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Artificial intelligence is every-
where, generating text, images and 
videos on our phones and across 
the internet. As with every new 
medium of communication, from 
the printing press to the internet 
and now to AI, it raises pressing 
questions for courts and lawmakers 
to decide how the First Amendment 
applies to speech created, shared or 
shaped by these technologies.

Does AI have First 
Amendment rights?

The First Amendment limits the 
government’s power to punish or 
restrict speech.

When it comes to AI, the First 

Amendment rights at stake are 
held by the people, corporations or 
other legal entities who create and 
use AI; AI is a tool, not an indepen-
dent entity, so it has no free speech 
rights itself. People using AI as a 
tool for expression and dissem-
ination of speech are generally 
covered by the First Amendment 

and can raise the First Amendment 
if someone tries to hold them re-
sponsible in criminal or civil court 
for that expression and speech.

Courts have consistently found 
that the First Amendment protects 
this speech regardless of the tools 
and mediums used to create and 
distribute it. Generating text or art 
with AI is still part of a person’s 
own expressive activity and a form 
of speech. So while AI cannot assert 
its own rights, using AI technology 
to produce or share speech, in all its 
different forms, is protected as part 
of one’s free expression.

The First Amendment also 
safeguards individuals’ rights to 
collect information as part of that 

expressive process. Generative AI, 
or AI that learns from existing data 
and uses that data to create new 
content, such as using a batch of 
stories to craft a new story, often 
serves as a tool for gathering and 
shaping such information.

What are some exceptions 
to First Amendment 
protections for 
AI-generated content?

AI-generated content — text, au-
dio, images or video created by an 
AI program, such as ChatGPT — is 
treated similarly to human-generat-

Editor’s note: This article was 
written and published about a 
month before Beth Riner’s novel 
“Odd Job Annie” hit retailers, in-
cluding Amazon.com, where it has 
since received dozens of rave reviews 
(average score of 4.8 on a 5-point 
rating scale). The time elements 
here remain the same as when this 
article was originally published.

The Grundy County Herald’s 
own Beth Riner, who writes hu-
man interest articles for the week-
ly publication, finds herself in the 
news as a soon-to-be published 
author in 2025.

Her first book, a cozy mystery 
called “Odd Job Annie,” is now 
up for preorder in both paperback 
and Kindle editions on Amazon 
with a Feb. 11 release date.

The book features 62-year-old 
retiree Annie Cooper, who moves 
to the quirky mountain town of 
Monteagle, where she creates a 
side hustle—Odd Job Annie—to 
offset her insurance costs. When 

her first and favorite client, a feisty 
octogenarian, is brutally attacked 
and left for dead, it’s up to Annie 
to figure out who did it.

Riner admits that the lead char-
acter might sound familiar.

“Annie’s a lot like me,” said 
Riner, who retired here nearly 

two years ago and lives in a tiny 
home off Summerfield Road in 
Monteagle. “Instead of taking odd 
jobs, I started writing for the local 
newspapers as a way to get out 
into the community and make 
new friends.”

LISA HOBBS
Grundy County Herald, Tracy City
January 2, 2025

Freedom
Forum

Ashkhen Kazaryan 

See NOVEL Page 9
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TPA MEMBER COVERAGE SHOWCASE I: Grundy County Herald, Tracy City

Submitted photos

Beth Riner has one novel out (seen 
on the right), two more on the way.

See AI Page 6

2025 UT-TPA State Press 
Contests Awards Luncheon 
set for June 28 in Memphis

The 2025 UT-TPA Tennessee 
State Press Contests Awards will 
be presented on Saturday, June 
28, at a noon luncheon, as part 
of the Tri-State Press Convention 
in Memphis.

Winners were notified by email 
on May 2. Award placement will 
not be announced in advance.

The event will be held at the 
Hilton Memphis, 939 Ridge Lake 
Boulevard, which is located off 
I-40 on the east side of Memphis.

The deadline for registration 
for the noon luncheon is Friday, 
June 20. For registration and 
hotel information, please visit 
www.tristatepress.org.

The University of Tennessee, and 
in recent years, the UT System, 
have cosponsored the State 
Press Awards since 1940.

Staff reports
May 28, 2025
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Hum a little Beatles during challenging times
Today, possibly more than ever, 

you must realize you are not alone 
in this crazy and unpredictable 
business environment. Each day, 
a new bump, twist or challenge 
comes along. But your membership 
in America’s Newspapers can make 
an incredible difference.

As the tariffs loomed and arrived, 
I heard a familiar song dancing in 
my head. While you might hear The 
Beatles, I hear Joe Cocker — but the 
sentiment of “With a Little Help from 
My Friends” is what we all need to 
internalize: You are not alone.

One of the most valuable ben-
efits of participating in America’s 
Newspapers is the ability to get to 
know and make friendships with 
who I consider the smartest people 
in the business. While I will never 
consider myself in that category, I 
know how to pick up the phone or 
drop an email for advice. And then, 
importantly, I listen and learn.

As the tariffs presented them-
selves, I reached out to more than 
a half-dozen newspaper leaders, 
literally coast to coast. And guess 
what? They were eager to help and 
share their thoughts.

This is an example of what I 
consider America’s Newspapers’ 
secret sauce: the opportunity to 
build lasting friendships and rela-
tionships with people who are so 
dedicated to our industry that they 

are always willing to offer advice 
and suggestions.

This is a blessing and advantage 
for you during challenging and 
uncertain times.

No one does their best work in a 
vacuum. The best leaders under-
stand their role is to gather ideas, 
opinions and perspectives and then 
make decisions. In my case, that 
is literally the story of my life and 
career.

I promise you the best ideas 
I’ve ever had likely came or were 
shaped after asking others for feed-
back or their thoughts. And even 
more ideas died before seeing the 
light of day for the same reason.

Back to tariffs. One friend shared 
a letter they were sending to their 
commercial print clients. Anoth-
er suggested a timeline for price 
increases that would coincide with 
the pricing of newer, higher-priced 
newsprint. Another suggested that 
a knee-jerk reaction could send the 
wrong signals to customers and 
employees, instead suggesting a 
communications strategy to help 

take the angst of the unknown out 
of the situation. Essentially, cool 
heads while under fire.

What is the right answer? The 
truth is a little bit of everything I 
generously heard from more than a 
half-dozen smarter-than-me friends. 
And guess what? I feel better. My 
level of angst, now armed with 
information and ideas, dramatically 
declined. Furthermore, my newspa-
per, employees, and community are 
better off because they will likely 
get a better outcome.

Friendships and relationships 
are among the most valuable and 
critical elements of our profession-
al and personal lives. America’s 
Newspapers is not only a represen-
tative body of newspapers across 
our industry but also a collection of 
some of the smartest, most willing-
to-help people you will ever find.

Life is better when you realize 
you’ll be better off With a Little 
Help from Your Friends.

Leonard Woolsey is president of 
Southern Newspapers, Inc., and 
president and publisher of The 
Daily News in Galveston, Texas. He 
also serves as president of Amer-
ica’s Newspapers. This column, 
originally published by America’s 
Newspapers and posted online at 
newspapers.org on March 7, 2025, 
is republished here with permission.

The surprising truth about ‘pink slime’ journalism

Guest
Column

Leonard Woolsey

Pink slime news is low quality 
— but not because of political bias, 
according to research from the 
Missouri School of Journalism.

You’ve probably seen one be-
fore: a news website filled with an 
overwhelming amount of aggre-
gated content from all over the 
internet, with just enough local 
stories thrown in to capture your 
attention. Leaning on algorithmi-
cally generated content, networks 
of such sites can publish millions 
of stories per month, sometimes 
with little regard for the presence 
of plagiarism and misinformation.

Some have taken to calling this 
form of journalism “pink slime,” a 
nod to the cheap but less-than-ap-
petizing beef product once com-
mon in fast food. And much like 
health experts sounding the alarm 

about the risks of processed foods, 
researchers are concerned that 
pink slime journalism could have 
harmful effects on audiences.

Chau Tong, an assistant pro-
fessor at the Missouri School of 
Journalism and the MU Institute 
for Data Science and Informat-
ics, is particularly interested in 
determining whether pink slime 
news influences political beliefs 
and election outcomes. Previous 
research has pointed to potential 
political biases within pink slime 
content — so much so that in 
some circles, “pink slime” has be-
come synonymous with low-qual-
ity, partisan journalism — leading 
Tong and her team to scour data 
from nearly 8 million articles in 
search of insights.

“We want to have an overview 
of how pink slime outlets are 
performing across the U.S.,” Tong 
said. “How do they cover politi-

cians at different levels? What is 
the volume of coverage, the tone 
of coverage and does that have 
any relationship with the actual 
electoral results?”

So far, the analysis has cov-
ered content in 11 states, and the 
results contradict earlier studies 
that identified a conservative slant 
and an emphasis on local political 
figures. While Tong’s study has 
found more coverage for conserva-
tive politicians, this has only been 
the case in states that tend to vote 
conservative. Likewise, blue states 
see more coverage of left-leaning 
politicians, averaging out to a 
roughly even split in coverage.

“There is no clear, systematic 
evidence of political bias,” Tong 
said. “What we’re seeing so far is 
that there is not much difference 
between the left and the right in 
terms of coverage.”

AUSTIN FITZGERALD
Reynolds Journalism Institute
April 15, 2025

See PINK SLIME Page 8
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June 2025
19-22: 2025 Investigative Reporters 

& Editors (IRE) Annual Confer-
ence, New Orleans Marriott, 
New Orleans, LA. 

19-23: 95th Annual International 
News Media Association (INMA) 
World Congress of News Media, 
“How to Turn Ecosystem Chaos 
Into Media Opportunity,” The 
TimesCenter, 242 West 41st 
Street, New York City.

26-28: 2025 Tri-State Press Con-
vention (Arkansas, Mississippi & 
Tennessee press associations), 
“Newspapers on the Beat.” TPA 
State Press Contests awards 
ceremony included. Sessions 
include editorial, revenue and 
digital best practices, Hilton 
Memphis, Memphis, TN.

July 2025
8-12: Miltary Veterans in Journal-

ism (MVJ) Convention (July 8) 
and National Association of 
Hispanic Journalists (NAHJ) 
Convention (July 9-12), Hilton 
Chicago, Chicago, IL.

9-13: The International Society 
of Weekly Newspaper Editors 
(ISWNE) 2025 Conference, 
South Dakota State University, 
Brookings, SD.

10-12: Associated Collegiate 
Press College Media Mega 
Workshop, Minneapolis. MN.

September 2025
11-12: Association of Community 

Publishers Conference & Trade 
Show, Mobile, AL.

11-13: National Federation of 
Press Women (NFPW) Commu-
nications Conference, Denver 
Marriott West, Golden, CO.

October 2025
9-10:   National Newspaper Associ-

ation Foundation (NNAF) 139th 
Annual Convention & Trade 
Show (includes Oct. 8 Interlink 
User Group Workshop), Hilton 
Minneapolis, MN.

November 2025
3-5: America’s Newspapers Senior 

Leadership Conference, The 
Broadmoor, Colorado Springs, 
CO.

For Your Calendar
I love seeing newspapers thrive. 
The more people tell me things 

aren’t possible, the more I enjoy 
it. I guess it comes from years of 
being told things were impossible. 
Take the PDF printing method. 
In the early ‘90s, when I started 
tinkering with the idea of creating 
a system to allow people to trans-
mit files for printing over this new 
thing called the Internet, people 
called me crazy. Even the folks 
at Adobe – except Gary Cosimini, 
my “secret ally” on the inside – 
said it wasn’t possible and to give 
up on the idea. Utilizing a new 
technology that Adobe had pretty 
much given up on – and making 
adjustments to get it to do what 
I wanted it to do – by 1995, the 
entire printing world was shifting 
to printing via PDFs.

Ten years later, Bruce Chizen, 
CEO of Adobe, wrote to thank me 
for “possibly saving our company.”

Over the years, many of the 
biggest names in the business 
world called for my assistance 
after reading about my work with 
PDFs. I received job offers from 
all over the world, but I always 
liked working independently. My 
favorite shirt ever was worn was 
by a young man at a convention 
in Iowa many years ago. It said, 
“I met PDF’n Kevin Slimp!” The 
rest is history.

These days, a good bit of my 
time is spent visiting one-on-one 
with publishers, advising them on 
ideas to grow their newspapers. As 
much as I sometimes get tired of 
looking at a screen, I’m thankful 
that I don’t have to jump on a 
plane to do this nearly as often as 
I used to.

Just this week, I received an 
email from a publisher to tell me 
his newspaper – which we rede-
signed just over a year ago – won 
the “general excellence” award 
from his state press association. 
I get this kind of message from 
publishers regularly these days 
– and since there are no awards 
for my work, I love seeing clients 
benefit from our work together. 
At a convention in the western 
U.S. earlier this year, a publisher 
– while accepting the top award 
from his association – gave me 
a “shout out” from the stage. I 
laughed but felt like I was win-
ning the award myself.

What are the things I discuss 

with publishers when we meet? 
What happens when we redesign 
a newspaper? Why do so many 
of these newspapers win the top 
awards from their associations 
after we work together?

Trust me, I’m no psychic. I can’t 
predict the future. It’s nothing I 
do. I don’t have the final say when 
I work with a newspaper. The 
customer always does. So, they 

rightly deserve the awards they re-
ceive. I just talk with them about 
what they’re doing and suggest 
things I see work in other places 
that might benefit them.

The list of suggestions is never 
the same, but might include things 
like:

• Focus groups consistently tell 
us that readers won’t read longer 

Newspaper growth impossible? Don’t even get me started

News & Moves
Lombardo named Citizen 
Tribune advertising and 
marketing director

With over 25 years in the me-
dia and advertising industry, David 
Lombardo brings deep expertise in 
multi-platform campaign strategy, 
branded content and audience 
monetization to his new role of ad-
vertising and marketing director for 
the Citizen Tribune, Morristown.

Prior to joining Lakeway Pub-
lishers, Lombardo held leadership 
roles at AAA, The Denver Post 
and The Orlando Sentinel, where 
he led innovative advertising 
initiatives across print, digital, and 
social platforms.

In this new role, Lombardo 
will oversee advertising strategy 
across all channels, working close-
ly with editorial, sales, operations, 
and partnerships to drive revenue 
growth and deliver impactful cam-

paigns for the Tribune’s clients.
For Lombardo, it’s all about 

partnering with clients to help solve 
the issues facing their business.

“We’re excited to have David 
join our team,” said Lakeway Pub-
lishers President R. Michael Fish-
man. “His wealth of experience 
and developed expertise will prove 
beneficial to our clients as they 
develop multi-media campaigns 
that can reach customers through 
print, digital and beyond.

“As someone who has worked 
both in East Tennessee and in ma-
jor media markets, he understands 
both the needs of community busi-
nesses and the processes that help 
advertisers stand out in larger and 
even more competitive markets.

For his part, Lombardo said 
that after working in markets 
across the country, he and his wife 
developed an affection for East 
Tennessee, and they are excited 

to be living and 
working in a 
place they con-
sider home.

“For us, it’s 
all about the 
people. We love 
the people of 
East Tennessee. 
It’s not just a 
beautiful place 

visually—it’s filled with wonder-
ful, genuine people. It truly is a 
hidden gem.”

A graduate of Canisius Univer-
sity in Buffalo, NY, Lombardo most 
recently worked as marketing man-
ager for club assist where he spear-
headed brand development and 
product strategy for the launching 
on the AAA Online Battery Store, 
while also crafting a direct-to-con-
sumer omnichannel marketing 
strategy for AAA and CAA Clubs’ 
Mobile Battery Service.

From The 
News 
Guru
Kevin Slimp

Lombardo

Submitted

The Phonograph-Herald, St. Paul, Nebraska, was one of my favorite 
redesigns. The publisher wasn’t afraid of change and the results were 
incredible. Above is the old flag (top) and new flag (bottom). Of course, 
what you see here are black and white versions, and I assure you the 
actual pages were in four color. 

See SLIMP Page 4

Prior to that he worked with 
Cumulus Media in Tallahassee, FL, 
Lee Enterprises in Bristol and with 
the Orlando Sentinel Media Group.

“I’m genuinely excited to en-
gage with the business community, 
connect with local business own-
ers, and build strong partnerships 
that drive meaningful results,” 
he said. “Our mission is to serve, 
support, and provide real solutions 
to the challenges they face.”

Citizen Tribune, Morristown
May 15, 2025

Correction
In the April 2025 issue of The 
Tennessee Press, G. Chambers 
Williams III of the The Courier News, 
Clinton, was misidentified as a 
Reporter relative to an obituary he 
wrote that was republished in this 
publication. Williams is in fact News 
Editor of The Courier News. The 
Tennessee Press regrets the error.
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I remember a conversation with 
Brent, a long-time print and digital 
advertiser:

“I enjoy meeting with advertis-
ing sales people and hearing their 
ideas, but I always cringe when 
they show up from out of the blue 
with a spec ad – before they’ve 
even talked to me. What that usu-
ally means is, ‘I haven’t learned 
enough about your business to 
base this idea on actual informa-
tion, so I made it up.’

“More often than not, the idea 
consists of one-size-fits-all stock 
art and a headline so generic 
that it could apply to a number of 
businesses. If that kind of spec ad 
is the centerpiece of their presen-
tation, the sale is a no-go.” 

Brent’s comments remind me of 

Lockwood’s Folly, a tiny spot on 
the map of coastal North Carolina. 
The river that shares the same 
name first appeared on a map 
which was created by John Ogilby 
in 1671, which makes it one of the 
oldest named rivers in North Caro-
lina. There are a number of stories 
regarding how the area got its 
name. The one I like best is about 
a man named Lockwood, who set 
out to build the sailing ship of his 

dreams along the banks of the 
river.

After many months of work, 
he launched the boat and quickly 
found that the draft (the depth of 
the boat from the waterline) was 
too deep to clear the sandbar at 
the inlet. With no way to sail the 
boat off the sandbar, he had to 
leave it to rot. According to legend, 
the boat was visible above water 
for years. Locals called it “Lock-
wood’s Folly” and eventually the 
name was applied to both the river 
and the inlet. 

If old Mr. Lockwood had done 
some research – if he had taken 
the time to row a small boat to 
the sandbar to check the river’s 
depth – he could have changed 
his building plans and avoided 

the catastrophe. All he had to do 
was tie a weight – or even a rock 
– to the end of a rope, drop it into 
the water, mark the rope where it 
stopped descending, and measure 
the distance. But for some reason, 
he skipped that important step 
and ended up with a stuck dream 
boat. 

If the people calling on Brent 
would simply do some research 
before preparing spec ads, he 
might buy more advertising from 
them. “Those unresearched spec 
ads create a bad impression,” he 
explained. “At worst, it makes 
them look lazy and, at best, it 
makes them look like they’re in 
too much of a hurry. And to boot, 
it’s a waste of my time and a waste 
of the newspaper’s resources.” 

There’s a good chance that some 
of those rogue spec ads which 
Brent has rejected are being recy-
cled to show to other prospective 
advertisers. But he doesn’t give 
them much chance of success, 
unless there are big adjustments. 

The lesson here is simple: Do 
your research, so your ideas 
won’t get stuck in the mud with 
nowhere to go. 

Copyright 2025 by John Foust. 
All rights reserved. John Foust has 
conducted training programs for 
thousands of newspaper advertis-
ing professionals. Many ad depart-
ments are using his training DVDs 
to save time and get quick results 
from in-house training. Email for 
information: john@johnfoust.com

Ad-libs®

John Foust

Today’s lesson is to be learned from Lockwood’s Folly

Editor’s note: This article is part 
of “AI is here,” a series from RJI 
highlighting AI innovation in jour-
nalism. Read more here.

Bay City News, a digital news 
service covering 13 counties in the 
San Francisco Bay Area, has de-
veloped an AI-assisted strategy for 
local election coverage that creates 
opportunities for deeper and more 
efficient coverage — especially for 
community news organizations 
with limited time and resources.

Compiled into a free online 
playbook with the support of the 
Reynolds Journalism Institute 
(RJI) at the Missouri School of 
Journalism, the strategy involves 
using a data scraper to pull infor-
mation into a central dashboard 
that provides voters with key 
information before and after local 
elections. The result is a prime ex-
ample of “AI as assistant,” allow-
ing reporters and editors to focus 
on impactful community coverage 

while automating the mundane 
but vital task of data collection.

“If you look at what the national 
organizations do, they are largely 
focused on the higher ticket races, 
and nobody goes down to the 
county and municipal level to help 
explain what’s on the ballot and 
actually cover results on election 
night,” said Katherine Ann Row-
lands, owner and publisher of Bay 
City News. “So for a lot of smaller 
newsrooms, it’s a huge under-
taking with literally hundreds of 
hours of dedication to making that 
happen. But it’s really hard to do it 

efficiently.”
The goal was to give Bay City 

News — and other news organi-
zations across the country that 
can learn from its example — the 
breathing room to analyze and in-
terpret election results, interview 
the candidates and make sense 
of electoral impacts on a commu-
nity scale. This might seem like 
a straightforward task, but it has 
become increasingly difficult as 
budgets and staffs have shrunk, 
local news deserts have widened 
and audiences have shifted to 
social media or outright news 
avoidance.

For Rowlands and Bay City 
News, the answer was twofold: 
an AI platform, Claude.ai, capable 
of talking a novice through the 
process of coding a dynamic 
election dashboard, and an in-
tern-turned-staffer ready to make 
it happen.

“I don’t come with a data sci-

ence background, so I was heavily 
dependent on the AI,” said Ciara 
Zavala, who began as an audience 
engagement intern last summer 
and is now the outlet’s impact 
manager. “It was a back-and-forth 
conversation with the AI of trou-
bleshooting and getting code that I 
could paste into WordPress.”

Anthropic’s Claude.ai, nick-
named “Claudia” by Zavala and 
her colleagues, turned coding 
from a foreign concept to a process 
of trial and error with a patient, 
automated teacher. This assistance 
also made room for Zavala to put 
time, energy and skill into turning 
a data-driven dashboard into a 
visually appealing and accessible 
Election Hub.

Rowlands said those quali-
ty-of-life factors, far from after-
thoughts, are essential to that 
most fundamental role of jour-
nalism: meaningfully engaging 
audiences.

“The dashboard looks fantastic, 
it’s very friendly to a reader and 
it’s easy to use,” Rowlands said. 
“That’s important, because if you 
just look at the raw results that 
the counties are pulling in, it’s 
pretty dense and not always easily 
searchable. The user experience 
was top of mind for us.”

And while voters and news 
consumers were top of mind, a 
close second was the community 
news industry, for which the RJI 
playbook offers a step-by-step 
accounting of the development 
process from conceptualization to 
implementation.

“News organizations can take 
this playbook and build something 
that serves the needs of their own 
audiences,” said Randy Picht, 
executive director of RJI. “This 
is a real, tested strategy that has 
already made positive impacts in 

stories, so including 2,500-word 
stories might seem like a good 
idea, but most readers won’t take 
the time to read more than two or 
three paragraphs.

• Readers love sidebars, so instead 
of placing news briefs throughout 
the paper, consider putting a sidebar 
on the left edge of the front page 
with short news briefs. Most readers 
will actually read these.

• You’ll probably want to get rid 
of the weather report. Focus groups 
consistently tell us readers don’t 
understand why newspapers would 
carry weather predictions.

• Don’t be afraid to change the 
look and content of your newspa-
per. Almost everything goes out 
of style – cars, clothes, colors, and 
even newspaper designs. Change 
that front page flag now and then. 
Remove content that readers don’t 
read. Add new content that might 

just attract a few younger readers.
• Get rid of anything color in 

your newspaper other than photos 
and ads. I learned this from design 
guru Ed Henninger, and he was 
right. Ed used to say to me, “Good 
design never goes out of style, but 
ugly sticks around forever.”

I have a few newspaper conven-
tions to visit over the summer but 
will spend the majority of my time 
redesigning five newspapers (from 
Colorado, Minnesota, and New 

York) and designing six books (Yes, 
I even design books now and then. 
They’re much easier to design than 
newspapers and take about one-
tenth the time).

So before you spend all your 
time getting carried away about 
AI (artificial intelligence) and 
how it will transform your world 
(yes, that’s sarcasm, in case you 
missed it), take a few minutes and 
look over your newspaper. What 
noticeable potential changes that 

could create significant growth are 
staring you right in the face?

Okay, that’s 800 words. My work 
is finished.

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.

SLIMP from Page 3

Embracing AI as ‘assistant’ opens door to better election coverage
Reynolds
Journalism
Institute
Austin Fitzgerald

See ELECTIONS Page 11
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Nothing’s worse than a reformed 
smoker, they say. Well, I might top 
that with, Nothing’s worse than a 
retired editor.

Editors and reporters must be 
well grounded in the basics of 
journalism if newspapers are to re-
main relevant and make their case 
to sell subscriptions and advertis-
ing. In other words, present the 
news in a manner that engages 
readers – especially in public 
affairs reporting.

Full disclosure, I offer news 
training. More important, I have 
a passion for community newspa-
pers and believe they play a role in 
educating and engaging citizenry. 
I’ll never lose my newspaper blood 
after working nearly 30 years at 
community newspapers.

But it dismays me when I 
hear publishers jump at sending 
advertising and circulation staff to 
seminars on the premise of garner-
ing ideas to generate revenue. As 

far as sending reporters to sharpen 
skills? It’s unfortunately far down 
on many publishers’ priorities. 
The rationale? Reporters do little to 
boost the bottom line. 

My apologies if I put on my 
editor’s hat for a moment, but isn’t 
the vitality of a newspaper’s con-
tent the prime selling point against 
other media for advertising and 
circulation departments?

It pains me to watch newspapers 
fall so woefully short in the basics of 
reporting. Consider these examples: 

• Be timely: A longstanding retail 
store changes ownership. The report 

appears seven months after the fact.
• Be relevant: A nonprofit hous-

ing agency proposes 26 residential 
plats on 4½ acres in the heart of an 
established neighborhood. The site 
has been vacant for years. The plan-
ning commission conducts the first 
public hearing; the newspaper does 
not attend and offers no report.

• Be clear: A newspaper reported 
on the bankruptcy proceedings 
of its parent company. The story 
read,  in part, “ … the agreement is 
with the holders of more than 75 
percent of its outstanding senior 
subordinated notes. If the restruc-
turing is approved, the holders of 
the $278.5 million in outstanding 
notes would exchange their exist-
ing notes for $100 million of new 
second lien secured notes.” Can 
someone please decipher?

• Be inviting: The most compel-
ling content will go unread if head-
lines are dull and lack distinction: 
“Downtown business owners and 

community members discuss plans 
for the future”.

• Be engaging: Newspapers, as a 
clearinghouse of information “on” 
and “off” the record, are in excel-
lent position to weigh in on issues 
vital to a community. Yet, fewer 
local editorials are being written, 
and too many are nondescript. Dit-
to for editorial pages overall. The 
strongest commentaries advocate 
action in advance of a vote rather 
than weighing in after the fact.

• Be accessible: Publishing 
timely online updates is a must for 
visibility and survivability in the 
crowded social media landscape. 
Avoid web content that is simply 
a regurgitation of the print edition 
– a terrible underutilization of the 
technology available. 

Such lapses are disturbing in 
too many instances of reporting. 
My particular passion, however, is 
public affairs.

Call me a dinosaur when newspa-

pers placed public affairs reporting at 
the forefront of their missions. I hear 
the arguments that readers want to 
be entertained rather than educated. 
But how much of that attitude is 
because newspapers are falling down 
on the job? Editors and publishers 
must look in the mirror to see if they 
are delivering a compelling product.

I fondly remember two experi-
ences when I sat behind the edi-
tor’s desk – when making public 
affairs interesting and relevant was 
a priority.

The newspaper led an editorial 
campaign – fueling an underlying 
community sentiment – to unseat 
four incumbents in their re-election 
bid to the city council. Fresh voices 
filled the letters column, and all four 
of the incumbents were unceremoni-
ously retired. Among the most grati-
fying comments came from a YMCA 
staff member. To paraphrase: “I used 
to first turn to the sports pages. Now 

Vibrant news product remains indispensable to generating revenue
Community
Newsroom
Success

Jim Pumarlo

The use of government fund-
ing to control speech or protest 
represents a controversial and 
complicated intersection of core 
First Amendment freedoms and 
necessary government authority.

Freedom of speech sets out a 
general rule: The government can-
not tell us what to say or not say. 
That’s called “compelled speech” 
and is unconstitutional.

But another general rule is that 
the government should be able to 
control public spending. Courts 
affirm that the government has that 
authority — within limits. And we 
will see over the next year or more 
where the courts, including the U.S. 
Supreme Court, set those limits.

Those two long-standing rules 
have collided in multiple disputes 
over decades, most recently, in the 
form of warnings to pull funding 
from schools and universities over 
alleged civil rights violations; diver-
sity, equity and inclusion initiatives; 
and climate change research.

When does the govern-
ment have the authority 
to pull funding related to 
speech issues?

There are certain situations 
where the government’s “power of 

the purse” over freedom of speech 
is clear:

1. Under current law, govern-
ment officials and agencies can 
decide, at the outset, whether or 
not to fund programs, research 
or free expression. In a 1983 case 
that dealt with lobbying — which 
involves two First Amendment 
rights: speech and petition— the 
U.S. Supreme Court said it “has 
never held that Congress must 
grant a benefit,” including fund-
ing, even if the situation involves 
core freedoms.

2. The Supreme Court has said 
the government can use “condition-
al funding” to control what is said 
when people or programs are speak-
ing on behalf of the government.

What is conditional 
funding?

Conditional funding occurs 

when the government provides 
financial support, grants or tax 
breaks to individuals, organiza-
tions or projects and conditions 
that funding on specific require-
ments, goals, milestones, timelines 
or accomplishments. For example:

• A government research grant 
is given to a university, which 
must reach certain results or 
submit progress reports in order to 
continue receiving the funding.

• A government program must 
provide financial support for a 
business to create a certain num-
ber of jobs in a specific period, or 
the funding will end.

• Government funding for 
specific activities or programs has 
rules restricting what people may 
say, in return for such funding. 
For example, in a 1991 decision, 
the Supreme Court said a medical 
professional receiving public funds 
could be prevented from providing 
counseling or information about 
abortion.

In those examples, if the condi-
tions aren’t met or rules aren’t fol-
lowed, government funding may 
be reduced, halted or required to 
be paid back.

The courts have affirmed the 
government’s right to condition 
funding in certain cases, while ac-
knowledging the potential dangers 

of withdrawing funding based on 
vaguely written laws or defini-
tions and of overt censorship. One 
Supreme Court decision on this 
matter, Rust v. Sullivan, supports 
the “government speech doctrine,” 
which allows the government to 
control funding for its own speech 
and messages — and even to 
exclude other views. For example, 
in funding a law passed by Con-
gress, such as the Clean Air Act, 
a governmental agency like the 
Environmental Protection Agency 
would not be required to also pro-
vide funding for groups opposed 
to antipollution measures.

When does the govern-
ment’s authority to pull 
funding get murkier?

Beyond those initial decisions 
to grant or not to grant funding, 
and allowances for conditional 
funding, the intersection of gov-
ernment authority and the First 
Amendment gets complicated. As 
Chief Justice John Roberts said 
in 2013, the line between condi-
tional funding that violates the 
First Amendment and that which 
does not is “hardly clear,” in part 
because the rules of the programs 
being funded can be manipulated 

to make the conditions seem inte-
gral to that program.

While ultimate limits have yet 
to be set, courts have ruled that 
conditioning or withdrawing 
funding on speech or expression 
grounds tends to cross a line when 
the government tries to use fund-
ing to control speech outside the 
boundaries of the program being 
funded or when the conditions are 
vague.

Laws that provide for 
conditional government 
funding

There are laws in place that 
outline limits and requirements 
around conditional government 
funding, but the details on what 
could trigger funding being pulled 
have shifted over the years. Courts 
will likely need to weigh in to set 
clearer limits.

Title VI, part of the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964, prohibits discrimina-
tion on the basis of race, color and 
national origin in programs and 
activities receiving federal financial 
assistance. It empowers federal 
agencies to stop funding for activ-
ities found to be in violation — an 
example of conditional funding.

Can government cut funding based on speech, protest issues?
Freedom
Forum

Gene Policinski

See POLICINSKI Page 10

See PUMARLO Page 11
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Heaths buy Lauderdale County Enterprise from Hutcherson, launch ‘Focus on Community’ series

ed content under First Amendment 
law. If AI writes an article or cre-
ates an image, that content is con-
sidered “speech.” The government 
cannot simply outlaw speech be-
cause it was produced by an algo-
rithm such as AI. Any law singling 
out AI-generated expression would 
likely be viewed as a content-based 
regulation. Because content-based 
speech regulations look specifically 
at the message being conveyed, 
these types of laws face the highest 
level of review from courts. Courts 
will uphold these regulations only 
if they are necessary to accomplish 
an important government goal 
and if they’re narrowly tailored to 
achieve that goal.

AI-generated speech is treated the 
same as human speech in this re-
gard and in terms of whether it falls 
into one of the traditional categories 
of unprotected speech (such as 
defamation, true threats, incitement 
of imminent lawless action, fraud, 
obscenity, etc.). For example:

• The government may punish 
or regulate AI-produced speech that 
amounts to a direct call to commit 
immediate, lawless action such as 
violence (known as “incitement to 
imminent lawless action”) or consti-
tutes a true threat, where the speaker 
clearly intends to place someone in 
fear of bodily harm or death.

• Defamation, speech that 
harms the reputation of a person 
through either written (libel) or 
spoken (slander) expression, is 
not protected by the First Amend-
ment. This is true regardless of 
whether the speech was produced 
by AI or a person. Currently, there 
are defamation lawsuits that have 
been filed over a false statement 
produced by generative AI.

In cases where the content 
created by AI falls into a category 
of unprotected speech, a person 
who has been harmed by that 
speech may try to hold multiple 
people or corporations responsible, 
including the person or company 
that: a) created the AI program, b) 
made it available for use, and/or c) 
intentionally used it to generate the 
content. Liability will ultimately 
depend on the facts of each case.

What about deepfakes?
Deepfakes are faked or manipu-

lated images, video and/or audio 
content. As with other expressive 
tools, deepfakes are generally pro-
tected under the First Amendment 
when used by people to create or 
convey lawful speech. However, 
like with all content created by AI, 
that protection does not extend to 
deepfakes that fall into established 
categories of unprotected speech, 
such as defamation, fraud, incite-
ment or true threats. Deepfakes 
may also be unlawful when their 
use violates state-based rights like 
the right of publicity. Courts eval-
uate these cases based not on how 
realistic the deepfake is, or whether 
it was created by AI, but on wheth-
er the content causes a type of 
harm that the law recognizes.

Regulating AI content
Policymakers are exploring 

ways to address the challenges of 
AI-generated content. One idea is a 
disclosure or labeling requirement: 
For example, laws could require 
AI-generated media to be labeled 
as “AI-generated.” The aim of such 
rules is to inform viewers and 
prevent deception, so people know 
when they’re viewing deepfakes or 
reading bot-written texts.

From a First Amendment per-
spective, disclosure requirements 
must be handled carefully. A re-
quired label is a form of compelled 
speech, or the government telling 
speakers they must say something 
or include certain information. 
Courts have been wary of required 
labels, especially for political or 
creative content. Any law forcing 
labels on AI-generated speech 
would need to serve a compelling 
interest (like preventing real harm 
or deception) and be narrowly tai-
lored to accomplish that aim. If the 
law is too broad or vague, it could 
end up chilling lawful speech. For 
example, California’s attempt to 
regulate political deepfakes was 
blocked by a judge as overly broad.

Encouraging companies and plat-
forms to label AI content voluntarily 
is an alternative. AI developers and 
platforms can choose to watermark 
AI-generated content, for example, 
without legal compulsion. Since this 
is voluntary, and not required by 
the government, it wouldn’t raise 
constitutional issues.

Ultimately, disclosure laws for 
AI content might be possible, but 
they have to be tightly focused on 
preventing concrete harms or they 
risk being struck down by courts 
as unconstitutional.

Are platforms and 
websites responsible 
for AI-generated content 
on their sites?

When AI-generated content caus-
es harm, a key question is who can 
be held responsible: Is it the user 
who prompted the AI, the company 
that created the AI model or the 
platform where the content appears?

Platforms and websites are gener-
ally not responsible for content post-

ed by users, including AI-generated 
content. Section 230 of the Com-
munications Decency Act protects 
websites and social media platforms 
from being treated as the publisher 
or speaker of content created by 
another person. This means that if a 
user posts AI-produced content on a 
platform like Facebook or YouTube, 
the platform is typically not liable 
for that content.

However, Section 230 protection 
does not apply if the platform itself 
created, developed or materially 
contributed to the content. For 
example, if the AI content comes 
from a tool owned by the platform, 
such as X’s Grok or Snapchat’s My 
AI, courts would likely find the 
platform responsible.

If a person uses an AI tool to 
write a blog comment and then 
posts it, that user, and/or the 
company that created the AI tool 
— not the website hosting the 
comment — will be responsible for 
the content. Whether the user, the 
AI company or both are respon-
sible will depend on the specific 
set of facts, content created, and 
new legal theories that courts are 
currently developing.

For example, OpenAI, the maker 
of ChatGPT, is currently facing a 
defamation lawsuit over something 
its chatbot said about a radio show 
host. By contrast, if a user were to 
take a ChatGPT-generated statement 
that a court later finds defamatory 
and post it on Instagram, Meta 
(Instagram’s owner) would likely 
be protected by Section 230, while 
both the user and OpenAI might be 
liable as the creator of the words.

While AI doesn’t have First 
Amendment rights, people who 
use AI to create or share speech 
do, and that speech is generally 
protected just like speech created 

through any other tool. At the 
same time, AI-generated speech is 
subject to the same limits as hu-
man speech, and courts are active-
ly working through how existing 
legal principles like defamation, 
incitement, and compelled labeling 
apply and who is held liable for 
speech when it is created or distrib-
uted with the help of AI.

Key Takeaways:
• The First Amendment protects 

people’s, corporations’ and other 
legal entities’ free speech rights 
from government restriction, but 
no court has found that AI pro-
grams themselves have the same 
free speech rights.

• AI-generated content is 
generally afforded the same First 
Amendment protections as content 
created by people or corporations 
and other legal entities, but it is 
also subject to the same established 
limits on speech.

• Efforts to regulate AI-generated 
content through disclosure or label-
ing requirements must be narrowly 
tailored to avoid violating the First 
Amendment.

• Liability for harmful AI-gen-
erated content depends on who 
created or shared the content. 
Platforms may be held responsible 
if the content is generated by their 
own AI tools.

Ashkhen Kazaryan is a fellow for 
the First Amendment at Freedom Fo-
rum and a senior legal fellow at the 
Future of Free Speech at Vanderbilt 
University. She specializes in digital 
free speech, artificial intelligence 
and the intersection of constitutional 
rights and technology. This column, 
originally published May 22, 2025, 
at www.freedomforum.org, was 
reprinted here with permission.

AI  from Page 1

A new ownership team on May 
5 took over The Lauderdale County 
Enterprise, Ripley, with a focus on 
community service and honoring 
the history of one of the oldest 
businesses in Lauderdale County.

JAYRO Communications, which 
is owned by Jay and Rose Heath 
of Ripley, bought The Enterprise 
from Mike Hutcherson, husband of 
the late Beverly Hutcherson, who 
worked for many years at the paper 
before passing away in October.

“When the decision was made 
to sell the paper, the family and 
I made what we thought was the 
right move,” Hutcherson said. “The 

paper has been in business for a 
long time, and who better to sell to 
than a fellow Lauderdale Countian.

“Jay knows and respects the 

history of Lauderdale County and 
The Enterprise. I know he will 
continue to operate the paper as it 
has been run in the past.”

Jay Heath said he looks forward 
to continuing a history that has 
spanned more than a century.

“The gravity of moving forward 
with a business that is more than 
120 years old is not something I 
take lightly,” Heath said. “I can’t 
say enough about all that Beverly 
did through the years, and I know 
Mike has been burdened trying to 
make sure her legacy, as well as 
that of the paper, continues.

“That is one of the main focuses 

of The Enterprise moving forward.”
Another focus of the paper is 

community service, beginning with 
a series called “Focus on Commu-
nity” that launched in May with a 
feature on the Carl Perkins Center.

“We are looking forward to 
showing some of the things that 
make Lauderdale County special, 
and the Carl Perkins Center is cer-
tainly one of those,” Heath said.

“If anyone has ideas of some-
thing that should be included in 
this series, please let us know.”

Jay Heath can be reached by 
texting or calling 1-901-481-9330.

SUBMITTED
Lauderdale County Enterprise,  
Ripley
May 8, 2025

Submitted photos

Rose and Jay Heath, new owners, 
effective May 5, of the Lauderdale 
County Enterprise, Ripley.

Beverly and Mike Hutcherson, 
former owners of the Enterprise
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A Greeneville collector’s base-
ball bats — one signed by retired 
professional baseball player Tony 
Gwynn, and the other one by 
Johnny Bench — found their way 
back to their owner three months 
after being carried down the 
Nolichucky River roughly 10 miles 
during the severe flooding in the 
area in September 2024.

Travis Young said he was “a lit-
tle surprised” when he discovered 
someone had found one of his bats 
in a large pile of debris near the 
Nolichucky Dam.

The bat was among 30 to 40 base-
ball bats Young had collected over 
the years that he had stored in his 
“man cave” at the home he rented 
with his wife on Jonesbridge Road.

But the remnants of Hurricane 
Helene carried away the entire 
home, he said, which of course 
included the baseball bats.

Said Young, “I had written 
everything off,” including his 
baseball bat collection, when the 
flooding river overtook the Youngs’ 
home while they were still in it.

They were fortunate just to get 
out alive, Young recalled.

Before the flooding Nolichucky 
River hit their home, Young had 
stored each bat in an airtight, 
clear plastic tube. He also had 
an estimated 10,000 autographed 
baseball cards in his collection.

Now in his mid-50s, he said he 
started collecting sports memora-
bilia about 40 years ago.

“All but one were in tubes,” he 
said of the baseball bats.

Young has had three of his bats 
returned since the major storm, 
including one by Kim Tompkins.

Tompkins’ husband and son 
were exploring a large pile of 
debris behind their home on Davy 
Crockett Drive on Christmas Eve 
when they saw the tube with the 
baseball bat inside it sticking out.

She posted a photograph of it 
and the following on Facebook:

“My husband and son found 
this bat sticking out of a pile of 
debris on the Nolichucky River 
yesterday in Greene county. Would 
like to find its owner. Must be able 
to identify all markings on it.”

In an effort to locate the owner of 
the bat her family members found, 

she had posted it on a Facebook 
page of hers that lists lost and found 
items in East Tennessee and West-
ern North Carolina from the storm.

Thirty minutes later, Young 
happened to go to that Facebook 
page and recognized the bat be-
longed to him.

He contacted Tompkins, who 
verified the bat belonged to Young 
because of the details he provided 
about it to her over the phone.

A neighbor of Tompkins real-
ized he, too, had one of Young’s 
baseball bats, and had it returned 
to its owner.

Young said he had taken each of 
his large number of bats to collec-
tors’ conventions where professional 
baseball players – “Hall of Famers 
and such” – made appearances, and 
Young had the players, and some-
times teams, sign the bats.

Young said he has “no idea” 
what the value of his bats, 10,000 
autographed baseball cards and 
some other sports memorabilia he 
had was worth.

Nothing was salvaged from his 
house when the river rose and 
overtook their property, he said.

“We barely got out,” Young 
recalled. “It was just literally, ‘We 
got to go!’ and took off.”

He recalled, however, that he 
told his wife at the time, “the bats 
were one thing that might survive 
the flood” because they were in 
their tightly sealed plastic tubes.

“That’s what we’re finding,” 
Young said, having had three 
bats returned so far. The two bats 
returned to him last Sunday were 
signed individually by Hall of Fam-
ers Tony Gwynn and Johnny Bench.

As to the thousands of baseball 
cards, he believes those will never 
be returned to him because, he 
acknowledged, “paper doesn’t last 
long in water, that’s for sure.”

The Youngs moved into a new 
home in Limestone about one 
week before Christmas, he said, 
after temporarily staying with 
relatives at two different locations 
in the area since the flooding on 
Sept. 27 and Sept 28.

The trauma from suddenly 
abandoning their home and their 
possessions during the flooding, 
then trying to rebuild their lives 
from scratch, have left indelible 
marks on the Youngs, he said.

He said he “can’t even” get his 
wife to return to their former 
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Autographed baseball bats carried away by flood returned to collector
NELSON MORAIS
The Greeneville Sun
January 5, 2025

Submitted photos

These two baseball bats — one 
signed by Tony Gwynn and the 
other by Johnny Bench — were 
found nearly three months after the 
flooding Nolichucky River carried 
them roughly 10 miles downstream 
following the devastating storm in 
September 2024.

Travis Young, right, holds a baseball bat signed by Johnny Bench which 
Brayden Tompkins, left, and Tompkins’ father found sticking out from a 
very large pile of debris near the Nolichucky Dam on Christmas Eve.

TN Public Notices top 
92,000 for 2024

property since the house was swept 
away. “She’s not going to live where 
she can see water again,” Young 
said. He also said “with the mud 
and sand, there’s no telling where” 
their former possessions are.

Now, he says, the couple are 
“just moving ahead with life.”

They are, he added, “just trying 
to move on and heal. There’s a lot 
more important stuff gone than 
these items,” referring to his large 
baseball bat collection.

Per state law that went into effect 
in 2014, all notices published in 
Tennessee newspapers are to be 
posted to a website maintained by 
the newspapers of the state. 

Tennessee newspapers published 
more than 92,000 public notices in 
2024 according to the notice count 
on www.tnpublicnotice.com.

Tennessee Press Association has 
a new public notice awareness ad 
that can be used by all member 
newspapers to highlight the impor-
tance of public notice to citizens 
and the availability of all published 
notices at www.tnpublicnotice.com.  
The new ads are available at:  www.
tnpress.com.

Newspapers may download the 
ads and also add the newspaper’s 
name to the ad’s “provided by” 
section. 

TPA asks members to help 
promote the importance of public 
notices with these and other ads.  
Please contact TPA if you need links 
any of the ad campaigns.
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Here are some ideas - some you may know, some not - on how to attract and retain readers
During the Covid pandemic, our 

newspaper published the latest 
news from public health officials 
on our web site three or more times 
a day. The news was free to anyone 
who wanted to read it.

Our online traffic reached more 
than 3,500 visitors a day. That’s 
more than 105,000 visits a month. 
We are in a small market maybe 
similar to yours. If you are not using 
your web site every day to attract 
and retain readers, you are failing 
your advertisers and community

That does not mean you have to 
give everything away free. You can 
put your most popular features and 
columns behind your pay wall. Let 
them read headlines and a couple 
of paragraphs if they are interested 
with the option of subscribing to be 
able to read everything on your site.

A recent Audiences Festival host-
ed sessions on how to attract and 
retain subscribers. A few examples:

• Brazil’s largest publisher has 
more than 100 million unique 
monthly website visitors. Only 
Facebook and Google command 
more attention.

Readers can get breaking news 
and trustworthy journalism for 
free but its best content sits behind 
the pay wall. Ads and subscriptions 
are the two core revenue streams, 
the latter increasing steadily.

• A popular French sports news-
paper has 2.5 million digital readers 
and 190,000 paid digital subscrib-
ers. They have personalized content 
with visitors’ favorite sports and test 
previews and teasers of upcoming 
content to give visitors something to 
anticipate and become subscribers. 
Marketing director Romain L’hote 
says this is why platforms like Net-
flix are so effective.

• A local French Canadian 
newspaper offered low cost 12-18 
week digital subscriptions with an 

Compelling
Writing

Jerry Bellune

easy way to renew online. Print 
subscribers were offered a 13-week 
“ease in” subscription with free 
digital. Of those taking the offer, 
33% became subscribers.

• There are lots of reasons why 
someone might cancel or let a news 
subscription lapse. A French news 
organization has 105,000 paying 
subscribers, 85% digital and 15% 
print. It also has 10 million website 
visitors a month.

Subscribers prefer to save money 
by switching to annual subscrip-
tions. This saves hundreds of sub-
scribers a month, says marketing 

head Adèle Bacos.
•  A German newspaper offers its 

subscribers special deals on digital 
and print subscriptions to encour-
age them to renew or take longer 
subscriptions. There is a penalty if 
you let your subscription lapse. You 
can renew only at the full-price rate.

We’ve had luck with these:
• We arranged with non-profits to 

furnish volunteers to sell subscrip-
tions by phone. The helpers stayed 
with us longer and were better 
motivated because they felt part of 
something larger than themselves. 
They were helping their non-profit 

receive their commissions.
We’ve run football contests that 

pay off winners each week with 
“Consumer Bucks” that could be 
spent with sponsors of the contest 
page. The advertisers loved it. 

Some diehard football fans 
bought a dozen or more papers to 
clip and submit entry forms. This 
helped our single-copy sales.

Jerry Bellune is an award-win-
ning investigative journalist and ed-
iting and writing coach. He and his 
wife are retired newspaper publish-
ers and owners in South Carolina.

The findings thus far indicate that 
national House and Senate figures 
are far more likely to be featured 
than local politicians, once again 
complicating earlier research. But 
the gap isn’t just national versus 
local; Tong said politicians might 
have some agency when it comes 
to boosting their prominence in the 
world of pink slime news.

“There is some evidence of a 
connection between how active a 
politician is on social media and 
how much attention they get from 
a pink slime network,” Tong said. 
“An implication is maybe that 
being very active on social media 
doesn’t just grow your social me-
dia following. It can also influence 
your visibility in pink slime.”

Tong and her team of University 
of Missouri researchers presented 

the study’s initial findings in late 
March during the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill’s 
Local Journalism Researchers 
Workshop.

The goal is to expand the analysis 
to all 50 states and develop an 
online dashboard to present updates 
on the research as it continues.

This article was republished with 
RJI’s permission.

PINK SLIME  from Page 3

Ivan Aronin

Carol Broyles

Matthew Burnette

Mary Cashiola

Joel Christopher

Clint Cooper

Steve Corlew

Lisa Denton

Marcus Fitzsimmons

Dale Gentry

Alison Gerber

Lew Gilliland

Ben Goad

Chris Gregory

John Gullion

Dawn Hankins

Stephen Hargis

Tierra Hayes

Jim Herrin

Cliff Hightower

Autumn Hughes

Mark Kennedy

Melanie King

David Laprad

Noah Maddox

Jennifer Magie

Cary Jane Malone

Brad Martin

Brooke McCain

Holly McCall

Matt McClane

Chris Menees

Joe Morris

Lindsay Pride

Cheri Reeves 

Daniel Richardson

Robin Rudd

Donna Ryder

Liz Schubauer

Lora Scripps

Ben Sessoms

Duane Sherrill

Tim Siniard

Mike Sisco

Alan Sloan

Jeremy Smith

Bryan Stevens

Chris Vass

Holly Viers

Rob Walters

Marina Waters

Logan Watson

Drew Wheeler

G. Chambers Williams III

Scott Winfree

Isaac Wright

Ricky Young

Thank you!
These TPA members served as judges for the Arkansas Press Association’s Contest in May.   

We thank you for your time and assistance that makes TPA’s contests possible!
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Here are two words that might 
make you swoon with longing or 
simmer with envy: book leave.

In an ideal book leave, a person 
would get paid well enough (from 
a big old book advance?) to take 
unpaid leave from their day job 
and spend their time writing that 
brilliant book. In my mind, at 
least, they’re tucked into a cabin 
in the woods or on a coast and 
it’s cozy and they snack and nap 
their way through the whole 
thing. Chunky knits are likely 
present.

For most journalists, though, 
book leave might not be an option, 
either financially or realistically, 

thanks to a news cycle that’s more 
like a nonstop slog.

But lots of journalists do write 
books. So how do they do it?

“Most people say, ‘How do you 
find time to write?’” said Craig 
Pittman, a journalist and the 
author of several books, including 
“Welcome to Florida: True Tales 
from America’s Most Interesting 
State.”

“The correct way (to ask it): ‘How 
do you make time to write?’ The 
legendary Florida writer Harry 
Crews put it best: If you want to be a 
writer, put your (butt) in the chair.”

Pittman takes breaks to eat and 
walk, but otherwise, he said, “I’m 
all about the work.”

Routine was also key for Steph-
anie Hayes, a columnist at the 

Tampa Bay Times and the author 
of a novel and “Be Serious,” a 
collection of essays.

“Since I write columns for a 
living, I always struggled to find 
consistency in my more creative 
pursuits. . . . Who has time to 
write and then write some more?” 
she said. “In 2023, I attended the 
Yale Writers’ Workshop to develop 
the fledgling pages of a novel. In 
my classes, I learned about the 
concept of writing accountability 
groups.”

After returning home, Hayes 
joined the Morning Writing Club, 
run by author and publisher Chel-
sea Hodson.

“By carving out a dedicated 
space each morning, I was able to 
finish a draft of the novel, then a 

second draft of the same novel,” 
Hayes said. “I could then go about 
my journalism for the rest of the 
day without the albatross of cre-
ative failure hanging over me.”

NPR TV critic Eric Deggans had 
to pace himself differently. Deg-
gans, the author of “Race-Baiter: 
How the Media Wields Dangerous 
Words to Divide a Nation,” had 
three months to write a 230-page 
manuscript.

“So I wound up writing every 
moment I could when I wasn’t at 
work as the Tampa Bay Times’ 
TV critic,” he said. “Two hours 
before work and two hours after 
on weekdays. Six to seven hours 
each day on weekends. I took two 
weeks for Christmas break in De-
cember and wrote every day, then 

took two weeks for spring break 
and wrote every day (I couldn’t 
afford to take an unpaid book 
leave).”

After major breaking news, 
Deggans also asked for more time 
so that news could be part of his 
book.

“I also got them to give me a 
three-week extension because the 
Trayvon Martin killing exploded 
all over media in March, when the 
book was due,” he said.

This article originally published 
by Poynter is republished here with 
permission. Support high-integrity, 
independent journalism that serves 
truth and democracy. Make a gift 
to Poynter today. Contact www.
poynter.org.

Can’t find the time for writing a book? Make the time

Riner previously lived in Mur-
freesboro, where she taught En-
glish for 23 years. More than half 
of those years were at Riverdale 
High School. She didn’t set out to 
become a teacher.

“I was a journalism major at Ten-
nessee Tech,” she said. “My first job 
right out of college was as a reporter 
for the Manchester Times. I loved 
being a reporter, but it didn’t pay 
anything in those days.”

Like many young reporters 
disillusioned by economic reality, 
she shifted into public relations 
writing before taking time off to 
raise a family and later earn her 
teacher certification.

“Teaching takes all of your en-
ergy and time,” she said. “I loved 
teaching and working with kids, 
but I don’t think people outside 
the profession realize all the work 
that goes into it.”

Juggling the demands of career 
and family left her with little time 
for herself.

Retirement and a move 
to Monteagle brought 
her back to her first love

It wasn’t until she retired and 
moved to Monteagle that she be-
gan to rediscover not only herself 
but also her first love: writing.

“This mountain seems to draw 
some of the most talented and 
creative people I’ve ever met,” she 
said. “I’d interview artists and 
actors and writers and community 

activists and walk away inspired 
by their passion.”

Her newspaper articles are 
exceptional features that focus on 
Grundy County residents and their 
experiences, concerns or achieve-
ments in an emotional way. Those 
about authors Michelle Scissom 
and Joe Nunley made her realize 
she needed to start writing fiction 
again, too.

“I’ve always thought I had 
books in me,” she said. Right be-
fore COVID hit, a publisher read a 
young adult fantasy she’d written 
and asked her to tweak it and re-
submit. “I never followed through. 
Life got crazy, and I never made 
the time to do it.”

Here, on the mountain, she 
finally had time and started playing 
around with the idea of a cozy mys-
tery set in Monteagle. She’d write 
a chapter here and there and had 
fun including some of her favorite 
hometown places in the story.

When she saw a publisher’s 
Facebook post promising feedback 

on the first 10 pages of a novel, she 
thought ‘Why the heck not?’ and 
sent hers in.

“I felt like it was a good idea 
and figured the feedback would 
be useful,” she said. “Living here 
has changed me. I’ve stepped out 
of my comfort zone and done all 
sorts of things I’ve never done 
before. It’s liberating and a whole 
lot of fun.”

The publisher got back to her 
quickly and asked for the whole 
manuscript. There was one huge 
problem; however, the book was 
barely halfway done.

“I freaked out a little,” she said. 
“I knew enough about publishing 
to know that this wasn’t an oppor-
tunity to squander, but I literally 
only had 13 chapters done.”

Frantic, she reached out to Scis-
som to ask what to do.

“She gave me the best advice 
ever,” Riner said. “She told me to 
ask for a week to polish it and to 
get to writing. So that’s what I did. 
I wrote the second half of the book 

in a week and sent it in.”
It would be weeks this time 

before she heard back from the 
publisher.

Along came a rejection 
letter with a silver lining

“I finally got the most encour-
aging rejection letter,” Riner 
recalled. “The editor liked the 
book and loved the main charac-
ter, but she wasn’t happy with my 
ending. I’d deprived the reader of 
the final climactic scene. She was 
exactly right—I knew it as soon 
as I read her comment. The really 
cool thing was that she was will-
ing to look at it again if I tweaked 
it. And I knew I could do that.”

She spent several weeks in July 
rehashing the ending. She’d write, 
rewrite, edit, and polish until she 
realized it was time to let it go and 
send the manuscript back. The 
waiting game began again.

Then came the book 
contract offer

In early September, she received 
a book contract offer.

“Truly one of the happiest and 
most surreal moments of my life,” 
she said. “Who could imagine 
becoming a first-time published 
author at the age of 64? I still 
have to pinch myself that I have 
a book coming out. It’s quite a 
process. I rather naively thought 
you get a book deal and wait for 
the book to come out. It’s not 
like that at all. There are lots of 

moving pieces.”
She’s learned industry terms 

like line edits and galley proofs 
and had to take a deep dive into 
marketing. With all the changes 
in the publishing industry in re-
cent years, much of the marketing, 
even with a traditional publishing 
contract like she has, falls square-
ly on the author.

“It’s a little overwhelming, but 
all kinds of wonderful,” she said. 
“The support I’ve gotten in this 
book journey from my friends, 
many of whom are former stu-
dents, has been humbling.”

One former student suggested 
she and Riner get matching tattoos 
to celebrate the book’s debut.

“I’ve never gotten a tattoo in my 
life,” Riner said. “I’ve now made 
a ‘tat pact’ with 14 friends to get a 
tattoo of a pie slice if the book hits 
the top 10 in any Amazon catego-
ry. I think I’ll be safe. The highest 
I’ve seen it go so far was 49 on a 
new release list for cozy culinary 
mystery. You never know, though. 
I might just get a tattoo for the 
heck of it. I’m a changed woman 
on this mountain.”

Follow Beth Riner’s writing and 
publishing exploits at Beth Riner 
Author on Facebook or visit www.
bethriner.com. At this publication’s 
press time, Riner’s author bio on 
Amazon.com was reporting that 
she is under contract for a second 
book in the “Odd Job Annie” series 
scheduled to come out in early 2026 
and she has already started writing 
her third book.

KRISTEN HARE
Poynter Institute, St. Petersburg, FL
April 14, 2025

NOVEL from Page 1
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Many of the most recent issues in-
volving conditional funding, which 
have arisen mostly from govern-
ment warnings or decisions related 
to federal funds for universities and 
schools, have involved Title VI:

• On March 10, 2025, the 
Trump administration told 60 
universities that it is investigat-
ing them for what it claims was 
a failure to protect students from 
antisemitism amid protests on 
campus and warned the schools 
they could face “potential en-
forcement actions.” Such actions 
may include warnings or actions 
to pull federal funding.

• The administration also 
announced that it is investigating 
52 schools for embedding “racial 
preferences and stereotypes” in ed-
ucational programs and activities 
such as DEI initiatives.

• The White House announced 
in March 2025 that it was “pausing” 
$175 million in federal funding to 
the University of Pennsylvania over 
its transgender athlete policies.

• Also in March 2025, the 
Trump administration said it 
would cut $400 million in federal 
funding for Columbia University 
unless the school meets a list of 
demands. Columbia conceded to 
the administration’s demands by 
banning masks, expanding cam-
pus police powers and appoint-
ing a new senior vice provost to 
oversee and review programs in 
the Middle East, South Asian and 
African Studies department.

• Yale Law School said in March 
2025 that it had it terminated a 
research scholar who was placed 
on leave earlier that month amid 
warnings from the Trump admin-
istration that it would pull funding 
from schools found to be violating 
civil rights laws. The scholar had 
been linked to a group the Biden 
administration called a “sham 
charity” with ties to a U.S.-recog-
nized terrorist organization.

• On March 31, 2025, the Trump 
administration announced a 
multidepartment review of nearly 
$9 billion in federal funding to Har-
vard University and its affiliates, 
similar to the review of Colum-
bia University. Officials said the 
review will determine whether 
any funding needs to be paused 
and is a part of an effort by the 
administration’s Joint Task Force to 
Combat Antisemitism. On April 14, 
Harvard University said it is reject-
ing the administration’s demands, 
putting billions of dollars in fund-

ing at risk. “The University will 
not surrender its independence or 
relinquish its constitutional rights,” 
Harvard President Alan M. Garber 
said in a statement. Hours later, 
the federal government announced 
that it would freeze $2.2 billion in 
grants and $60 million in contracts 
for the school.

In April 2025, administration 
officials also announced they 
intend to cut $4 million in funding 
for a climate research center at 
Princeton University, saying that 
several of the center’s projects 
are “no longer aligned” with 
federal agency objectives. While 
not involving Title VI, this move 
represents another example of 
government funding being used to 
control expression.

Threats to withhold federal 
funds under Title VI aren’t new, 
although they have historically 
been rare against universities. But 
earlier instances involving both 
universities and other institutions 
do exist:

• In 2023-2024, under the Biden 
administration, the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education’s Office for Civil 
Rights opened investigations into 
six colleges and universities under 
Title VI. The investigations came 
in response to complaints alleg-
ing antisemitic or anti-Muslim 
harassment on college campus-
es. Then-Secretary of Education 
Miguel Cardona noted, “If an 
institution refuses to follow the 
law to protect students, we would 
withhold dollars.”

• And in September 2023, as 
part of a Biden National Strategy 
to Counter Antisemitism, eight 
federal agencies issued letters to 
various institutions that Title VI 
prohibits certain forms of antise-
mitic, Islamophobic, and related 
forms of discrimination in federal-
ly funded programs and activities, 
with loss of funds as a potential 
penalty for violation.

Multiple organizations respond-
ing to the administration’s actions 
on university funding have men-
tioned Title VI. On March 20, the 
New York Civil Liberties Union, 
in a letter to several U.S. agen-
cies, said that “any restrictions in 
federal funding must be limited 
to the specific program alleged to 
have violated Title VI, not the kind 
of sweeping withdrawals of funds 
for scientific and medical research 
carried out by the Trump adminis-
tration.” The group also called the 
Trump administration’s threats to 
withdraw funding representative 
of a wider effort to “to control 

and weaken our universities and 
suppress dissent.”

In March, the American Civil 
Liberties Union also mentioned 
Title VI in its open letter to U.S. 
college and university presidents. 
The ACLU wrote, “Speech that is 
not targeted at an individual or in-
dividuals because of their ethnic-
ity or national origin but merely 
expresses impassioned views ... is 
not discrimination and should be 
protected.” It said the government 
— through funding decisions — 
“cannot coerce university officials 
into taking actions inconsistent 
with ... settled First Amendment 
law,” referring to Title VI.

The ACLU also quoted a 2018 
Supreme Court decision involv-
ing an immigration case. That 
decision held that “the federal 
government cannot use the ‘sword 
of federal funding’” to coerce state 
and local authorities.

Another federal law that deals 
with discrimination and con-
ditional government funding is 
known as Title IX. In 2011, the 
Obama administration issued 
guidelines under Title IX to com-
bat harassment, discrimination 
and assault on college campus-
es. Those guidelines required 
universities to adopt and enforce 
speech codes and other policies or 
face penalties, including the loss 
of a broad range of federal funding 
such as money for student loans.

Multiple court decisions have 
upheld Title IX, including the pro-
vision for funding losses, but also 
have insisted any intrusion on free 
speech be as limited as possible.

And the details of what can 
bring a loss of funding under Title 
IX have changed. In February, 
the Department of Education told 
colleges that Title IX protections 
would no longer apply to ex-
plicit protections of transgender 
students’ rights, reverting to a 
2020 policy. The move reversed a 
controversial 2024 policy adopted 
under the Biden administration.

Government funding and 
the First Amendment

Beyond specific court rulings, 
concerns over threats involving 
the loss of government funding 
include the potential for a “chilling 
effect.” When individuals, uni-
versities or other groups rely on 
government funding that may be 
withdrawn, self-censorship may 
result. Also, funding threats may 
suppress the willingness of grant 
recipients to recognize or include 

minority or dissenting views.
Lawsuits challenging federal 

funding cuts for universities are 
likely to call such actions uncon-
stitutional overreaches, noting 
that courts consistently say that 
restrictions on campus speech 
and protests must be narrowly 
tailored and designed to meet 
compelling government interests, 
like responding to violence or 
protecting students from harass-
ment or injury.

But beyond such instances, 
future court decisions will have to 
determine the extent to which the 
government can use its funding 
power to force institutions that 
receive federal funds — including 
both public and private universities 
and other institutions — to adopt 
specific government-set policies 
and practices to which those insti-
tutions may not otherwise agree.

Key takeaways:
• Lawsuits challenging recent 

federal funding cuts for universi-

ties are likely to call such actions 
unconstitutional overreaches.

• Courts have affirmed the gov-
ernment’s right to put conditions 
on funding in certain cases while 
acknowledging potential chilling 
effects on speech.

• The line between conditional 
funding that violates the First 
Amendment and that which does 
not remains unclear, and ultimate 
limits haven’t been set.

• Future court decisions will 
have to determine the extent to 
which the government can use its 
funding power to force institutions 
that receive federal funds to adopt 
specific government-set policies 
and practices.

Gene Policinski is a senior 
fellow for the First Amendment at 
Freedom Forum. He can be reached 
at gpolicinski@freedomforum.
org. This column was originally 
published by Freedom Forum at 
freedomforum.org on April 17, 
2025. It is republished here with 
permission.
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By executive order dated March 
14, 2025, President Trump ordered 
that the Federal Mediation and 
Conciliation Service (FMCS) be 
“eliminated to the maximum extent 
consistent with applicable law, and 
such entities shall reduce the perfor-
mance of their statutory functions 
and associated personnel to the 
minimum presence and function 
required by law.” The AFL-CIO and 
several unions have filed suit asking 
a court to block this particular 
executive order. The suit claims that 
FMCS staff was cut by 90% and 
field offices were closed. 

On May 6, 2025, the U.S. District 
Court for the District of Rhode 
Island issued a preliminary injunc-
tion blocking the Trump adminis-
tration’s executive order. We can 
expect this decision to be appealed. 
A critical issue that will reach the 
U.S. Supreme Court is whether one 
U.S. District Court judge has the 
authority to issue injunctions on a 
nationwide basis. Stay tuned. 

The Federal Mediation and Con-
ciliation Service assists employers 
and unions to achieve collective 
bargaining agreements when they 
are having difficulty in negotia-
tions. In my negotiations represent-
ing employers, the FMCS is often 
helpful in helping us resolve collec-
tive bargaining issues. The services 
of FMCS are free to the parties; 
your taxes pay for this agency.  

The status of NLRB 
Member Gwynne Wilcox

The United States Court of 
Appeals for the D.C. Circuit has 
denied the federal government’s 
request to stay lower-court rulings 
that reinstated NLRB Member 
Gwynne Wilcox. The April 7, 2025, 
decision reinstated Wilcox while 
her appeal is pending. 

However, on April 9, 2025, Chief 

Justice John Roberts stayed the 
D.C. Circuits Decision to reinstate 
Wilcox. Therefore, the NLRB is 
without a quorum and cannot at 
this time issue new decisions. The 
stakes here are high.  	

Trump administration 
pauses Biden independent 
contractor rule

On May 1, 2025, the U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor (DOL) announced 
that it will no longer enforce a 2024 
Biden era Independent Contractor 
Rule under the Federal Fair Labor 
Standards Act (FLSA). The DOL 
explained that it will be reconsid-
ering the Rule. This writer predicts 
that the Department of Labor will 
dramatically change or replace the 
Rule when its review is complete. 

At the end of Trump’s first term, 
the DOL issued an Independent 
Contractor Rule that significantly 
clarified the standards for deter-
mining contractor status and made 
it easier for companies to establish 
independent contractor relation-
ships. Very soon after taking office, 
Biden initially attempted to delay 
implementation of the Rule but a 
federal court struck that down.

The Biden administration then 
created its own Rule finalized in 
January of 2024. The new Biden 
Rule reversed much of the good 
news in the Trump Rule. Within 
days of the Biden Rule being final-
ized, various business organiza-
tions initiated litigation challenging 
the Rule. The Trump Administra-
tion DOL has asked the courts to 

place that litigation on hold.
Until a new Rule is finalized, 

the DOL will enforce the FLSA in 
accordance with Fact Sheet No. 13 
which can be found on its website. 

The FLSA contains a 13(d) 
exemption for individuals engaged 
in the delivery of newspapers to the 
consumer. Therefore, the Inde-
pendent Contractor Rules have no 
bearing on home-delivery carriers 
who are exempt from minimum 
wage, overtime, and child labor 
regulations. However, the DOL 
Rules do have impact on other 
types of independent contractors 
including freelance writers and 
correspondents. 

Restoring equality 
of opportunity and 
meritocracy

On April 23, 2025, President 
Trump signed an executive 
order titled “Restoring Equality 
of Opportunity and Meritocracy” 
which addresses the theory of 
disparate impact discrimination. 
This order eliminates the use of 
disparate impact liability to insure 
equal treatment under the law. 
Disparate impact liability is a legal 
theory holding that differences in 
outcomes among races, sexes, or 
similar groups indicate unlaw-
ful discrimination, even without 
discriminatory intent or policies. 

Trump executive order downsizes Federal Mediation and Conciliation Service
Legal
Update

L. Michael Zinser

This theory violates the Constitu-
tion’s guarantee of equal treatment 
for all by requiring race-oriented 
policies and practices to rebalance 
outcomes along racial lines. 

The new executive order revokes 
previous presidential actions that 
approved of disparate impact. It 
also directs all agencies to depri-
oritize enforcement of statutes and 
regulations that include disparate 
impact liability. The order further 
instructs the attorney general to re-
peal or amend all statutes and reg-
ulations that contemplate disparate 
impact liability. President Trump 
stated, “Our Country is going to be 
based on merit again.” 

President Trump 
nominates new NLRB 
general counsel

I previously reported that Presi-
dent Trump named William Cowen 
to be Acting NLRB General Counsel. 
Acting General Counsel Cowen has 

already rolled back many of Biden 
General Counsel Jennifer Abruzzo’s 
initiatives that elevated the priorities 
of labor unions. 

Abruzzo, Cowen’s predecessor, 
was one of the most pro-union 
general counsels in NLRB history. 
During her term, she issued many 
general counsel memoranda in 
furtherance of union-desired goals. 
Acting General Counsel William B. 
Cowen wasted no time in rescind-
ing 25 of Abruzzo’s memoranda. 

On March 25, 2025, President 
Trump nominated management 
side labor lawyer Crystal Carey 
to be the Agency’s next general 
counsel. As of early May the United 
States Senate had not yet scheduled 
hearings on this nomination. 

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

the Bay Area, and I look forward 
to seeing its influence spread.”

Rowlands said she hopes to part-
ner with other newsrooms to apply 
the strategy to all of California. She 
concurred with Picht’s vision of 
newsrooms throughout the country 
adapting the model to serve their 
own local communities.

“If you replicate the workflow 
— even if the details might be 
different — you can apply this to 
other states,” Rowlands said. “We 
have a country full of small news-
rooms that are struggling with the 
same exact problem of shoulder-
ing a heavy lift on election night. 

This can make it so much easier 
and enable all of those newsrooms 
to focus more on the journalism 
and less on the data entry.”

See the Bay City News Election 
Hub at localnewsmatters.org/civ-
ic-engagement-hub/. To review the 
RJI playbook, go to rjionline.org/
news, find and click on this article, 
and click on the “Playbook” link. 

Austin Fitzgerald is a Senior 
Strategic Communication Con-
sultant for Reynolds Journalism 
Institute, University of Missouri, 
Columbia, MO. This article was 
originally published at rjionline.org 
on May 16, 2025, and is repub-
lished here with permission.

I turn to the editorial page.”
And this comment from an adver-

tiser after the newspaper carried 
an expose on the local economic 
development director. To paraphrase 
again: “Let me know the next time 
you’re going to carry such a big 
story. I want my ad in that edition.”

These stories take work. That’s 
especially challenging in news-
rooms operating with diminished 
resources. These stories will not be 
accomplished, however, without 
management willing to invest the 
time and money to train editors 
and reporters. These stories are at 

the heart of vibrant communities, 
and they are essential to the liveli-
hood of community newspapers.

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 
jim@pumarlo.com.

ELECTIONS from Page 4

PUMARLO from Page 5
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Kenny Hudson admired friends 
who were firefighters and after 
becoming a volunteer at the Ash-
land City Fire Department he soon 
realized that was what he wanted 
to do for a career.

This dad to Logan, 15, and Nora, 
9, and married to Amy today is a 
lieutenant at Fire Department of 
Mt. Juliet.

Hudson, 54, knew the risks 
when he became a full-time mem-
ber of the 1-year-old Mt. Juliet 
department in September 2014.

“I know the dangers,” he said. 
“It didn’t really scare me. I have 
the A-Type personality and have 
always been a go getter and com-
petitive. A perfectionist.”

Those risks became real on 
Aug. 12, 2023, when he was 
injured when a burning roof fell 
on him while he battled a massive 
fire at Glass Creek Apartments in 
Mt. Juliet.

For his perseverance in physi-
cal recovery and commitment to 
returning to full duty (which he 
was cleared to do last June), Hud-
son has been selected as the 2024 
Wilson County Citizen of the Year 
by the editors of the Wilson Post 
and Chronicle of Mt. Juliet.

Full duty status allows Hudson 
to fight fires, climb ladders and 
perform all duties like rescues that 
the other firefighters do. However, 
on Nov. 6 he had another surgery 
on his hand and is now assigned to 
temporary light duty until it heals 
again. During that procedure doc-
tors realized there is a tendon that 
is constricted and a hand specialist 
needs to evaluate it in January.

Around the fire station, people 
call him “hero,” a description he 
brushes aside.

Facing the fire
Hudson (then assigned to Station 

1 on Belinda Parkway) and two 
other firefighters were at the 400 
building at the apartment complex 
to fight a fire that had started with 
a lightning strike.

Hudson said his first priority 
was to evacuate the building. It 
was noon on a Saturday and peo-
ple were home.

“There was fire all around, I was 
on the top right on the steps,” he 

said. “I don’t remember when my 
helmet fell off. I was trying to find a 
way out. I then put out a ‘Mayday.’ ”

His fellow firefighters were able 
to get a ladder up to him.

“I didn’t feel anything, just 
adrenalin,” he said. “They call 
it an adrenalin dump. It took 
everyone, a lot of people were all 
around.

“The moment I arrived after 
transport to Skyline I gave up 
control. I hit it head on, thought of 
my wife and two kids. I did have a 
panic attack.”

FDMJ Medic Colter Burt re-
called that day in 2023 when his 
friend was so badly injured.

“No, not just ‘friend;’ he’s family 
now,” Burt said quietly.

Hudson was critically injured 
when the burning roof fell on him 
in the breezeway on the third 
floor of the building. Mt. Juliet 
Police officers at the scene loaded 
Hudson in the back of a police car 
and rushed him to TriStar Summit 
Medical Center. Doctors there 
determined that TriStar Skyline 
Medical Center would be a better 
option to treat the second- and 
third-degree burns to Hudson’s 
head, face and hands.

Burt was on a medical call at 
the same apartments and heard 
the lightning strike while assist-
ing a resident. “It was so loud,” he 
said. “It sounded like a gunshot. It 
startled us all.”

Burt said he heard over the 
radio that MJPD was rushing an 
injured firefighter from the apart-
ment fire to Summit where he had 
just dropped off his patient.

“I told the team there, ‘Please 
get ready, a Mt. Juliet firefighter is 
coming here.’ ” he said.  Hudson 
arrived a few minutes later. “He 
was still in half his gear and was 
obviously injured,” said Burt.

Hudson asked Burt to call his 
wife, Amy, and to ask her “please 
come.”

“It was the hardest thing,” Burt 
recalled. “I’m told this was the big-
gest fire in the history of Mt. Juliet. 
Everyone was there. I think I had 
met Amy only once or twice. It was 
a phone call I never had wanted to 
make. I told her there had been an 
accident and Kenny was hurt bad.”

Hudson spent 22 days at Skyline 
in the ICU and burn units. Every 
day firefighters stood “watch” 
outside his room.

“Universally in our service, we 
are a close unit,” said Burt. “We 
take care of our own. We decided 
hour-one we are family. That we 
would take turns and be present 
at the hospital for however long 
he would be there. I know he 
knew one of us, or two or three, 
at one time were on watch outside 
his room to be present for him.”

According to Amy, Hudson had 
multiple surgeries and skin grafts, 
as well as physical and occupa-
tional therapy. After his release 
he started outpatient therapy two 
to three times a week, then less 
frequently as he began to heal. He 
also made frequent visits to a burn 
clinic during his recovery, she said.

Hudson was unable to speak 
for a while, communicating with 
Amy and others by writing on a 
whiteboard.

The department response
Amy said she heard about the 

apartment fire that Saturday and 
knew her husband was on shift. 
She was decorating cookies. She 
got a phone call from a number 
she didn’t recognize. When it rang 
again she picked up.

“It was the worst phone call I’ve 
ever had, but also the most beauti-

ful,” she said. “It was medic Colter, 
who worked with him. He said 
Kenny was at Summit and was 
hurt, but they were taking care of 
him. He told me to come.”

MJPD sent an officer to transport 
Amy to Summit. Amy, a Mt. Juliet 
native, said she went into “fight 
mode” at the hospital. She and 
Kenny met through friends when 
she was 25. He had not joined a fire 
department at the time.

“The profession scared me a lit-
tle,” she said. “But, he has always 
been the strongest person I know. 
He thinks through everything.”

She was in a police car several 
cars behind the ambulance where 
Hudson was taken to Skyline.

“I kept saying ‘don’t you leave 
me, don’t you leave me,’ ” she said 
“When I saw him he had a towel 
over his hands and head. I could 
not see how bad it was. At that 
time, I didn’t know what I didn’t 
know.”

Then-Interim Chief Joey Ed-
wards (now FDMJ Deputy Chief) 
was in charge when the fire 
happened. Incoming Chief Mark 
Foulks visited Hudson at Skyline 
within days. Foulks said he and 
Edwards visited Hudson and his 
family at Skyline the day after 
the fire. Foulks said it was “very 
important” for him to see Kenny.

“To ensure him, his family, 
and his peers that he was going 
to be supported and that together 
we were going to get through the 
challenges of what had occurred,” 
Folks said. “It is also important 
because the personnel of MJFD 

are by far the most important asset 
that we have. We have millions of 
dollars invested in equipment, sta-
tions, etc., but our personnel are 
the most critical component to the 
service we provide to our citizens.

“I wanted to reassure him that 
we would all be there to support 
him every step of the way and 
that whatever challenges lie ahead 
we were there to help in any 
way possible. At the time Kenny 
was intubated and still in critical 
condition, so communication was 
a little difficult. It was heartwarm-
ing to already see his strength, 
courage, and determination.”

Through online donations and 
a fundraiser, MJ4 Hope raised 
$130,000 for victims of the fire. 
“We were able to gift the Hudsons 
$30,000,” said Breedlove. “The 
community responded overwhelm-
ingly to this amazing family.”

For several days, Hudson’s eyes 
were swollen shut, and he could 
not see or speak. His hands were 
wrapped in protective bandages.

“Everyone said he was a su-
perman,” Amy said. “We are so 
incredibly fortunate. We have a 
village, a support system. Fami-
ly here, the FDMJ is our family, 
Nashville Fire, WEMA, Franklin 
Fire, Stoner Creek Elementary.”

Hudson’s children visited him 
two or three times at the hospital.

“One of my sweetest memories 
was when Nora saw him for the 
first time and Kenny was like a 
mummy,” she said. “Nora said, ‘I 
know that’s my daddy because I 
see his tattoos.’ Logan needed to 
see him and simply touch him.”

Hudson said he was determined 
to be 100 percent healthy before he 
went back to full duty at the fire 
station.

“He knew he wanted to be there 
completely healed to protect his 
crew,” said Amy, who said she 
knows these types of life changes 
challenge families.

“Either you grow with it or 
grow apart,” she said. “We made 
sure we were all in and made 
promises to each other. Tomorrow 
is not promised. It shows up on 
your doorstep.”

As Hudson celebrates Christmas, 
he said he looks forward to getting 
back to the routine. “I want to get 
back in there full duty,” he said. 
“Skill sets are perishable. I need to 
keep them up. I’m very blessed.”

Mount Juliet fireman responds to severe burns by returning to full duty
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Fire Department of Mt. Juliet Lt. 
Kenny Hudson was cleared to return 
to full duty in June 2024 after re-
ceiving burns in August 2023 while 
responding to a massive apartment 
building fire.

Submitted

Lt. Kenny Hudson stayed at 
Skyline Medical Center for three 
weeks to recover from burns he 
received while responding to an 
August 2023 fire. Two FDMJ fire-
fighters visited him in the hospital 
and posed for a photo.


