize, sell to the advertiser, and let 
them target and manipulate us.”

As the Center for Journalism 
and Liberty reported, the DOJ 
issued a “robust” set of proposals 
by forcing Google to divest its 
Chrome browser. The court said 
Google should not be allowed 
to pay other tech firms, includ-
ing mobile carriers, for “default 
distribution.” The Center’s website 
also reported that Google “faced 
no meaningful competition from 
other search engines.” Google 
plans to appeal the rulings.

Looking to level the 
playing field

Karina Montoya, senior reporter 
and policy analyst at the Center 
for Journalism and Liberty, is 
covering the trials. She arrived 
at the OMI Center for Journalism 
and Liberty six years ago after 
completing her Master’s degree 
at Columbia University. She had 
previous experience covering 
business and economics in South 
America.

“It’s research and reporting and 

talking to publishers, niche publi-
cations, and also large publishers 
and understanding what they’re 
doing to adapt to the digital 
transformation that’s never-ending 
at this point,” Montoya said. “It’s 
also understanding the policies 
that can help us level the playing 
field, which is the expression that 
we use in terms of how we want 

to distribute and 
monetize our 
content as an 
industry.”

Montoya 
reported that 
another DOJ case 
against Apple 
and lawsuits 
targeting Meta 
and Amazon are 
on the horizon.

The recent history of journal-
ism’s conflicts with all the tech 
giants is complicated. Radsch 
explained that the goalposts kept 
moving, which should provide 
some lessons as the world enters 
the age of AI.

Unregulated platforms 
“not bound by the same 
laws that everyone else is”

“The absence of public policy to 
regulate those platforms, to regu-
late and create a national privacy 
law; the failure of Congress to 
put in place basic protections of 
personal data much less any other 

kind of data 
… they are not 
bound by the 
same laws that 
everyone else 
is. Not only are 
they not bound 
by those laws, 
whether we’re 
talking about 

copyright — which we’re certainly 
seeing now with AI for interme-
diary liability — they’re actually 
given special protections and extra 
favors. … And now, with AI, it’s 
even worse because these same 
companies that have claimed 
the right to use our intellectual 
property and creative endeavors 
for their own gain, without any 
licensing, without any compensa-
tion and without any credit, want 
to build AI systems that they claim 
are going to be very beneficial. But 
so far, the evidence is that there 
are a lot of safety issues and harm-

ful impacts of how they’re going to 
be rolled out.”

As publishers approach the AI 
era, she recommends three strat-
egies for working collaboratively 
across not just the news publish-
ing industry, but also the music 
and entertainment industry.

The three strategies are:
•	 License
•	 Litigate
•	 Legislate
Radsch said the industry needs 

digital management collectives, 
like the music industry, that ben-
efit publishers and the journalists 
who produce the journalism. 
Publishers should be willing to 
join class action lawsuits if AI 
platforms try to take their content. 
However, they first need to update 
their terms of service to prohibit 
the unlicensed, uncompensated 
crawling of AI bots and then trans-
late that into readable code on the 
back end.

“The third is legislate, and we 
need policymakers to step up and 
do their job. They need to clarify 
that it is not fair use to strip mine 
the internet by a handful of the 
wealthiest companies in the world 
to further line their pockets. It is 
not fair use, and it is not trans-
formative, and it is replacing the 
market for journalism and many 
other forms of content and creative 
endeavors.

Radsch concluded, “I would just 
say, as we are entering an era of 
turmoil and as we enter the AI era, 
I think publishers must figure out 
how to double down on the humans 
in journalism and make sure that 
the structures that are going to be 
created are designed to support and 
benefit the humans — the journal-
ists and editors — that are needed to 
run a news organization.”

Bob Miller has spent more than 25 
years in local newsrooms, including 
12 years as an executive editor with 
Rust Communications. Bob also 
produces an independent true crime 
investigative podcast called The 
Lawless Files.

This article was reprinted with 
permission from Editor & Publisher. 
It was originally posted at editorand-
publisher.com on Jan. 8, 2025. The 
link for the story is https://www.edi-
torandpublisher.com/stories/fighting-
for-fairness-how-omi-is-defending-
journalism-against-big-tech,253630

Fighting for fairness: How OMI is defending journalism against Big Tech
BOB MILLER
For Editor & Publisher
January 8, 2025

Radsch

Montoya



February 2025•  The Tennessee Press • Page 7

“If it weren’t for my faith, my 
family and my friends, I absolutely 
couldn’t make it,” said Becky Love, 
holding back emotion as she re-
flected on recent losses caused by 
the passage of Hurricane Helene 
through Unicoi County on Sept. 27.

Many people know Love 
through her career in education 
and family connections to the 
county.

“I retired in 2013 after 31 years 
of service,” Love said. “I was 
principal of the high school my 
last seven years, supervisor the 13 
before that, and in the classroom 
the 10 before that.”

Love owned three homes 
between River Road and the local 
radio station. She also had a land-
mark red barn with “Everywhere 
You Look, UT” painted on it. The 
barn was part of the “Everywhere 
You Look, UT” campaign that 
aims to paint a mural bearing the 
slogan in each of Tennessee’s 95 
counties.

The flooding of the Nolichucky 
caused by Hurricane Helene 
claimed her home and the barn 
and damaged Love’s late mother-
in-law’s home and a rental home 
owned by Love. All these prom-
inent buildings were located on 
land along Temple Hill Road until 
floodwaters swept them away.

“We had lived in that house, 
along the river, for 34 years,” Love 
said. “I’ve seen the river go up and 
go down and go up and go down 
over the years. This time, I thought 
I’m just going to wait it out and, if 
it gets really bad, I’ll just go to the 
second floor.”

But, on Friday, Oct. 27, local offi-
cials alerted her that she needed to 
leave her home.

“About 9:30, the sheriff came 
first and said, ‘Becky you’ve got to 
get out.’ Then Regan Tilson piled in 
and then Bart Rea, who took care 
of my landscaping,” she said. “He 
told me, ‘You need to leave now.’ ”

Love recalled that the sheriff and 
the Erwin police chief were coor-
dinating evacuation of the nearby 
Unicoi County Hospital.

“Water was just starting to come 
around the house and across a 
dip in the driveway,” Love said. 

“So, I just got my 
big orange purse, 
got my farm truck 
and I went to my 
friend Elizabeth 
Willis’s home over 
on Chestoa. I took 
nothing else because 
I just thought I’ll 
come back to a mess 
but cleanable.”

She said even 
her son, Rob, from 
Knoxville, was on his 
way with a couple 
of generators and 
squeegees to help her 
clean up.

“Later, I started 
thinking something is 
going on,” Love said. 
“I text the sheriff and 
I text Bart Rea and 
nobody answered. As 
best we can tell, the 
house went within 
a couple of hours 
after I left. Nothing 
- I couldn’t find any-
thing. It all washed 
down stream.”

Love added, “If I 
had thought, on the 
Thursday before, 
when we got that 
rain, I would have 
called a moving van 
and cleared the first 
floor. I wouldn’t have 
thought it could reach 
the second floor.”

Not the kind of downsize 
she had in mind

She’s still coming to terms with 
the loss.

“I thought I was in my forever 
home,” she said. “We (she and 
her late husband, Bobby) lived on 
the first floor with the master, the 
great room and big dining room. 
When the boys were in, we had 
four bedrooms upstairs for them,” 
said Love. “I knew I needed to 
downsize; I just didn’t want to do 
it this way.

“I was going to work on getting 
rid of some clutter after Christmas, 
but now I don’t have to worry 
about that,” she continued in a 
lighthearted manner.

“Nobody has flood insurance 

and, of course, we didn’t,” Love 
said. “We checked years ago and it 
was so expensive.”

Love imagines it will be years of 
recalling things that are gone, but 
at the moment she is just over-
whelmed by it all.

She mentioned photo albums 
and baby books of her boys. She 
had memorabilia belonging to her 
parents.

“Momma went to the old 
high school and was in the first 
graduating class from the one on 
Unaka Way,” she said. “I had her 
four annuals from ’27 through 
’30. She went to UT, and that was 
’31 through ’34. I had all of her 
annuals besides mine. You can’t 
replace them.”

She added, “Bobby got on this 
jewelry fetish about the last three 

or four years before he 
died. He was buying 
me jewelry because I 
didn’t need any more 
possessions. I had tak-
en some out of the safe 
because I was going 
to start wearing it. Of 
course, the safe is gone 
so it wouldn’t have 
mattered either way. 
That’s irreplaceable 
because he bought it.”

Love said that in the 
immediate aftermath 
of the flooding, Rob 
and Twerpy Stromberg 
offered her the use of 
the Brown House on 
South Main Avenue in 
downtown Erwin.

She stayed there 
for a while and then 
got a call from Denise 
Brown who informed 
Love that she had 
been flipping a house 
on Academy Street 
and had just finished 
the remodel.

“She said she would 
put furniture in it and 
I could stay as long as 
I needed,” Love said.

A friend since gram-
mar school came up 
and brought her some 
clothes.

“People have shared 
things with me,” she 
said. “My friends, 

Denise (Brown), Elizabeth Willis, 
Sandy Lingerfelt, Jo Bogart and 
all these people contributed to the 
furnishing of this house I’m in 
now,” she said.

In looking to the future, Love 
said that she is not ready to leave 
Erwin. She discussed the home of 
her mother-in-law, the late Opal 
Love). Still standing, the home 
nonetheless received flood dam-
age, and Love is not sure yet what 
will happen with it.

“Of course it got at least three 
feet on the first floor,” she said. “As 
for the basement, we can forget 
it. The Tennessee Baptist Disaster 
Relief people came and helped 
clear some of the mud and debris, 
and got the dry wall to try and dry 
the house out some. But, we lost so 
much land out there, we are kind 

of in limbo as to whether there will 
even be enough to do anything.”

Much remains 
up in the air

“It literally took all of my 
things,” she said.

However, some of her more 
sentimental possessions have 
been located in a manner that is 
a testament to the strength of the 
floodwaters.

Some of her photographs were 
located on Thompson Road along 
Highway 107 in Washington 
County.

In addition, another photo al-
bum was found during the cleanup 
at Riverview Church, which was 
also affected by the flood.

“Of course, the album wasn’t too 
salvageable,” Love said. “I got two 
or three things out of it.”

Love said that her niece conduct-
ed a search across the interstate 
and found some things.

“You can only imagine the 
strength of the water,” she said. “I 
wouldn’t know where to look or 
the safety of looking if there was 
even anything salvageable.”

Love remains steadfast in her 
belief that God knows what He is 
doing.

“It’s not what I want Him to do,” 
she admitted. “I’ve questioned Him 
before.”

Love said she is starting over at 
age 76.

“I have no choice, and that’s 
when the faith and prayers matter,” 
she said. “I’m a firm believer in 
prayer and have so many praying 
for me. I just have to move on. I 
don’t want to, but I have no choice.”

She has gravitated to Romans 
8:28, which she said her mother 
paraphrased her whole life.

“It will all work out, and it will,” 
she said. “It’s just not my timeline.”

Love recalled that years ago she 
and her family were do-it-your-
selfers.

She noted that the thing she 
liked to do was mow on her 
zero-turn lawnmower because 
doing so gave her time to do a lot 
of thinking and praying.

“I love the outdoors,” Love said.
“I haven’t found the mower 

either,” she added. “But there’s no 
yard to mow.”

Friends, faith factors in Becky Love’s flood recovery
TPA MEMBER COVERAGE SHOWCASE: The Erwin Record

KEITH WHITSON
The Erwin Record
November 12, 2024

Photo by Keith Whitson/Six Rivers Media

Becky Love displays some recovered items discovered after 
the flood.
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to oldest, they circled Santa like the 
Indians did General Custer. Santa 
handed over the booty and they 
giggled and screamed.

Giving still beats receiving
It made for heart-warming 

photos as their mom made each 
child line up to hug and thank 
Santa. Even the adults joined in 
the thanksgiving. This event was 
just the therapy I needed to push 
my troubled thoughts of running 
10 small businesses to the back of 
my mind.

The good moments and photos 
kept coming as we moved from 
house to house. The same scene 
played out over and over a dozen 
times before I decided to move 
ahead of the group and position 
myself for a bike delivery 50 years 
off the road.

By now, news of Santa and the 
firefighters had spread through 
Astronaut Village. Children and 

adults were standing on their front 
porches in anticipation. I stood 
by a youngster and his mom as 
he anxiously watched a firefight-
er wheel a brand new BMX bike 
toward a waiting group.

In the quiet calm before he 
realized the bike was for him, he 
looked up at me and softly whis-
pered, “Hey, are you Santa Claus?” 
I was completely caught off guard 
and stammered, “I might look like 
him, but not today buddy, Santa is 
over there, dressed in red.”

He thanked me and then bolted 
toward bike-toting firefighters 
Cameron Wallace and Nick Tutor 
where he danced and skipped 
around them until jumping on 
his new steed while his mother 
cried. Through her tears she said, 
“Thank you so much, the kids 
wouldn’t have had Christmas if it 
weren’t for you.”

I moved on to the next house 
where I posted up by the window 
as a firefighter knocked on the 
door. I saw a child lift the blinds, 
see me and yelled to his parents, 

“Santa’s outside!
I called it quits after that. I had 

captured plenty of good moments 
and, besides, I was licking my 
wounds a little. Being called Santa 
twice in the span to 30 minutes 
was a first. Then I realized this is 
the first year I photographed the 
event sporting my white beard.

The Santa story got a lot of 
laughs with my family and friends 
on Christmas Day, and it reminded 
me why I love getting out behind 
the lens and documenting life. It 
recharged my batteries that day 
and made me realize that my day 
in and day out problems running 
newspapers aren’t so bad after all.

This article originally was pub-
lished Jan. 8 in the Bowling Green 
(Ky.) Daily News.

Joe Imel is the publisher of the 
Daily News and 9 other Carpenter 
Media Group newspapers in Ken-
tucky, Ohio and Tennessee.

He can be reached at 
(270) 783-3273 or via email at 
joe.imel@bgdailynews.com.

Eight First Amendment stories to watch in 2025
Editor’s note: This commentary 

was originally published by the 
Freedom Forum on Dec. 23, 2024, 
about a month before Donald 
Trump was inaugurated for his sec-
ond term as U.S. president. It has 
been minimally copyedited with no 
updates added to it and to fit the 
space allotted.

The First Amendment’s 2025 
starts with significant legal ques-
tions. There is a major First Amend-
ment case involving adult online 
content and the potential end to 
social media powerhouse TikTok’s 
availability in the United States.

TikTok ban looms 
in the U.S.

The U.S. Supreme Court agreed 
to hear arguments on Jan. 10 
on the looming ban on TikTok’s 
availability to users in the United 
States, that were set to go into 
effect on Jan. 19, 2025. The court, 
in taking the case, said that it 
wouldn’t decide on any temporary 
delay in enforcing the law until it 
hears the oral arguments.

The Protecting Americans from 
Foreign Adversary Controlled 
Applications Act will make it 
illegal for TikTok to operate in the 
U.S. unless the domestic version 

of the worldwide app is sold by its 
China-based owner ByteDance.

TikTok has 170 million U.S. 
users. It is a short-form vid-
eo-sharing app and among the 
most popular online operations 
globally. After the deadline, online 
app stores and internet services 
could face hefty fines for providing 
access to or for hosting TikTok.

In early December, a three-judge 
panel in the U.S. Court of Appeals 
for the District of Columbia upheld 
the ban. “The First Amendment 
exists to protect free speech in 
the United States,” Judge Douglas 
Ginsburg wrote for the panel. “Here 
the government acted solely to 
protect that freedom from a foreign 
adversary nation and to limit that 
adversary’s ability to gather data on 
people in the United States.”

The appeal of that decision 
sets up a Supreme Court collision 
between a right first confirmed 
by the court in a religious liberty 

decision in 1943 establishing 
that freedom of speech includes 
the right to receive information, 
versus decisions by the justices 
as far back as 1891 that the First 
Amendment (and the entire U.S. 
Constitution) does not apply to 
foreign corporations, or to citizens 
of other nations unless they are 
physically in the United States.

The government has said there 
is a national security threat due 
to Chinese ownership because the 
app collects large amounts of user 
data, including viewing habits, 
and that TikTok’s operating algo-
rithm could be used by China to 
shape content without users being 
aware they are being manipulated.

TikTok’s lawyers have said the 
First Amendment does protect the 
company’s United States subsidi-
ary. Also, they say that the govern-
ment violated the U.S. subsidiary’s 
free speech rights by targeting 
the app for its content and for not 
making a sincere effort to negoti-
ate new safeguards on the app to 
address both the national security 
and manipulation concerns.

President-elect Donald J. Trump 
could also step into the dispute, 
following through on campaign 
promises to “save” TikTok from the 
ban, despite trying to shut down 

the app during his first presiden-
tial term. The law does contain 
a potential 90-day delay in going 
into effect, but that originally was 
intended to allow more time for 
completing a late-pending sale.

Trump has said he considers 
TikTok a potential security risk 
but also that it is needed as a com-
petitor to Facebook.

Access to sites with 
adult content

On Jan. 15, the Supreme Court 
was to hear arguments in Free 
Speech Coalition Inc. v. Paxton, 
involving a 2023 Texas law that 
requires adults to prove their 
identity before viewing websites or 
social media containing more than 
one-third sexual content.

When Texas lawmakers created 
the age verification requirement, 
they cited a need to protect young 
people from easy access to sexual 
images and other adult content 
online.

Critics of the law say having 
to provide personal information 
chills the First Amendment rights 
of adults to anonymous free 
expression. They add that it also 
violates federal law that protects 
privately owned online operations 

from government action based on 
a site’s content.

The key question for the justices 
is the standard of legal review to 
determine the constitutionality of 
the Texas law. Opponents of the 
law will argue the standard should 
be the difficult-to-prove “strict 
scrutiny,” a high bar that requires 
the government, in this case, to 
show age verification is undeni-
ably necessary and that no less 
restrictive method will work.

Supporters of the law will say 
that a lesser standard of “rational 
review” should be applied, requir-
ing only that the law is reasonably 
related to a legitimate government 
interest, in this case, protect-
ing minors from sexual content 
deemed harmful to them.

Religious affiliated orga-
nizations and taxes

The Supreme Court agreed in 
mid-December to decide whether 
the Catholic Charities Bureau 
of the Diocese of Superior in 
Wisconsin should be exempt from 
Wisconsin’s unemployment tax 
system, which could affect the tax 
status of such groups nationwide.

SANTA  from Page 4

See POLICINSKI Page 11

Freedom
Forum

Gene Policinski

to examine the situation. Let’s just 
hope that our conclusion-blunders 
have been less severe than that 
CEO’s.

Lesson learned?
There’s a lesson here. How could 

this real or imagined CEO have 
handled things differently? 

First of all, he could have asked 
for the right kind of information, 
instead of assuming the guy 
worked there and asking how 
much money he made. He might 
have asked – with a smile, not 
with anger – “Excuse me, what’s 
your department?” If the man 
had answered that he worked in 
a particular department (human 
resources, for example), the CEO 
could have used that opportunity 
to create a welcoming environ-
ment:

“It’s great to see human resourc-
es represented here today. You 
don’t have to stand. Please feel free 

to find a seat. There are some good 
spots right there on the second 
row.” 

On the other hand, if the guy 
had replied that he was delivering 
pizza – and if the CEO wanted 
to be a superstar – he could have 
offered to pay for the pizza order 
on the spot.

Then he could have stated that 
he would like to treat the entire 
company to pizza next week. Of 
course, the pizza delivery guy 
would get credit for the order. 

In either case, everybody wins. 
The next time you find yourself 

forming a hasty opinion, take a 
moment to dig a little deeper. You 
might find an opportunity to be a 
hero. 

Copyright 2024 by John Foust. 
All rights reserved. John Foust has 
conducted training programs for 
thousands of newspaper advertising 
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

FOUST  from Page 1
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Sherry Mitchell
Family, friends and co-workers 

are remembering Main Street Me-
dia’s Sumner County publications 
editor Sherry Mitchell, who died 
Jan. 26.

Mitchell, 67, was the editor for 
the Gallatin News, Hendersonville 
Standard and Portland Sun for the 
past 11 years.

“We are absolutely heartbroken 
about Sherry,” Main Street Media 
owner Dave Gould said. “She was 
a wonderful person with a great 
laugh who loved to share stories 
with us about her family. She was 
our Sumner County editor for the 
last 11 years and was an outstand-
ing journalist. We are really going 
to miss her.”

Mitchell’s mother, Pat Whit-
more, said that her daughter 
graduated from Hendersonville 
High School in 1975 and later 
graduated from Middle Tennessee 
State University.

Whitmore also said that Mitchell 
was an organ donor. The family 
will have a Celebration of Life event 
at a date yet to be announced.

“She was always a happy person,” 

Whitmore said. 
“She wanted to 
encourage other 
people. I think 
one of the things 
that I think I’ll 
miss most about 
her is her laugh.”

Whitmore said 
that Mitchell 
wanted to be a 

nurse before she became a jour-
nalist. After around six months 
of studying at Saint Thomas and 
deciding that nursing wasn’t what 
she wanted to do, Mitchell ex-
plored a handful of other careers 
before approaching her parents 
and telling them that she wanted 
to be a reporter.

Mitchell worked at several 
newspapers before her mother 
suggested that she approach the 
Hendersonville Star News.

“She loved it and she loved the 
people,” Whitmore said. “The more 
she worked, the more she loved the 
people and she loved to work.”

Former Hendersonville Standard 
reporter Tena Lee worked with 
Mitchell at both of the Henderson-

ville publications.
“Before we all started work-

ing from home, Sherry filled our 
newsroom with her infectious 
laugh and sometimes irreverent 
humor,” Lee said. “She loved 
to laugh and she loved to share 
her community’s triumphs and 
tragedies because she knew they 
bonded us all in a unique way. 
With Sherry’s passing, community 
journalism lost a true and genuine 
champion.”

Under Mitchell’s leadership 
as editor, the Gallatin News was 
named best weekly newspaper in 
the state twice and the Henderson-
ville Standard once.

Both newspapers often received 
first-place awards in several cate-
gories in the Tennessee Press As-
sociation’s annual awards contest, 
including Public Service, Investi-
gative Reporting, News Reporting 
and Feature Writing.

City of Gallatin Special Projects 
Director Josh Cross began working 
with Mitchell at the Gallatin News 
Examiner in 2013. In 2017, he went 
to work with her again as a report-
er with the Gallatin News, where 

Obituaries

Mitchell

he worked with her until 2021.
“She was my editor and I was a 

reporter and she was really good 
to work for,” Cross said. “She 
knew what she was doing. She 
was a good editor. She was a good 
reporter. More than anything, I 
think she was a good friend.”

Elected officials in Sumner 
County are also reflecting on 
Mitchell’s legacy.

“I think Sherry was a constant 
professional,” Sumner County 
Mayor John Isbell said. “I had a 
very good relationship with her, 
always was able to speak to her 
and felt that her reporting was 
always fair and on point.”

Sumner County Commissioner 
Merrol Hyde said he regretted 
hearing about Mitchell’s passing.

“I had the highest respect for 
Sherry,” Hyde said. “She was 
always very fair and very honest 
and straightforward in all of her 
articles and reporting in the peri-
od that I knew her.”

Mitchell’s sister-in-law, Rhian-
non Whitmore, said that Mitchell 
had a way of lighting up a room.

“Today, we mourn the loss of an 

incredible woman, someone who 
left an indelible mark on all who 
knew her,” Rhiannon Whitmore 
said. “Sherry was a pillar of our 
community, known for her jovial 
spirit, her fierce independence, and 
her unwavering drive to accom-
plish anything she set her mind to.”

Mitchell is survived by 
her daughter, Charity Miller, 
two grandchildren and four 
great-grandchildren, along with 
her mother, brother, sister-in-
law and grand-nephew. She was 
preceded in death by her father, 
Felix Whitmore, and her nephew 
Christopher Whitmore.

“Sherry wasn’t just family to 
us; she was a friend, a role model, 
and a source of strength,” Rhian-
non Whitmore said. “Her absence 
leaves a void that can never truly 
be filled, but her legacy of love, 
kindness and determination will 
live on in the hearts of all who 
were fortunate enough to know 
her.”

Main Street Media, Gallatin
Jan. 28, 2025

Main Street Media selected for newsroom accelerator program

Main Street Media of Tennessee 
has been selected as one of 35 
newsrooms to participate in Re-
port for America’s pilot accelerator 
program in 2025.

Each newsroom will receive 
coaching, training and fiscal spon-
sorship, if needed, to help diver-
sify revenue streams by tapping 
into local philanthropic support. 
Report for America has helped 
newsrooms across the United 
States raise more than $30 million 
since 2017.

“We are honored to be chosen to 
participate in the Report for Amer-
ica accelerator program,” Main 
Street Media owner Dave Gould 
said. “Local media companies 
must continue to evolve and learn 
new ways to generate support to 
ensure we can continue to provide 
our readers and communities with 
important, relevant and credible 
local news and information. This 
program will help to guide us 
down a path to long-term success.”

Report for America supports 

local newsroom 
success and 
sustainability 
by recruiting 
and covering a 
portion of the 
salary of talented 
next-generation 
journalists. Their 
partnership mod-
el is structured 
to harness the 

skills and idealism of an emerging 
group of journalists, plus the cre-
ative spirit of local news organiza-
tions like Main Street Media.

“Since our program started, 
we’ve seen first hand the impact of 
helping newsrooms tell their story 
to help their community better 
understand the roles and benefits 
of local news. People are stepping 
up to generate new ways to fund 
newsrooms across the country,” said 
Morgan Baum, Report for America’s 
director of local news sustainability.

“We’ve also learned that our 
newsroom partners could greatly 
benefit from our support in order 
to prepare for journalists to join 
their teams. Our new accelerator 
program will work with news-

room leaders to generate new 
revenue to do just that — a spring-
board to financial stability with 
the goal of helping newsrooms not 
just survive but thrive and grow.”

Founded in 2013, Main Street 
Media of Tennessee publishes 15 
weekly newspapers in 13 Nash-
ville-area counties along with 
websites, email newsletters, social 
media pages and a streaming TV 
channel, Main Street Media TV. 
Main Street Media’s mission is 
to provide readers with unique 
hyper-local news and information 
that is relevant and impacts their 
daily lives. The company is locally 
owned and operated by Gould and 
his wife Ellen in Gallatin.

Main Street Media’s portfolio 
includes the Cheatham County 
Exchange, Chronicle of Mt. Juliet, 
Dickson Post, Gallatin News, 
Hendersonville Standard, Houston 
County Herald, Lawrence County 
Advocate, Main Street Clarksville, 
Main Street Fairview, Main Street 
Maury, Main Street Nashville, 
Main Street Preps, Murfreesboro 
Post, Portland Sun, Pulaski Citizen, 
Robertson County Connection, 
Titan Insider and Wilson Post.

SUBMITTED
Main Street Media, Gallatin
January 2, 2025
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NLRB returns to clear and unmistakable waiver test
When a Collective Bargaining 

Agreement is in effect, a key pro-
vision is the Management Rights 
Article and management’s right to 
make unilateral changes during 
the term of the Agreement. During 
President Trump’s first term, the 
Trump NLRB adopted the Contract 
Coverage test. Under that test, 
when a union objects to an Em-
ployer’s unilateral change during 
the term of a Collective Bargaining 
Agreement, the NLRB gave effect 
to the plain meeting of the rele-
vant contact language, applying 
ordinary principles of contract 
interpretation. Under the con-
tract coverage test, the NLRB was 
likely to find lawful the Employer 
unilateral change. This is an issue 
when a union files an unfair labor 
practice charge claiming that the 
Employer’s unilateral change is 
unlawful; the Employer should 
have bargained with the union. 

On Dec. 10, 2024, (the day before 
the Senate rejected a second term 
for Chairman McFerran) the Board 
led by McFerran overturned the 
Contract Coverage test and returned 
to the “Clear and Unmistakable 
Waiver” standard for determining 
whether an Employer may make 
changes to terms and conditions 
of employment while a Collective 
Bargaining Agreement is in effect.

In the new case Endurance 
Environmental Solutions, the NLRB 
ruled that the Management Rights 
Clause lacked the specificity needed 
to constitute a waiver of the union’s 
right to bargain. Under the Clear 
and Unmistakable Waiver Stan-
dard, the Board will consider “the 
precise wording of relevant contract 
provisions” and will reject waiver 
defenses based on contract language 
“couched in general terms” that do 
not refer to “any particular subject 
area.” The Board also held that a 
broad General Management Rights 
Clause that is not specific about a 
particular proposed change will not 
be considered a waiver. The Board 
ruled that if the Management Rights 
Provision does not explicitly and 
unequivocally present a clear and 
unmistakable waiver of the union’s 
right to bargain over specific issue, 
management must give mid-con-
tract notice and an opportunity to 
bargain over any change of a man-
datory subject of bargaining. Key 

Legal
Update

L. Michael Zinser

here is drafting a detailed, long form 
management rights article. This 
writer always bargains hard for a 
very detailed, specific management 
rights article. 

In past years when the Board 
had used the Clear and Unmistak-
able Waiver standard, it met with 
hostility at many United States 
Courts of Appeal, particularly 
the D.C. Circuit that previously 
sanctioned the NLRB for its ongo-
ing application of the Clear and 
Unmistakable Waiver Standard. 

Finally, a newly constituted 
Republican majority on the NLRB 
will likely make overturning this 
decision one of its key priorities.

 
NLRB has no authority 
to award compensatory 
damages

Section 10(c) of the National 
Labor Relations Act authorizes the 
Board to order Employers to cease 
and desist from unfair labor prac-
tices and “to take such affirmative 
action, including reinstatement of 
employees with or without back-
pay, as will effectuate the policies 
of this Act.” Until 2022, Courts and 
the Board understood Section 10(c) 
to limit the Board’s ability to order 
monetary relief to instances of 
backpay. In 2022 the Board changed 

its position as a result of its decision 
in Thryv, which held that in all 
cases in which the Board’s standard 
remedy would include an order for 
make whole relief, it would also 
expressly order that the Employer 
compensate the affected employees 
for all direct and foreseeable pecu-
niary harms suffered as a result of 
the Employer’s unfair labor practice. 
In NRLB v. Starbucks Corp. the 
United States Court of Appeals for 
the 3rd Circuit ruled that Congress 
did not “establish a general scheme 
authorizing the Board to award full 
compensatory damages for injuries 
caused by wrongful conduct.” 

The Board had ruled that 
Starbucks committed unfair labor 
practices by illegally firing two (2) 
workers in Philadelphia. Starbucks 
challenged the ruling and the 
Board’s order on the grounds that 
the Board exceeded its statutory 
authority under Section 10(c) of 
the Act by ordering a remedy that 
was neither backpay nor equitable 
in nature. The Court agreed with 
the argument of Starbucks and 
stated that Congress did not “es-
tablish a general scheme authoriz-
ing the Board to award full com-
pensatory damages for injuries 
caused by wrongful conduct.” The 
Court held that the Board’s order 
requiring Starbucks to compen-

sate the two (2) Baristas for any 
direct or foreseeable pecuniary 
harms resulting from the unfair 
labor practices resembled an order 
to pay compensatory damages, 
a remedy that far exceeds the 
Board’s authority under the Act.

The court explained that Con-
gress granted the Board authority 
to order equitable but not legal re-
lief. The Board’s decision permitted 
legal relief in the form of damages, 
ordering Starbucks to compensate 
the employees not only for backpay 
but for search for work and interim 
employment expenses. The Court 
said this exceeded the Board’s 
authority and held that monetary 
relief to the affected employees 
cannot exceed what the Employer 
unlawfully withheld. 

Challenges to NLRB 
administrative law 
judges continue

Last fall I reported on a case 
involving SpaceX Exploration 
Technologies. In that case the U.S. 
District Court for the Western 
District of Texas ruled that SpaceX 
would suffer an irreparable injury 
if the NLRB were allowed to 
proceed to a hearing before an 
Administrative Law Judge (“ALJ”). 

USA TODAY Network hosts 2nd annual Journalism Academy

USA TODAY Network Tennessee  
hosted its second annual Journal-
ism Academy for college students 
Jan. 7-9 in Nashville.

Twelve juniors and seniors from 
colleges across the State of Tennes-
see participated and received an 
intensive three-day training on ar-
eas such as writing and reporting, 
investigations, digital production, 
and applying for jobs from news 
professionals.

This innovative program takes 
top talent from all three Grand 
Divisions of the Volunteer State 
and creates opportunities for 
learning, networking and men-
torship.

The students who participated 
were:

• Sarai Bennett (Memphis), 
University of Memphis

• Kylia Berry (Seymour), Uni-

versity of Tennessee 
Knoxville

• Anastasia 
Boldyreva (St. 
Petersburg, Russia), 
Lipscomb University

• Hannah Carley 
(Fayetteville), Middle 
Tennessee State 
University

• Anabelle Coker 
(Clarksville), Austin 
Peay State University

• Catherine Cox 
(Soddy Daisy), Uni-
versity of Tennessee 
Knoxville

• Michelle 
Loria (Venezuela), 
Trevecca Nazarene 
University

• Samuel McCormick (German-
town), University of Memphis

• Shauna Reynolds (Nolens-
ville), Middle Tennessee State 
University

• Nolan Russell (Chattanooga), 
Belmont University

• Brianna Sorrell (Memphis), 
Middle Tennessee State University

• Faith Vance (Bristol), East 
Tennessee State University

Photo by Andrew Nelles/USA TODAY Network Tennesse

Front row (l. to r.):  Hannah Carley, Anabelle 
Coker, Sarai Bennett. Middle row: Kylia Berry, 
Catherine Cox, Anastasia Boldyreva, Nolan Rus-
sell, Michelle Loria. Back row: Shauna Reynolds, 
Samuel McCormick, Faith Vance, Brianna Sorrell.

SUBMITTED
USA TODAY Network Tennessee
January 10, 2025

See ZINSER Page 12

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



February 2025 •  The Tennessee Press • Page 11

Do you take notes by hand? Do 
you ever draft an article by hand?

Time and indulgent editors per-
mitting, it’s worth considering.

If you’re like most digitally 
savvy editors and reporters, you 
rarely write by hand.

The laborious process of tracing 
your thoughts, letter by letter, on 
the page is becoming a relic of the 
past. Text messages and thumb-
typed to do lists have replaced 
handwritten and sticky notes. 

Electronic keyboards offer obvi-
ous efficiency that boosts produc-
tivity. Imagine having to answer 
all your emails by longhand.

Writing by hand during a speech, 
court trial or anything else you’re 
covering can lead to better concep-
tual understanding and analysis.

Gripping a pen nimbly enough 
to write is complicated. It re-
quires your brain to monitor the 

pressure of each finger on the 
pen. Then, your motor system has 
to modify that pressure to create 
each letter of the words in your 
head to paper.

Each of your fingers do some-
thing different to produce a 
recognizable letter,” Sophia Vin-
ci-Booher, a Vanderbilt University 
educational neuroscientist, told 
science journalist Jonathan Lam-
bert. Adding to the complexity, 
your visual system must process 
that letter as it’s formed. 

With each stroke, your brain 
compares the unfolding script 
with mental models of the letters 
and words, adjusting fingers to 
create the letters’ shapes. That’s 
not true for typing.

To type, your fingers don’t have 
to trace the form of the letters. They 
just make three relatively simple 
and uniform movements. In com-
parison, it takes more brainpower, 
as well as cross-talk between brain 
areas, to hand write than type.

One of the main benefits of writ-
ing by hand is that it simply forces 
us to slow down.

During a meeting or lecture, it’s 
possible to type what you’re hear-
ing verbatim. But often, “you’re 
not actually processing that in-
formation — you’re just typing in 
the blind,” says Van der Meer. “If 
you take notes by hand, you can’t 
write everything down.”

The relative slowness of the 
medium forces you to process the 
information, writing key words 
or phrases and using drawing or 
arrows to work through ideas, she 
says. “You make the information 
your own, which helps it stick in 
the brain.

Such connections are still possi-
ble when typing, but they need to 
be made more intentionally. 

“We’re foisting a lot of our 
knowledge, extending our cogni-
tion, to other devices, so it’s only 
natural that we’ve started using 
these other agents to do our writ-
ing for us.” 

It’s possible that this might free 
up our minds to do other kinds of 
hard thinking, he says.

We don’t have to ditch digital 
tools to harness the power of 
handwriting. Research suggests 
that scribbling with a stylus on a 

screen activates the same brain 
pathways as etching ink on paper. 

To keep in practice, each morn-
ing I write 350 words by hand in 
my journal. It may be the only 
time that day I write by hand. Is 
that enough? Probably not but it’s 
part of my routine. 

Hemingway, Pyle and hundreds 
of other journalists and writers did 
it. Why not you?

The above will appear in my 
next book The Art of Compelling 
Writing, Volume 3, which is already 
in the works. Volumes 1 and 2 are 
available at Amazon.com. Volume 
3 will appear this year. These books 
were published to help editors like 
you teach your reporters how to 
write well. Proceeds go to support 
adult literacy tutoring. You will help 
someone learn to read and write. To 
comment or with questions, please 
write JerryBellune@yahoo.com

The benefits of writing by hand can extend to journalists
Compelling
Writing

Jerry Bellune

The Charities group argues that 
it is exempt from such taxes as part 
of the First Amendment’s protec-
tion of freedom of religion. The 
Wisconsin Supreme Court rejected 
that argument. It said the Charities 
operations are secular humanitar-
ian programs to assist the poor, 
older adults and those with disabil-
ities. Employees do not have to be 
Catholic, and there is no religious 
training or education involved.

Religious liberty and 
schools

Conflict over state government 
mandates for the posting in public 
schools of the Ten Commandments 
is likely to continue in the new year.

In November, a federal district 
court temporarily blocked a new 
Louisiana requirement that the 
Ten Commandments be displayed 
in every public classroom by Jan. 
1, 2025. The temporary injunction 
prevents enforcement of the law 
while a promised appeal by the 
state is pending.

In Oklahoma, a state legislator 
introduced legislation in early De-
cember to require public schools 
to display posters containing the 
Ten Commandments in every 
classroom. The law anticipates 
the posters would be donated by 
private citizens or groups and 
not funded by the state. In June, 

Oklahoma Schools Superintendent 
Ryan Walters ordered the Ten 
Commandments and other such 
religiously affiliated documents be 
displayed or used in public school 
classrooms. His authority for such 
an order has been challenged.

An appeal is pending for an 
Indiana music teacher who states 
his religious beliefs conflict with 
a school system requirement 
that teachers refer to transgender 
students with names and pronouns 
that students and their parents 
requested. John Kluge has said he 
will appeal to the U.S. Supreme 
Court a ruling by the U.S. Seventh 
Circuit Court of Appeals upholding 
a lower court decision against him. 
The teacher in the Brownsburg 
Community School Corporation 
in Indiana initially sought and ob-
tained a religious exemption from 
the school district — later rescind-
ed — to use only the last names of 
all students in class and to transfer 
the distribution of school orchestra 
uniforms to another staff member. 
The appeal states that “affirm-
ing transgenderism” violates his 
Christian faith, that the use of such 
terms would be a “dangerous lie,” 
and that such a religious accom-
modation “would allow him to stay 
neutral on transgender issues and 
focus on teaching music.”

 
Social media regulation

Expect the wide-ranging debate 
over government regulation of 

social media to continue across a 
variety of issues.

Court challenges remain 
pending to Texas and Florida laws 
that would prevent social media 
platforms from restricting a user 
or post based on the viewpoint 
being expressed.

Moody v. NetChoice LLC looks at 
Florida Senate Bill 7072, which pro-
hibits large social media platforms 
from banning political candidates 
or “journalistic enterprises” and 
from deleting or minimizing the 
visibility of posts by or about them, 
among other provisions.

NetChoice LLC v. Paxton looks 
at Texas House Bill 20, which 
prohibits large social media plat-
forms from taking any action to 
“block, ban, remove, deplatform, 
demonetize, de-boost, restrict, 
deny equal access or visibility 
to, or otherwise discriminate 
against expression” in user posts. 
The law also requires these 
platforms to notify users and 
the government about how they 
moderate content.

The U.S. Court of Appeals for 
the 11th Circuit barred Florida 
from enforcing most of its law, 
while the 5th Circuit Court of 
Appeals upheld the Texas law. The 
Supreme Court said both circuits 
had failed to use a proper First 
Amendment analysis in consider-
ing the cases, and on July 1, sent 
both back to the appellate courts 
for additional review.

Flag desecration
Trump promised voters that he 

would move to establish penalties 
for desecration of the U.S. flag. “I 
want to get a law passed,” Trump 
said at the National Guard Associ-
ation conference in Michigan on 
Aug. 24. “You burn an American 
flag, you go to jail for one year. We 
gotta do it.” Trump added, “They 
say, ‘Sir, that’s unconstitutional.’ 
We’ll make it constitutional.”

U.S. Supreme Court decisions 
more than 30 years ago said flag 
desecration — however unpopular 
— is a form of protected speech. 
Those decisions could be voided 
by a new Supreme Court ruling 
or by an amendment to the U.S. 
Constitution.

Defamation lawsuits
Two U.S. Supreme Court justices 

have called for revising a 1964 
decision, New York Times Co. v. 
Sullivan, which makes it difficult 
for public officials and public 
persons to successfully sue news 
operations or others for libel or 
slander.

Sullivan requires them to prove 
“actual malice” to win a law-
suit. “Actual malice” is defined 
as publishing or making a false 
statement about someone while 
knowing it is not true or with 
reckless disregard to the state-
ment’s truthfulness.

Justice Clarence Thomas has 

said there is no historical legal 
basis for the Sullivan decision, and 
Justice Neil Gorsuch has written 
that given changes over 60 years 
in the nature of the news media 
and the pervasive reach of social 
media and online search engines, 
it should be easier for at least 
public figures to win defamation 
cases.

Free speech
On Dec. 5, Thomas — in a rare 

action overriding an earlier refusal 
by Justice Elena Kagan — agreed 
to have the justices consider 
whether to accept a case involv-
ing a Washington state medical 
commission’s attempt to limit a 
doctor’s speech in a public forum. 
The case involves a claim of pro-
fessional misconduct brought in 
2022 against a physician for what 
the commission said was spread-
ing COVID-19 misinformation in 
newspaper columns he wrote.

Freedom Forum experts will 
be following these and other First 
Amendment stories in the year to 
come. Subscribe to the 1st Things 
First newsletter for weekly First 
Amendment headlines and analy-
sis. Also, be sure to follow us on X 
and Facebook for daily updates on 
all things First Amendment-related.

Gene Policinski is a senior fellow 
for the First Amendment at Free-
dom Forum. He can be reached at 
gpolicinski@freedomforum.org.

POLICINSKI from Page 8



Page 12 • The Tennessee Press • January 2025

It was the best 100 miles he’s 
ever driven.

Jeff Underwood had no idea the 
day would be a good one when 
he woke at 1 a.m. and decided to 
start his trek home to Jefferson 
County from Russellville, Ark. He 
just knew he wanted to get started 
home early.

Underwood is a project manag-
er for Mahle. He travels to plants 
across the country to troubleshoot, 
and that means too many nights 
in hotel rooms with little to do. 
He likes to get an early start on 
the 624-mile trip from Russellville 
when he can because he misses 
his wife Kim and the farm they 
work together.

Something else had been 
weighing on him lately, however. 
Underwood had seen the dev-
astation Hurricane Helene had 
wrought on North Carolina, and 
thinking about the farmers there 
kept him up at night. Underwood 
had put up extra hay this sea-
son, the way he usually does. He 
wished he could send them part 
of his crop — he just didn’t know 
how to do it.

“I knew how bad they needed it, 
but I just couldn’t figure out what 
to do. I knew I didn’t have the 
truck or the equipment to get over 
those mountains with a big load 
of hay.”

It was the other side of Cross-
ville, only a hundred miles from 

home, when everything changed. 
Underwood spotted a pick-up 
truck with Illinois plates hauling a 
trailer loaded with round bales. He 
followed it to the next exit, where it 
stopped in the Buc-ee’s parking lot.

The four occupants of the 
truck, who have been friends for 
more than 50 years, were a little 
surprised when a random motorist 
approached them to ask, “Where 
are you going with that hay?”

When they told him North 
Carolina, Underwood replied, “I 
thought so.”

The four Illinoisans, all volun-
teers for the organization “Way 
of the Cross Ranch Ministries,” 
looked at one another. They are 
accustomed to unusual things 
happening. Ministry Coordinator 
Jerry Burwell said they’ve learned 
to have faith that God will work 
things out way better than they 
can do it themselves.

Last Thursday morning, Bur-
well and associates Randy Jones, 
Mike Ilberry, and Guy Wilson 
were driving their truck through a 
big flat field on Underwood’s farm, 

where he loaded the first install-
ment of what would become a 
donation of 200 large round bales 
of hay for North Carolina farmers. 
The hay was destined for farms 
around Warrensville, where, as 
Burwell described it, “everything 
is brown with a layer of silt from 
the flood. There’s nothing for the 
cattle to eat, and those farmers 
depend on their herds for a living.”

By Tuesday, the Ministry had 
hauled 120 bales for Underwood, 
whose friend Danny Shrader did 
the loading while he was back in 
Arkansas. The trucks and trailers 
– two of them now – returned 
yesterday morning, and may wrap 
up the mission later this week.

“I’m really glad I could help 
out,” said Shrader, who has also 
farmed all his life (his field on 
Dumplin Valley Road is the loca-
tion for the annual hot air balloon 
festival). “I must be really lucky, 
because Jeff doesn’t trust just 
anybody with his tractor.”

The ’24 model Massey Ferguson 
feels more like “a spaceship” than 
Shrader’s older model tractors, he 
said.

“I think it’s great what Jeff is 
doing,” said Shrader. “Farmers 
will always help farmers when the 
need comes up. He’s carrying on a 
tradition.”

That tradition is personal to 
Underwood, because he has been 
on the other side of it. The farm 
where the Ministry was loading 
hay was left to him by close friend 
W.D. Goforth, who passed away 
in 2016.

Goforth lived a life of generosity, 
never turning down anyone who 
was in need. He left his farm to 
the Underwoods because he want-
ed it to stay a farm. Jeff and Kim 
have carried out his wishes.

“He was like a second grandfa-
ther or father to me and our kids,” 
Jeff said. “He was an inspiration. 
He always said, ‘Pay it forward, 
and you’ll be rewarded,’ and he 
taught me that the reward was the 
good feeling you get from giving.”

Raised poor with five brothers 
and sisters, Goforth was a talented 
athlete at Maury High School, 
where the Detroit Tigers signed 
him to play professional baseball. 
Then he lost parts of two fingers 
in an accident in shop class just 
before graduation.

“He told me that was when he 
knew God had different plans for 
him, and he made the most of 
that.”

W.D.’s mother Burvelle joked 
that she named him with simple 
initials because his birth inter-
rupted her chores on wash day. 
Everybody called him “Dub.” Af-
ter his wife Carolyn died young of 
cancer, he cared for his mother-in-
law, Mary Owenby, until she died 
in her 90s. Dub lived to age 83.

“I knew he’d want me to make 
sure I gave some of the hay from 
his farm to people who need it,” 
said Underwood. “That’s the rea-
son it was bothering me so much. 
I knew he’d be right here where I 
am if he could.”

Maybe he wasn’t there in per-
son, but his legacy was.
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Jeff Underwood (second from left) donated 200 round bales of hay to 
help farmers in flood-stricken North Carolina. Members of the “Way of 
the Cross Ranch Ministries” did the hauling. They included (from left) 
Randy Jones, Mike Ilbery, Guy Wilson, and Jerry Burwell.

The Court said that being subject-
ed to an unconstitutional agency 
authority – a proceeding by an 
unaccountable ALJ – is a here and 
now injury. The Court said that 
the case was all about avoiding an 
illegitimate proceeding. 

The NLRB has appealed that case 
to the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 
5th Circuit. Recently (November 
18, 2024) the 5th Circuit heard oral 
arguments in that appeal. 

On Dec. 10, 2024, Judge Trevor 
McFadden of the U.S. District Court 
for the District of Columbia issued 
a potentially significant decision 
in a legal challenge to the constitu-
tionality of NLRB ALJs. The Court 
ruled that NLRB ALJs have tenure 
protections that are unconstitu-
tional. The Court ruled that ALJs 

– as executive officers – must be 
removeable at will by the NLRB, 
the Agency that appoints them. 

Judge McFadden ruled that the 
two layered tenure protections for 
NLRB ALJs were unconstitutional 
under Article II of the Constitu-
tion because they foreclose the 
President from deciding whether 
good cause exists and frustrate 
attempts to hold ALJs accountable 
for “un-ordained and perhaps 
unwise” decisions. 

Expect this ruling to be ap-
pealed to the United States Court 
of Appeals for the D.C. Circuit.

L. Michael Zinser, Gallatin, 
Tenn., represents employers on 
a nationwide basis in the areas 
of labor and employment. Reach 
him at 615.244.9700 or mzinser@
zinserlaw.com
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discourage or depress audiences. 
Robust studies show that audiences 
respond positively to journalism 
that helps them envision and build 
a more equitable and sustainable 
world—which, in turn, can push 
advertisers to rethink whether 
narrow conceptions of brand safety 
apply to quality journalism.

• Help the public understand the 
stakes by reporting on advertising 
blocklists. For examples, see the 
New Humanitarian’s 2021 report 
about advertisers defunding crisis 
journalism and the Markup’s 2021 
pair of reports exposing significant 
loopholes in the YouTube blocklist 
intended to restrict advertisers 
from building campaigns around 
hate terms.

Promoting public understanding 

might include looking for story 
leads that address any of these final 
three, broader recommendations:

• Join efforts to reform over-
blocking, which ultimately depend 
on greater transparency and de-
creasing information asymmetries 
among advertisers, brand safety 
companies, and news publishers.

• Call on brand safety compa-
nies to do their part. “Brand safety 
needs to be a conversation involv-
ing people, not technology that 
is ill-equipped for today’s digital 
publishing landscape,” Orlando 
Reece, CEO of Pride Media, which 
owns the LGBTQ+ news website 
The Advocate, told CHEQ.

• Support development of AI that 
provides contextual understanding 
of keywords. Contextual adver-
tising is replacing the most blunt 
forms of keyword blocklisting. 

One company has used diversity, 
equity and inclusion (DEI) texts 
to train an AI model that correct-
ly categorizes more than eighty 
percent of news content — which 
leaves much room for improve-
ment — but, encouragingly, by 
using a racial diversity filter the AI 
unblocked five percent of content 
otherwise deemed “sensitive.”

News avoidance typically refers to 
how and why audiences avoid news 
— but, given the influence of adver-
tising blocklists on journalism, the 
concept can be extended to apply to 
advertisers, who do not want their 
product or “brand” associated with 
certain types of news stories. 

Andy Lee Roth is a 2024-2025 In-
stitutional Fellow for the Reynolds 
Journalism Institute. This article 
was edited to fit the allotted space.
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