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As newspapers continue to face
financial headwinds, the publisher
of the Chattanooga Times Free
Press said many news organiza-
tions have turned to nonprofit sup-
port or established a philanthropy
arm to fund their reporting.

“At its core, local journalism is
a public service,” Eliza Gaines told
members of the Rotary Club of
Chattanooga on Thursday. “It ben-
efits everyone — even those who
don’t pay for it and can’t pay for it.
But it cannot exist without finan-
cial support. That’s why so many
newspapers have turned to a new
funding model that goes beyond
advertising and subscriptions.”

The Seattle Times, the Charles-
ton Post & Courier, the Minnesota
Star Tribune and the Times-Pica-
yune in Louisiana have launched
community funds, she said. WEH-
CO Media, the company that owns
the Times Free Press, meanwhile,
has launched philanthropy cam-
paigns across newspapers it owns
in Arkansas, Gaines said, and do-
nations have helped fund specific
roles like an additional education
reporter, an environmental report-
er and a new investigative editor.

“Before I get the question,”
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WEHCO Media Publisher Eliza Gaines speaks to the Rotary Club of Chat-
tanooga on April 16 on the topic of local journalism as a public service.

Gaines said Thursday in Chatta-
nooga, “I'll say that philanthropy
is something we have considered
here, but it’s not something that I
would announce today. If we do
launch a campaign, I hope we can
count on your support.”

Gaines is the fourth-generation
publisher of WEHCO Media and
oversees all the company’s news
organizations across Arkansas

and in Chattanooga. She succeed-
ed her father, Walter E. Hussman
Jr., in the role. The company

has been family owned since its
founding in 1909.

Gaines earned a bachelor’s
degree in English and a master’s
degree in mass communication
from the University of North Car-
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Thursday, June 25, will be

a day of celebration as the
University of Tennessee
System and the Tennessee
Press Association present the
2026 Tennessee State Press
Contests awards. And TPA will
install its new president, slat-
ed to be Dave Gould of Main
Street Media of Tennessee.

TPA will also offer a few edu-
cational sessions that morning
before the awards luncheon.
All TPA members are invited
to attend.

The event will be held at the
Embassy Suites in Franklin,
Tenn. The hotel underwent a
complete renovation that was
completed in April.

TPA notified winning news-
papers via email on Friday,
April 24.

More information on the ses-
sions and registration will be
available on Friday, May 15.

Staffreports
April 28,2026

The public paid for that room, let them in

Editor’s note: This column was
originally published March 31 by
Johnson City Press and is repub-
lished here with permission.

The Johnson City Commission
and other city boards that use
the conference room at City Hall
should move all meetings into the
commission chambers, sooner
rather than later.

Recently, the Johnson City Devel-
opment Authority took action to
move meetings after dealing with
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an issue that has gone on for quite
a while — a room for public meet-
ings that barely gives any public
access.

“It’s probably not a very good
look for a public meeting to be
behind locked doors,” JCDA Chair
Jack Simpson said Friday at its
regular meeting.

We can answer that statement.

No. It is not a good look at all.

The locked-door conference
room came to light on Friday
when Jodi Jones, a JCDA board
member and Washington County
commissioner, could not get inside
the room. Along with Jones was

a Johnson City Press reporter. The
door was finally opened when
someone came out to use the
restroom.

The city put out a statement
shortly after the incident that the
process of entering the room is
being “refined.”

But this is nothing new.

For months, a Johnson City
reporter, along with other people,

See HIGHTOWER Page 8
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Pop quiz! It is time to test
your media law knowledge

It’s hard to believe that it’s been
four years since I started writing
this quarterly column. Over that
time, I’ve shared tips on everything
from obtaining public records and
accessing court proceedings to vet-
ting your own stories and avoiding
arrest at protests.

I've also highlighted many of the
free guides and resources that my
colleagues and I at the Reporters
Committee for Freedom of the
Press have compiled and updated
over the years to help journalists
navigate legal obstacles to their
reporting.

Now it’s time to test your legal
knowledge.

The questions below are pulled
from previous columns and from
the Reporters Committee’s various
legal guides. Don’t worry, you
won’t be graded on this quiz. It’s
just a fun way for you to learn (or
re-learn) some useful legal infor-
mation that could help you report
the news.

That said, why not raise the
stakes a bit by challenging your
newsroom colleagues to see who
can answer the most questions cor-
rectly? A little friendly competition
never hurts.

You can find the answers to
these questions on Page 10. If
you want to dive deeper into any
of these questions, check out the
Reporters Committee’s free legal
guides at rcfp.org/resources/

Good luck!

1. Under a Tennessee Supreme
Court rule, a reporter who wants
to bring a camera to a courtroom
trial must ...

a. Agree in writing to record
only opening and/or closing argu-
ments.

b. Submit a written request to
the judge at least two business
days before the proceeding is set to
begin.

c. Contact the court clerk to
reserve space in the courtroom at
least one week before the proceed-
ing is set to begin.

d. None of the above: Cameras
are never allowed in Tennessee
courtrooms.

2. The federal Freedom of
Information Act includes nine
exemptions that agencies can cite
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to shield or redact records. Which
of the following information is
generally NOT exempt from dis-
closure under the law?

a. Trade secrets.

b. Law enforcement records
related to ongoing investigations.

c. Attorney-client communica-
tions.

d. Federal contracts.

3. Under what’s known as the
“fair report privilege,” journalists
are protected from liability if you
fairly and accurately report on ...

a. Government reports, court
documents, and official statements
made by public officials.

b. Events held by public insti-
tutions, including schools and
libraries.

c¢. Non-public comments made
by a public official during a private
interview.

d. All of the above.

4. Are records of nongovern-
mental organizations that receive
state funding subject to disclo-
sure under the Tennessee Public
Records Act?

a. Yes, records of nongovern-
mental organizations are always
subject to disclosure under the
public records law.

b. Sometimes, depending on sev-
eral factors, including the amount
of government funding, the extent
of government involvement, and
whether the organization was
created by the government.

c. No, records of nongovernmen-
tal organizations are exempt from
disclosure under the public records
law.

5. Which of the following state-
ments about Tennessee’s “shield”
law is NOT true?

a. The law protects both
confidential sources and informa-
tion procured for publication or
broadcast.

b. The law protects both con-

fidential and non-confidential
information.

c. The law requires litigants
seeking to obtain information from
journalists to overcome a stringent
three-part test.

d. The law only protects journal-
ists who are employed full-time by
a newspaper or television station.

6. Public officials (most gov-
ernment officials) and public
figures (celebrities) who bring
libel lawsuits against a journalist
must establish that false state-
ments about them were made
with “actual malice.” What does
that mean?

a. That the reporter disliked the
person and wanted to harm his or
her reputation.

b. That the reporter knew or
strongly suspected that the state-
ments were false when they made
them.

c. That the reporter stood to
benefit financially by publishing
the false statements.

d. All of the above.

7. Which of the following
records are generally subject to
disclosure under the Tennessee
Public Records Act?

a. 911 tapes.

b. Teacher salary records.

c. Sex offender records.

d. All of the above.

e. None of the above.

8. Which of the following is
NOT one of the questions that
federal courts weigh in determin-
ing whether the First Amendment
provides protections for a jour-
nalist when publishing records
illegally obtained by a source?

a. Did the journalist participate
in the illegal acquisition of the
records?

b. Did the disclosed records con-
cern a matter of public interest?

c. Did the journalist redact sen-
sitive information included in the
disclosed records?

d. Did the journalist encourage
the source to illegally acquire the
records?

Paul McAdoo is the Tennessee Lo-
cal Legal Initiative attorney for the
Reporters Committee for Freedom of
the Press. He is based in Nashville.
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Watchdog journalism is the light we navigate by

In this era of media bashing,
when mainstream media is some-
times ridiculed as “lamestream,”
it’s important to remind our
readers that newspapers are still
doing essential work that produc-
es powerful change.

That work happens in news-
rooms in big cities and small
towns across America. And it
matters now more than ever.

Consider what unfolded last
month. On April 10, the San Fran-
cisco Chronicle published an ac-
count from a woman who told the
paper that U.S. Rep. Eric Swalwell,
D-California, had sexually assaulted
her. Within hours, CNN published a
similar story. Within days, Swalwell
had suspended his campaign for
California governor, resigned from
Congress, and was under investi-
gation by the Manhattan district
attorney’s office for an alleged 2024
assault in New York City.

One newspaper, one act of
accountability journalism.
Consequences that reverberated
nationally.

So much has changed in our
industry — delivery methods,
staffing levels, audience habits.
But our north star has not moved.
Watchdog journalism is the light
we navigate by. When a mission
endures regardless of whatever
else changes around it, you know

Your
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that mission is worthy.

The investigative journalism
that has left its deepest marks on
American history has come almost
exclusively from newspapers: the
exposure of Watergate and the Cath-
olic church abuse, for example. And
the story dominating headlines right
now: the Jeffrey Epstein files.

Epstein wouldn’t be in today’s
news cycle without the work of
Julie K. Brown, an investigative
reporter at the Miami Herald. Her
reporting in 2017 and 2018 was
pivotal — she identified nearly 80
of Epstein’s victims and exposed
the true scope of his traffick-
ing. Her work prompted federal
officials to reexamine Epstein’s ac-
tions and led to his arrest in 2019.
This is what newspapers do: they
pursue the stories that powerful
people hope will stay buried, and
they don’t let go.

This work is slow, expensive
and unglamorous. No other
medium is built for the endurance

and depth these stories require.
Television news, radio, podcasts
and social media largely follow,
react to and amplify stories that
newspaper reporters broke first.
Without that original reporting,
the entire information ecosystem
goes quiet. Academic research has
found that communities that lose
their local paper see measurable
increases in government corrup-
tion, lower voter turnout and
declining civic engagement. The
stakes are not abstract. And this
work is not the exclusive domain
of major metropolitan papers.

The Palestine Herald-Press, a
small-town paper in East Texas,
won a Pulitzer Prize in 2020 for
investigative editorials exposing
the deaths of inmates in Texas
jails. Editor Jeffery Gerritt combed
through state records to document
excessive use of force, falsified
time logs and delayed medical
care for sick inmates. A small
paper, but a big revelation.

Closer to home, the Newport
Plain Talk dug into a company that
developed a tiny home commu-
nity in East Tennessee, surfacing
interviews with customers who
said they never received homes for
which they had paid. The paper
won a Tennessee Press Association
first-place award for investigative
reporting in 2025. The judge called

it “by far the best investigative
series submitted this year.”

The Tennessee Lookout in 2023
used public records to build Cash
for Clout, a searchable tool exposing
Tennessee’s top political spenders
and recipients. It’s been updated
multiple times since. The Knoxville
News-Sentinel produced stellar
accountability reporting in 2023 on
how the Knoxville bishop impeded
investigations into sexual abuse in
the diocese. These are not outliers.
They are what this industry does,
day after day, in communities across
this state and this country.

Without this work, corruption
goes unchecked at every level of
government. Corporate wrongdo-
ing escapes scrutiny. Public health
threats, environmental dangers and
abuses of power go unexamined —
and therefore unaddressed.

The business model of journal-
ism is under stress. The neces-
sity of journalism is not. When
journalism and journalists are
under attack, that north star burns
brighter than ever. Every story
that holds power accountable is a
reminder of why this work must
continue — and why those of us
who do it must refuse to stop.

Alison Gerber, TPA president, is
editor of the Chattanooga Times
Free Press.

Newspapers aren’t dying. They are changing

Editor’s note: This column was
originally published March 28 by
Johnson City Press and is repub-
lished here with permission.

This week marks three years
since I moved from Ohio to
Northeast Tennessee to run Six
Rivers Media — the parent com-
pany of the Johnson City Press,
Kingsport Times News, The Er-
win Record, and The Tomahawk
in Mountain City.

When I arrived, the company
was struggling. Some of that was
self-inflicted. But a lot of it was
the result of something much
bigger — the complete disruption
of the newspaper industry. Let’s
be honest: The last 20 years didn’t
just “change” newspapers. They
turned the business upside down.

The internet, social media,
smartphones, video, podcasts —
you name it — have given people
endless ways to consume news.
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And while readers adapted quick-
ly, many newspapers did not. Too
many in this industry resisted
change, convinced it wouldn’t
impact them as much as it did.

They were wrong.

The real question was nev-
er whether technology would
change newspapers — it was
whether newspapers would be
smart enough to change with it.

That’s where the challenge still
lives today. How do you preserve
a printed newspaper while build-
ing a real, sustainable digital
business? That’s not a theory —

it’s a daily balancing act. And it’s
one every legacy media company
is still trying to get right.

Going digital wasn’t cheap. It
required major investments in
technology, equipment and people
with entirely new skill sets. But
once built, digital platforms are
incredibly efficient. You can reach
thousands of readers instantly at
a fraction of the cost.

Print doesn’t work that way.

Printing and delivering a physi-
cal newspaper is expensive — and
those costs don’t go away. In fact,
they go up as print readership
shifts to the digital platform. Few-
er print subscribers means higher
costs per paper. That’s just math.

And then there’s advertising —
the financial engine that sus-
tained newspapers for decades.

That engine broke.

Businesses didn’t stop advertis-
ing — they just moved it. To Face-

book. To Google. To YouTube. And
away from local newspapers. And
while those platforms offer reach,
they don’t offer what local jour-
nalism does: a trusted, engaged
audience rooted in a community.

Here’s the irony — many busi-
nesses that abandoned newspa-
per advertising eventually felt
the negative impact. Newspaper
readers are still among the most
engaged, informed and econom-
ically stable audiences you can
reach. But that realization often
comes a little too late.

Now let me address something
I hear all the time: “Newspapers
are dying.” No, they’re not.

What’s disappearing is the
old model, not the mission. We
still reach thousands of readers
every single day — through print,
digital editions, our website, and
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For Your CALENDAR

May 2026

4-8: INMA World Congress of
News Media, Berlin, Germany.

14: WEBINAR—Inside Award-Win-
ning investigative Reporting,
1:00 p.m. CDT, onlinemediaca-
mpus.com. Contact rgentile@
tnpress.com for the free access
code.

17-20: 2026 Media Financial
Management Association and
Financial Executives Interna-
tional Annual Conference, San
Antonio, TX.

June 2026

10-12: 2026 ADMA Conference,
Audience Development Media
Alliance, Las Vegas, NV.

11: WEBINAR—The KPI Reset: Mea-
suring What Actually Matters,
1:00 p.m. CDT, onlinemediaca-
mpus.com. Contact rgentile@
tnpress.com for the free access
code.

12: TPA Concurrent Board of
Directors Meeting and Busienss
Session, 9:30 a.m. CDT via Zoom

18-21: Investigative Reporters
& Editors (IRE) 2006 Annual
Conference, with NICAR, Oxon
Hill, Md.

25:2026 UT/TPA State Press
Contests awards luncheon and
educational sessions, Embassy
Suites, Franklin, Tenn.

July 2026

14: 2026 National Federation of
Press Women (NFPW), 1-2 p.m.
(EDT), Virtual Professional De-
velopment, “Front Porch Ready:
Turning Lived Experiences into
Publishable Work”

23-25: 2026 Associated Collegiate
Press (ACP) College Media Mega
Workshop, “Where the First
Amendment Is Alive,” Minneap-
olis, Minn.

September 2026

14-16: America’s Newspapers 2026
Senior Leadership Conference,,
Washington, DC.

17-18: National Newspaper Asso-
ciation Foudation 140th Annual
Convention & Trade Show,
Detroit, Mich.

November 2026

4-7. Fall 2026 National College
Media Convention
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Use the billboard effect for better ads, white space included

A quick study of billboards can
give us a better understanding of
what works best in advertising.
Because motorists are on the
move, billboards have just a few
seconds to be seen and read.

It’s the same with printed pages
and digital screens - readers have
only a moment to notice an ad,
as they pass. That’s why the best
messages have a “billboard effect.”
They stand out at a glance.

One of the best billboards I've
seen was on Interstate 95 in South
Carolina. Beside the bridge over
Lake Marion there was a large
sign featuring an illustration of
a striped bass which stretched
nearly from border-to-border, big
as a whale.

The picture appeared against
a clean background, with the
headline, “Not quite actual size.”

Ap-LiBs®

Joun Foust

The Santee Cooper logo was at the
bottom.

Santee Cooper is the state-owned
electric and water utility which
provides hydroelectric power from
the Santee and Cooper rivers.

The company created Lake Mar-
ion and Lake Moultrie, which are
well-known for fishing and outdoor
recreation. Their sign beside 1-95
was nearly impossible to miss.

Compare that sign to another
one I remember. It was so bad

that I stopped to count the words
- 48 in all, along with two logos,
one web site listing, two sets of
directions and no illustration.

The billboard was promoting a
restaurant, although the only peo-
ple who knew it was a restaurant
were probably the owners of the
restaurant and the folks who put
up the sign.

Two billboards, opposite impact.
How would those same ads look
on a newspaper page or web site?
Likely the same as on the road-
side. One would work and one
wouldn’t. The striped bass would
leap off the page and the screen.
And the restaurant ad would fade
into the background.

Let’s take a look at what goes
into the billboard effect:

1. Large graphic hook. Every
ad - large or small - can benefit

from a graphic hook. Like the fish
which took up the majority of
space, any advertiser can feature
a large single graphic in their

ads. There’s nothing wrong with
having several pictures in an ad;
just make sure one is considerably
larger than the others.

If there’s no illustration, turn
the headline into a graphic hook -
with large, bold typography.

2. Clean background. White
space will never go out of style.

In addition to making the infor-
mation which appears on that
white space more noticeable and
readable, it provides breathing
room between the ad elements and
the border.

Many powerful ads have more
white space than “ink” space.
White space is like a beacon which
says, “Hey, this is important.”

3. Simple headline. While
billboard copy should be limited
to a short and bold headline, most
print and digital ads have accom-
panying body copy. In either case,
the headline should be easy to
read at a glance.

Turning the pages of a newspa-
per is like driving on the highway.
Ads go by so quickly that it’s a
challenge to grab attention before
readers have moved on.

Copyright 2026 by John Foust.
All rights reserved. John Foust has
conducted training programs for
thousands of newspaper advertis-
ing professionals. Many ad depart-
ments are using his training DVDs
to save time and get quick results
from in-house training. Email for
information: john@johnfoust.com
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olina at Chapel Hill. She was pre-
viously the executive editor of the
Hot Springs Sentinel-Record and
executive editor of the Arkansas
Democrat-Gazette, both of which
are owned by WEHCO Media.

Local newspapers are both
deeply trusted and deeply endan-
gered, she said, adding that nearly
three-quarters of Americans
believe losing their local paper
would harm their community.

“Their reasons are concrete — not
theoretical,” Gaines said. “Taxes go
up, corruption and crime increase
and civic engagement goes down.”

The same research shows that
Americans overwhelmingly agree
that local newspapers are essential
to democracy, she said, as they

provide a shared set of facts that
allow communities to function.

“A newspaper is not just a busi-
ness,” Gaines said. “It’s part of the
civic infrastructure.”

Despite trust in local news, the
business is fighting for its life, she
said. Over the past 20 years, almost
40% of all local U.S. newspapers
have vanished. There are fewer
than a thousand daily print news-
papers left in the entire country.

“Many of these papers didn’t
disappear because people stopped
caring,” Gaines said. “They dis-
appeared because there was no
viable path forward.”

In 2005, the print advertising
business that had sustained news-
papers for more than 100 years
started to collapse. Some closed,
and others became targets for con-

solidation by media chains. Hedge
funds bought local papers, gutted
newsrooms for short-term profit
and left communities with shells of
their former papers, Gaines said.

Many modern chains were cre-
ated through massive mergers fi-
nanced by debt, and profits ended
up paying down that debt rather
than being invested in community
journalism.

“Today, 50 million Americans
live in places with no reliable
source of local news,” she said.

For most of the 20th century,
advertising made up the majority
of newspapers’ revenue. In two
decades, that revenue has dropped
by about 80%. Those ad dollars
moved to digital giants like Google
and Meta, she said.

“Even as newspapers built strong

digital audiences, online advertis-
ing pays only a fraction of what
print once it,” Gaines said. “We’re
now competing against global tech
companies for pennies.”

Those same tech companies
scrape reporting and repurpose
that content for their own audienc-
es, she said, without sending the
reader back to the original source.
The industry is now facing the
same problems with generative
artificial intelligence.

“But the newspaper industry
also shares a blame for this free
news trap,” she said. “Many papers
made a fatal mistake in the 90s
that they’re still paying for — giv-
ing the news away online for free.
The idea was that the page views
would turn into digital advertising
gold. They didn’t. Instead, what

happened is we trained an entire
generation to believe that profes-
sional journalism has no cost.”

Gaines took questions, inform-
ing members that WEHCO has a
strict ethics policy that prohibits
the use of Al for original content
creation. It’s being used for sys-
tems and improving workflow.

“Telling a human story, you
have to have an actual human to
relay that,” she said. “We’re very
strict on how we use it.”

Gaines also took a question about
the company’s growth plans. WEH-
CO recently sold two newspapers —
one in Jefferson City, Mo., and one
in Pine Bluff, Ark. — because they
were not profitable, she said.

“Right now we have no plans
to acquire any new newspapers,”
she said.

WAITE from Page 3

our apps. If you think nobody
reads newspapers anymore, you're
simply not paying attention.

What is true is this: The
business model has been under in-
tense pressure. In 2022, Six Rivers
Media lost $2 million. That’s not a
rounding error — that’s reality.

Today, we’re not out of the woods
— but we’re close. We got here by
making tough decisions, not by pre-
tending the problem didn't exist.

We reduced print from seven
days to six, combining Satur-
day and Sunday into a weekend
edition. Was it popular? No. But
necessary decisions rarely are.

We also faced a growing delivery
crisis. Like newspapers across the
country, we couldn’t find enough
carriers. At one point, our own
employees were delivering papers
— and still couldn’t keep up.

So we had two choices: Aban-
don print entirely or find a new
delivery model. We chose to work
with the U.S. Postal Service.

Was the transition perfect? No.
But here’s the part people don’t
expect — we now have fewer
delivery complaints per thousand
papers than we did before.

The biggest complaint today isn’t
whether the paper arrives — it’s
when. And for that, I'll remind
readers: Our digital edition is avail-

able every morning at 2 a.m. If you
want your news with your morn-
ing coffee, it’s there — on your
phone, tablet or computer. And yes,
it will even read the stories to you.

We also made the decision to
outsource printing to Lee En-
terprises in Bristol, Tenn. Main-
taining a press is expensive — so
expensive that more than half of
newspaper presses in the U.S. have
shut down. Consolidation isn’t
optional; it’s reality.

The upside? More color, better
production quality, and a more
sustainable operation — even if it
meant a slightly smaller page size.

These changes weren’t about
cutting back — they were about

moving forward.

Because of them, we’ve been
able to invest in journalism.

Last year alone, we added three
reporting positions covering the
environment, health care and state
government in Nashville. I haven’t
heard of any other local news
media organization expanding
their news coverage. These are new
human-occupied positions — not
Al-generated content.

We’ve expanded local content,
added community features online,
and yes — more puzzles, because
some traditions are worth keeping.
Let me be clear about one thing:
None of this works without readers.

If you’re a subscriber, thank

you. If you purchase us at the
newsstand, thank you. And if you
used to read us but walked away,
I'd ask you to take another look.

We’re not the same company we
were three years ago. We’re stron-
ger, more focused, and building
something designed to last.

If you’re willing, we’d love for you
to give us another read. Four weeks
to see it for yourself — print, digital,
or both on us. Just reach out.

All we ask is simple: Spend
a little time with us Monday
through Saturday. You might be
surprised by what you find.

Ron Waite is Six Rivers Media’s
group publisher.
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Keep readers in the loop and enhance your design

A city council approves tax
incentives for a shopping center
after a months-long process that
generates intense emotions from
proponents and opponents alike.

A basketball team completes a
perfect season, capping it with a
state championship.

A jury convicts a local resident
of a triple murder after rumors
and legal maneuvers captivate the
community for two years.

High-profile stories are com-
monplace in our communities,
highlighted with banner headlines
and photos. The breaking stories
prompt prominent coverage, and
newsrooms likely deliver play-by-
play coverage at the various steps.

But how many newspapers
provide a comprehensive wrap
for readers who have not followed
the stories from beginning to
end? Chronologies are effective in
providing a living history of key
events. Packaged as sidebars, they
also are a great design tool for
presenting key facts at a glance in
print and digital editions.

The many starts, stops and
detours before committees provide
ample opportunity to benchmark
the shopping center project. An

CommuniTy
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undefeated basketball season
includes plenty of highlights
to benchmark - the com-
mon-from-behind victory, a play-
er’s record-setting performance,
the showdown between two un-
beaten teams. The legal strategies
in court cases, not always readily
apparent, can be identified and
clarified in a step-by-step account.
Assembling timelines is equally
valuable for newsrooms to ensure
meaningful and thorough reports.
Narratives spanning a lengthy
period often are touched by several
reporters. Staff take vacations, have
conflicting assignments, change
jobs. Internal logs enable any report-
er to pick up a story midstream.
Crime coverage provides an
excellent example as big cases can
stretch months or years before
reaching resolution. Beginning

with the arrest, it’s a good idea to
generate files and update regu-
larly. Log key dates and actions.
Court appearances are standard
information to collect, and there’s
much more. Track when motions
are filed and ruled on; benchmark
such things as changes of venue,
new legal representation or chang-
ing of judges.

Not every item will necessarily
be reported, but a detailed record
will help present a complete story
at its conclusion. Select the most
significant items, and the chronol-
ogy is ready-made. Sidebars offer
opportunity for graphics and pho-
tos, too, to present a reader-friend-
ly package.

Internal files also should include
pertinent information on the key
players. Record basic informa-
tion including names, addresses
and birthdates of defendants and
victims. List attorneys and their
contact information. Gather appro-
priate photos.

Here are some additional sug-
gestions where chronologies help
tell a story.

e A woman receives the lifetime
achievement from a civic club. Pro-
file her in the main story, then scan

the nomination letters to produce a
timetable on her accomplishments.
¢ A former mayor is elected to
statewide office. Her advancement
up the political ladder — complete
with ups and downs - is noted in

an accompanying chronology.

¢ A building is named to the
National Register of Historic Places
after facing demolition. Its history
- including the architect, changes
of ownership and court challenges
- is outlined in a sidebar.

Beyond chronologies, graphics
and sidebars can be used in a
variety of everyday reports.

Consider local government
meetings. Create an info box to
give readers an immediate break-
down on a split vote. List elected
officials and their contact infor-
mation in a “call to action” for an
upcoming vote.

Enhance high school graduation
stories with a sidebar on a class’s
cumulative academic, artistic and
athletic achievements. What’s
the grand total of post-secondary
scholarships awarded to the gradu-
ates? Who were some of the top
individual honorees? What new
honors have a spot in the school’s
trophy case?

Government budgets are adopt-
ed and property tax statements are
mailed. Create a chart showing
how much local governing bodies
raised or lowered taxes and the
cumulative impact on a range of
properties — homeowner, farmer,
Main Street retailer, manufacturer.

Today’s crowded media land-
scape demands that editors and
reporters explore ways to make
news relevant and easy to digest.
Sidebars incorporating chronolo-
gies and graphics are an important
tool in both regards. Take time to
brainstorm the opportunities, and
everyone will reap the rewards.

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
and welcomes comments and ques-
tions at jim@pumarlo.com.

Lying is protected by the First Amendment, but fraud isn’t. Here’s why

The First Amendment protects
freedom of speech in many forms,
unless it falls into one of the few,
narrowly defined categories of
unprotected speech.

One category of unprotected
speech is fraud — specifically,
fraudulent statements.

When are false statements
protected by the First
Amendment — and when
are they unprotected?

The First Amendment’s free
speech protections sometimes ex-
tend to false statements to ensure
the government doesn’t decide
what is considered false or true in
public debate.

However, the government can
limit false statements in specific
circumstances, such as when
they cause harm. This includes
defamation, which harms some-
one’s reputation, perjury, when
someone lies under oath — and
fraud.

FREEDOM
Forum

KAREN HANSEN

What is fraud?

Fraud is the intentional use of
false or misleading statements
or misrepresentations to exploit
someone, resulting in personal
gain and/or causing material or fi-
nancial harm to another. In short,
fraud is not only lying; it is lying
for ill-gotten gain.

Here is an example: To show off
to your friend, you tell her your
new purse is from a high-end
luxury brand, when you know it’s
a knockoff. This statement may be
a lie, but it’s not fraud.

But telling your friend the knock-
off is from a high-end luxury brand

in the process of selling it to her so
that she pays you more is fraud.

In addition to falling outside
First Amendment protection, fraud
can also be punished via civil law-
suit and criminal prosecution. In
both instances, the person accused
of fraud must be making an asser-
tion of fact rather than expressing
an opinion, and they must intend
for the person they are defrauding
to rely on that statement to make a
decision, such as a purchase.

Usually, fraud, whether criminal
or civil, means someone inten-
tionally lied to deceive someone
else. Some states allow civil fraud
lawsuits for what’s called “negli-
gent misrepresentation”: making a
careless false statement that caus-
es harm, even if the speaker didn’t
intend to mislead anyone.

Common types of fraud

Larceny, forgery, insurance or
banking fraud, mail fraud and
wire fraud are crimes that can
lead to prosecution. Victims, be

they businesses or individuals,
can often file civil lawsuits, too, to
recover their losses.

Phishing schemes, job scams
and identity theft are other com-
mon examples of fraud that may
lead to both criminal charges and
civil cases.

Election fraud is a federal crime
and can be prosecuted under fed-
eral, state and local laws.

These types of fraud can all be
punished under criminal or civil
law. While not all instances of fraud
involve speech, those that do also
lose First Amendment protection.

Where are the legal lines
between fraud and First
Amendment-protected
free speech?

Courts set strict criteria when
defining unprotected categories of
speech, such as fraud, to ensure
the government doesn’t limit more

speech than necessary.
The following are some areas

where courts have drawn lines
between protected speech and
unprotected fraudulent speech.

Unprotected: Speech
integral to committing
crimes like fraud

In Giboney v. Empire Storage &
Ice Co. (1949), the U.S. Supreme
Court ruled that the First Amend-
ment does not protect “speech or
writing used as an integral part
of conduct in violation of a valid
criminal statute.”

While the Giboney case didn’t
concern fraud specifically, courts
have applied the general principle
— that speech used to commit a
crime isn’t protected — to cases
involving fraud.

Unprotected: Misleading
donors about how dona-
tions will be used

See LYING Page 8
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‘These are my kids": Former Woodmore principal speaks out about 2016 bus tragedy

DAVID LAPRAD
Hamilton County Herald, Chattanooga
February 27, 2026

When BrendaJean Adamson
was an education assistant at
Normal Park, she would gather
her students, lead them outside for
recess and tell them to reach high,
grab two fistfuls of sunshine and
tuck them into their pockets. The
day might be bright, she’d say, but
darker ones would surely follow,
and they would need the warmth
and light to carry them through.

Years later, as principal of
Woodmore Elementary School,
Adamson was pulled into a dark-
ness no educator is prepared to
face, racing toward the wreckage
of a school bus crash that had
already taken five young lives and
injured more than 30.

“The wreck happened Nov. 21,
2016,” Adamson says, as if reciting
a date etched into a headstone.

The crash occurred just before
3:30 p.m. on Talley Road, a nar-
row, winding corridor in Chatta-
nooga’s Brainerd neighborhood. A
bus operated by Durham School
Services was carrying 37 students
home from Woodmore Elementary
School when it veered off the road-
way. Interior cameras documented
the moments leading up to the
impact.

Court records state that the
driver first swerved to the right,
striking an elevated driveway and
a mailbox. The bus then crossed
back to the left, where it hit a
telephone pole and a tree before
overturning. The force of the crash
left the vehicle on its side along
the roadside.

Emergency crews remained
at the scene for hours, working
methodically to remove children
from the wreckage. Although the
final child was taken from the
bus around 4:30 p.m., responders
continued their efforts well into
the evening as families gathered
nearby, waiting for confirmation
and clarity.

In the days that followed, the
darkness Adamson once warned
her students about was no longer
abstract. It had arrived, sudden
and oppressive, and she would
have to lead her school through
it, even as she began the private
work of reckoning with it herself.

Let each child know they’re OK
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“When I have a dark day or a difficult moment, | go back to those mem-
ories of things that were good,” Adamson says. “Maybe it's a note from
a student saying, ‘You're amazing. Thank you for loving me.” And then |
remember that the sun has shone before - and it’s going to shine again.”

Part of the front page of the Feb.27-March 6 edition of the Hamilton
County Herald in which this story was featured.

Let each child know
they’re OK

In the nine years since the
crash, Adamson has chosen not
to give interviews about what
she experienced in the immedi-
ate aftermath and in the months
that followed. Even now, she says
she’s reluctant to open the doors
that hold those memories — not
because a flood of emotion would
spill out or because she wishes to
keep the details private, but be-
cause she doesn’t want any story
that’s written to be about her.

“I didn’t lose a child that day,”
she says. “I’ve never lost a child,
so I don’t know what it feels like
to lose a son or a daughter. I don’t
want my story to overshadow the
mama who lost her baby that day.”

Adamson might not have lost a
biological child that day, but she
did lose six students - including
one who succumbed to his injuries
later that week. In the moments,
hours and days that followed, her
actions were not those of a griev-
ing parent, yet they revealed a love
for the children that was deep and
protective.

There’s the moment she learned
of the wreck from a staff mem-
ber during dismissal, handed off
responsibility without hesitation
and drove straight to the scene.
Footage still viewable online
shows her van idling nearby with
its flashers on.

There’s the moment she ran
past an officer who tried to stop
her from entering the crash site,
telling him, “These are my kids.”

There’s the way adrenaline car-
ried her through triage, steadying
the children who were calling her
name, then calling their parents to
say what had happened - and that
their children were alive.

There’s the moment at Erlanger,
after the last child had been pulled
from the bus nearly an hour after
the crash, when she scanned a list
of hospital patients and told some-
one two of the names were not her
students. She knew this because
she knew the first and last names
of hundreds of children.

“When I went to Bryan Col-
lege, President (William) Brown
knew all of our names. That
made an impact on me. He even
knew where I was from. He’d say,

‘BrendaJean Adamson, Ooltewah,
Tennessee.” So it was important for
me to learn my students’ names.

“At Woodmore, the assistant
principal and I competed to see
who could learn them all first. I
didn’t know everybody’s name at
the time, but I was on my way.”

There were the moments she
stood with her teachers, identifying
children by a belt buckle, a pair of
shoes or some other small detail.

And there was her decision to
have school the next day. Adam-
son wanted to walk into every
classroom, look each child in the
eye and tell them they would be
OK. Each time she stepped back
into the hallway, she sank into
the arms of a friend waiting in the
corridor and wept.

As Adamson recalls the tragedy,
she says these scenes are return-
ing with cinematic clarity. But she
remains composed, the grip those
images once held over her eased
by grueling therapy that slowly
broke through trauma so severe it
stole her voice.

So, Adamson has agreed to tell
her chapter in the story of the
Woodmore bus crash. But she still
insists it’s not about her. Rather,
it’s about the people who hear it,

recognize their own need for help,
push past the stigma surrounding
mental health and begin their own
healing.

The master key

The teaching bug bit Adamson
when her children were young. A
mother of three, she earned her
alternative license after working
in reading intervention at Normal
Park. She later taught kindergar-
ten and first grade there before
transferring to Ooltewah Elemen-
tary School.

At Ooltewah, principal Jill
Levine told her she saw in Adam-
son the makings of an adminis-
trator.

“We talked about the fact that
I was impacting 25 students in
my classroom,” Adamson says.
“And how powerful it would be to
impact teachers who were each im-
pacting 25 students of their own.”

After serving as assistant
principal at Ooltewah, Adamson
was named principal of Wood-
more Elementary. Even before the
school year began, she approached
the job with the enthusiasm of an

See ADAMSON page 7



May 2026 - The Tennessee Press « Page 7

ADAMSON from Page 6

idealist convinced that educa-
tion could pry open doors many
believed were permanently nailed
shut.

Her first task was as symbol-
ic as it was practical: rally the
community to give the 62-year-old
building a bright new coat of paint
during the summer break.

“I wanted the children to walk
in on the first day and see freshly
painted doors,” Adamson says. “I
wanted them to know we cared
not just about the building but
also about them.”

Fresh paint was only the begin-
ning. As principal, Adamson made
a nonnegotiable commitment: ev-
ery student would receive reading
instruction every day. Reading,
she believed, was the master key.

“It wasn’t reading for the sake of
reading,” she says. “It was founda-
tional, research-based instruction
- the kind that truly moves the
needle for students.”

Adamson also set out to weave
the school more tightly into the
fabric of the community. The
Public Education Foundation
hosted Woodmore, giving her the
support to strengthen the staff.
Police officers, EPB employees and
even Adamson’s father, a builder,
began eating lunch with students
every Thursday, exposing them to
careers and possibilities beyond
their neighborhoods. Monumental
Baptist Church delivered weekly
goodie bags.

“Anytime I picked up the phone
with a request, someone in the
community was willing to step
up,” Adamson says.

The outpouring of support that
buoyed Woodmore Elementary
didn’t recede after the crash. If
anything, it swelled - and carried
her with it.

“I felt prayers and love from
people I'd never meet,” she says. “I
was at a diner in Ooltewah when
someone realized who I was and
told her son, ‘This is the lady we
prayed for.” That felt like the grace
of God.”

Then came a December day
when Adamson found herself
sitting alone on her deck, with
nothing left to say.

When her voice went quiet

Adamson first came to under-
stand the power of therapy in
1987, after a brother was killed
in a boating accident. She began
counseling as a grieving eighth

Photo provided by BrendaJean Adamson

Without going into details, Adamson said part of her impasse that led
to her and Hamilton County Schools parting ways involved her use of a
service animal, a black German Shepherd named Kona.

grader and, over the years, con-
tinued therapy as a regular part

of maintaining her mental health.
So when the crash happened on a
Monday, she was in her therapist’s
office Tuesday.

Even as she navigated her own
aftermath, Adamson urged others
to seek help - for themselves and
their children. She understood
both the benefit and the barrier:
mental illness and treatment still
carry stigma, particularly in Black
and brown communities.

“I literally got on my knees and
begged families to send their chil-
dren to therapy after the wreck be-
cause I knew the importance of it,”
she says. “I shared my story about
being an eighth grader who lost a
brother tragically to a drowning.

I looked at a mama and told her,
‘Please let him go to therapy. When
I was in the eighth grade, it helped
me, and I'm brown like you.” I was
adamant about that.”

At first, Adamson attended
intensive therapy sessions every
few days. But her lived experience
proved more disorienting than she
was expecting. She compares the
first month after the crash to a flip
book, pages snapping past in a
blur and events moving so quickly
there was no time to absorb them.

“I didn’t realize how much the
crash was affecting me at first
because I was constantly mov-
ing - going back and forth to TC

Thompson’s and Erlanger since
we had Kids in both. I stayed busy,
and I think that kept me from
seeing what was really happening
inside me.

“The first sign was sitting out
on the deck and realizing I had
nothing to say. That wasn’t like
me. Then there were moments
when I'd completely break down
- curled up in the fetal position,
sobbing — not just for my own
pain, but for the grief I carried for
those families who had lost their
children.

“The moment I truly understood
I wasn’t as OK as I needed to be
was when I felt like I'd gone mute.
I had nothing left to say.”

Recognizing she was hanging
by a thread sharpened Adamson’s
conviction about confronting
trauma early, before it embeds too
deeply. She began EMDR - eye
movement desensitization and
reprocessing — an evidence-based
psychotherapy designed to ease
the distress associated with trau-
matic memories.

At the time, she could feel the
trauma physically. She’d begun
to forget to breathe, holding her
breath without realizing it. EMDR
required working with a trained
clinician who guided her back to
the scene of the traumatic event in
a structured, controlled way.

The goal was not to relive the
pain indefinitely but to reprocess

Photo by David Laprad, Hamilton County Herald, Chattanooga

Adamson eventually started an online mental wellness community she
named KONA, after her service animal, whose name, she says, is an acronym

for “Keep on nudging ahead.”

it, allowing her mind and body to
release what they had been grip-
ping so tightly. Having a therapist
who was clinically aligned and
methodical in that work proved
essential, she says.

Alongside EMDR, Adamson
committed to weekly cognitive
behavioral therapy, a routine she
maintained for about a year. The
consistency of those sessions
created a stabilizing framework
around her life during a period
when little else felt steady. Over
time, she noticed a measurable
shift: she could self-regulate again
without relying as heavily on
clinical intervention.

“As the most acute phase of
therapy started to wind down,

I realized I still needed ways to
take care of myself day to day,”
Adamson says. “So I began doing
simple, grounding things - put-
ting my toes in the dirt, sitting by
the lake, journaling my thoughts.
Those practices helped me find my
breath again.”

The world was hers again

After the school year ended, the
role Adamson once inhabited with
confidence no longer fit the same
way. When she asked to be reas-
signed to Ooltewah Elementary,
the principal there agreed to have
her return as assistant principal.
What followed, she says, was a
growing realization that the envi-

ronment to which she had devoted
herself no longer had room for the
supports she required.

Here, Adamson pauses, drawing
a slow breath before continuing.

“At that juncture, Hamilton
County Schools did not give me
the accommodations I needed to
function well in the school setting.
And without those supports, I was
not going to be the best educator I
could be.”

The decision that followed was
definitive, and she and HCS parted
ways. Without offering specifics,
Adamson says part of the impasse
involved her use of a service
animal, a Black German Shepherd
named Kona.

Looking for a new direction,
she joined her father’s company,
Adamson Developers, a Chatta-
nooga-based general contractor,
where she served as vice president
of operations. The role became a
bridge into real estate and deeper
community involvement. Now,
nearly nine years removed from
the Woodmore tragedy — and from
her only year as a school principal
- she works as a sales associate
with Stone River Construction and
holds her license with The Group
Real Estate Brokerage.

“Adamson Developers gave me
the accommodations I needed,”
she explains. “At the time, I was
dealing with depression and the

See ADAMSON Page 10
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How data journallsm is creating a public record of Trump’s immigration crackdown

When federal immigration
agents shot a Chicago woman
during an enforcement operation
last fall, authorities said she had
rammed officers with her vehicle
and was armed with a semi-auto-
matic weapon.

Their account did not hold up
in court.

Chicago Sun-Times reporter Jon
Seidel began piecing together what
actually happened through a se-
ries of stories and a public tracker
of federal prosecutions tied to the
Trump administration’s immigra-
tion crackdown.

Prosecutors ultimately dropped
the assault charges against Mari-
mar Martinez, a Chicago resident
shot five times by a Border Patrol
agent. Evidence presented in court
contradicted key elements of the

NEews
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government’s original account of
the encounter.

Court records, Seidel said, often
provide the clearest view of what
happens during immigration en-
forcement operations because the
details must withstand scrutiny
before a judge.

“It forces everyone involved to
put the facts on the record,” Seidel
said. “Otherwise we’re left with
spin.”

The Chicago case reflects a

broader pattern. Across the coun-
try, journalists and researchers
are increasingly reconstructing
immigration enforcement through
court records, public-records
requests and independent data-
sets, building a clearer picture of
who agents are arresting, where
operations are taking place and
how cases unfold once they reach
federal court.

Last year, ProPublica document-
ed cases of U.S. citizens wrong-
fully arrested or detained by ICE
through court filings and public
records. The Guardian tracked
everyone who died in ICE deten-
tion in 2025. The Minneapolis Star
Tribune used crowdsourced data
about the frequency and locations
where ICE agents remain even af-
ter federal authorities announced

the end of “Operation Metro
Surge” in mid-February. Then, in
late March, the Chicago Tribune
published an analysis of arrests
and deportations from “Operation
Midway Blitz” that found of the
roughly 3,800 people detained and
2,500 deported, most had no crim-
inal record. The U.S. Department
of Homeland Security did not
respond to a request for comment,
the newspaper reported.

Jason Martin, professor and
chair of Journalism in the College
of Communication at DePaul
University, said journalists in
the United States increasingly
are borrowing techniques that
investigative reporters in more
restrictive information environ-
ments have long used to document
government activity. When official

information is difficult to obtain,
reporters turn to court filings,
leaks, community reporting and
independently assembled data-
sets to reconstruct events. Those
methods, he said, are common
in countries where governments
tightly control information but are
becoming more familiar in the
United States as federal agencies
release less detailed data about
immigration enforcement.

“There is definitely a Venn dia-
gram of journalism, and it overlaps
with a public service of gathering
data so people can see it,” Martin
said. “Often, it’s a very slow erosion
of commitment to open govern-
ment or fair governments. Journal-
ists are the first to notice.”

See SPINNER Page 9
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In 2003, the Supreme Court
ruled that the First Amendment
doesn’t protect making false or
misleading claims to deceive
donors about how donations are
used (Illinois ex rel. Madigan v.
Telemarketing Associates Inc.).

A Vietnam veterans aid nonprof-
it had hired a telemarketing firm
to solicit donations. In exchange,
the firm received 85% of the
donations. The callers told donors
that “a significant amount of each
dollar” would help veterans.

Illinois sued, alleging fraud. The
Supreme Court agreed, finding
that the callers didn’t just omit

information; they actively misrep-
resented it. These misrepresenta-
tions, the court ruled, fall outside
“the First Amendment’s cover.”

Protected: Sincerely held
religious beliefs

In 1944, the Supreme Court
ruled that courts cannot deter-
mine the truth or falsity of reli-
gious beliefs (U.S. v. Ballard).

Guy Ballard, who believed him-
self a divine healer, was charged
with violating a mail fraud statute
after he collected millions of dollars
in donations using religious claims.

The court held that, when
determining if the expression

of religious beliefs is protected,
courts may look only at whether
those beliefs are sincere but not at
whether they may be true or false.

(Usually) protected: Lying
about military service

In 2012, the Supreme Court said
lying about military service isn’t
necessarily unprotected speech
(United States v. Alvarez).

After California public official
Xavier Alvarez falsely claimed he
was a decorated military veteran, he
was charged with violating the Sto-
len Valor Act of 2005. Alvarez sued,
claiming the law violated his First
Amendment free speech rights.

The Supreme Court agreed,
finding the law limited too much
speech.

In 2013, Congress revised the
law to align with First Amendment
standards. The update specifically
criminalizes “fraudulent claims”
made “with intent to obtain money,
property, or other tangible benefit.”
Under the revised law, in 2023, a
Rhode Island woman was sentenced
to 70 months in prison for identi-
ty theft and false use of military
medals. She had collected $250,000
in benefits after falsely claiming she
was a disabled veteran.

The bottom line on fraud:
Scams aren’t free speech

While false statements do not
automatically lose First Amend-
ment free speech protection,
fraudulent statements specifically
are not protected speech.

From internet scams and identi-
ty theft, to lying to receive benefits
and making statements that
mislead consumers or investors,
courts have repeatedly ruled fraud
is subject to prosecution under
the law, with no First Amendment
protection.

Karen Hansen is a staff writer at
Freedom Forum. This column was
originally published on March 9 at
freedomforum.org and is reprinted
here with permission.

HIGHTOWER from Page 1

have had to beat on the conference
room doors just to get access to
“public” meetings. Johnson City
commissioners have known about
this but did nothing.

A reporter was told if they want
access just to text city staff.

That is unacceptable. It’s not just
about allowing the media in. It’s
about allowing everyone in. The
optics are already atrocious for the
city after the Sean Williams settle-
ment, the outcry from the alcohol
ordinance change and the recent
announcement of the sudden clo-
sure of the Freedom Hall pool.

This is a time when the city
should be as transparent as pos-
sible, not making sure doors are
locked and stations aren’t manned

to let people in.

What is even more mind bog-
gling is that there’s a public room
available not being utilized. The
city statement Friday said the door
is locked due to security issues and
would remain locked.

But taxpayers just footed the bill
for a $2.2 million renovation to the
commission chambers, which was
finished last July. Know what was
part of that $2.2 million renova-
tion? Enhanced security.

So, the brand-new, multimil-
lion-dollar upgraded facility is only
good to be used once a month.
We’re not sure this fits in with
the majority conservative values
of Johnson City and how it fits
in with being fiscally sound with
taxpayers’ money.

Johnson City commissioners

said Monday they would discuss
the conference room at Thursday’s
work session — a work session
that is held monthly in the locked-
door conference room.

When reached by the Johnson
City Press Monday, commissioners
said they would be committed to
making sure the public has access
to the room. Commissioner Todd
Fowler openly said he would be
willing to move the meetings.

“We need to either figure out a
way to make it easier for them to
get to the meeting when it’s a public
meeting to come into that space, or
move it up to the front,” Fowler said.

We encourage commissioners
strongly to move those meetings
into the newly renovated meeting
room that serves just that purpose
— to hold public meetings. It is a

space with new technology where
presentations can be easily given
with more access and transparency
for the public.

Johnson City Commissioner Joe
Wise told the Johnson City Press
that access to the room would “not

be an issue” on Thursday.
We certainly hope so. That
wouldn’t be a good look.

Clifford C. Hightower Jr. is the
managing editor of the Johnson
City Press.

ruling is binding.

TPA Board to consider Grainger County
Journal’s application for membership

The TPA Membership Committee has reviewed an application for member-
ship by the Grainger County Journal and recommends it for membership.
The committee will report to the Board of Directors on June 12 during the
Concurrent Board of Directors Meeting and Business Session (open to all
members). The meeting is set for 9:30 a.m. CDT via Zoom. If no TPA member
objects byJune 8, the agenda will include the newspaper’s application.
Any objections should be addressed to TPA President Alison Gerber and
Membership Committee Chairman Ron Fryar.

The objecting newspaper shall provide supporting evidence to the Mem-
bership Committee chair within 10 business days of the objection. The board's
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Steven Earl Benson

Steven Earl Benson, beloved
husband, father, grandfather,
brother, and key contributor to The
Tennessee Tribune family, passed
away March 26 at the age of 70.

Steve was born and raised in
Indianapolis, In. Born Jan. 1, 1956,
to the late Paul G. Benson and
Dorothy Benson nee Lynem, Ste-
ven. From an early age, he showed
determination and drive. Even as a
student, Steven embodied respon-
sibility and perseverance, working
at UPS and Methodist Hospital
while completing his education.

Steven went on to attend Western
Kentucky University, earning a
Bachelor of Arts degree in photo-
journalism. A formative internship
at ATV in Buffalo, NY, helped shape
his professional path, eventually
leading him to Nashville’s WTVF
NewsChannel 5. While in Tennes-
see, Steven met the love of his life,
Wanda Sawyers — the woman who
would become his devoted partner
and wife of 34 years.

Steven became an integral
part of The Tennessee Tribune
from its earliest days. His dedica-
tion touched every aspect of the
newspaper — from advertising
and promotions to editorial work
— helping build a publication that
serves and uplifts the community.
His impact on the Tribune and the
Black press will continue to be felt

for years to come.

“He was an
indispensable part
of the Tribune
family and a key
contributor to its
success,” Mrs. Ro-
setta Miller-Perry,
: Tribune editor/
Benson pyplisher, said in
tribute. “He was
involved in every aspect of the pa-
per: advertising, promotions, and
editorial. His loss is enormous. We
miss him terribly and will miss
him each and every day. It’s im-
possible to think about where the
paper would be had he not been so
involved and such a key contribu-
tor. His passing is a blow not just
to the Tribune, but community
journalism and the Black press as
a whole.”

Steven was a great businessman
and community leader. His contri-
butions to the NNPA Black Press
and the Tennessee Hospitality &
Tourism Association will leave a
lasting impact for years to come.

Steven’s greatest joy was his
family. He is lovingly survived by
his loving, dedicated wife, Wanda
Benson; his children, Brandon
Sawyers, Erin Finley (Gabe Mar-
row), and Connor Benson; and his
beloved grandchildren, Layla and
Ayden Marrow. He is also survived
by his brothers, Tony Benson (Tess

Benson) and Philipp Benson (Mi-
sha Benson), and preceded in death
by Michael Benson whose spouse,
Doretha Benson survives.

Steven’s services were held April
10, 2026, at First Baptist Church,
Capitol Hill, 625 Rosa L. Parks
Blvd. Nashville, Tenn. 37203.

The Tennessee Tribune, Nashville
April 9, 2026

Gilbert Soesbee

Gilbert Soesbee, who was em-
w ployed with The

| Newport Plain
Talk’s news de-
partment for more
than 20 years, has
died.

Soesbee, a
native of Canton,
/ NC, came to The

Soesbee Plain Talk in
1979 right after
graduating from
the University of Tennessee School
of Journalism.

He covered various news topics
and was well-known for his court
coverage. After he left the Plain
Talk, he continued to provide
court coverage on a part-time ba-
sis for several years. He served as
news editor then later managing
editor during his tenure.

Soesbee went on to become
assistant editor of the newspaper.

Soesbee won several awards
for his writing while at The Plain

Talk, and many of those awards
were from the Tennessee Press
Association (TPA).

Among those awards were two
first-place awards from the TPA
for investigative reporting for his
coverage of the Champion Pulp and
Paper Mill in his hometown of Can-
ton, NC, and the legal battle many
residents along the Pigeon River had
with the paper mill regarding water
pollution.

In 2005, a jury awarded land-
owners in Tennessee along the
Pigeon River $2 million because of
the paper mill’s upstream alleged
contamination of the river. It was
the third class action lawsuit over
the paper mill.

The paper mill, which went
through several name changes
and ownership changes over the
years, closed in 2023.

Soesbee, 69, had battled health
problems in recent years. He died
March 28 at Tennova Turkey Creek
Medical Center in Knoxville, ac-
cording to his wife.

Newport Plain Talk
April 1, 2026

Charlayne Underwood

Charlayne Underwood, 78, of
Knoxville, Tennessee, passed
away Friday, April 17, 2026. She
was born January 27, 1948, in
Knoxville. Charlayne was a long-
time employee of the Tennessee

Press Associa-
tion, where she
worked for many
years including
as the supervisor
of the clipping
bureau. She was
' known for her
L BN dedication and
derwood strong work ethic.
After a long and
courageous battle with illness,
Charlayne entered eternal peace.
A woman of deep faith, she faced
life’s challenges with grace, perse-
verance, and quiet strength. Her
family takes comfort in knowing
she is now healed and resting
in the presence of the Lord. She
is survived by her brother, Billy
Franks; sons, Brandon Galyon
and Justin Galyon; daughter,
Tracy Franks; and grandchildren,
Eryn Galyon and Ericka Galyon.
Through marriage, she was also
a loving Nana to her extended
family. The family will receive
friends Thursday, April 23, 2026
from 6:00pm-8:00pm at Mynatt
Funeral Home, Fountain City
Chapel. Family and friends will
meet Friday, April 24, 2026 at
10:45am at Greenwood Cemetery
for an 11:00am graveside service
with David Haynes officiating.
Knoxville News Sentinel
April 18, 2026

Un
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In reporting on immigration
enforcement, that often means
comparing official accounts with
what communities and court
records reveal.

“Up until now official voices have
been weighted more heavily than
community voices,” said Deborah
Douglas, director of the Midwest
Solutions Journalism Hub at North-
western University. “We have to
recognize that people are experts in
their own lived experience.”

That shift has pushed journal-
ists and researchers to assemble
their own records of enforcement
activity, creating a public record
of the moment much like they did
at the beginning of the COVID-19
pandemic and before that to docu-
ment civilian casualties in Iraq.

What the public knows about
immigration enforcement now
often depends on that kind of

reconstruction by journalists and
researchers. One of the clearest
examples of that effort is the De-
portation Data Project.

The project, co-directed by As-
sistant Professor David Hausman
at UC Berkeley Law School, com-
piles immigration enforcement
records obtained through Freedom
of Information Act requests and
litigation and turns them into
structured datasets that journal-
ists can analyze.

Hausman said the project
grew out of the recognition that
many details about immigration
enforcement are scattered across
different agencies and difficult for
the public to access.

By assembling those records
into structured datasets, research-
ers can identify patterns that
would otherwise remain hidden.
Those patterns, Hausman said,
often challenge the narrative pre-
sented by federal officials.

“The datasets can tell us wheth-
er these moments that we see on
the news, like the indiscriminate
arrests in Minneapolis, are outli-
ers,” he said. “And they’re not.”

The Chicago Tribune’s recent
analysis of arrest and deportations
relied on data from the Depor-
tation Data Project, which the
group got through a public records
request, the newspaper reported.

The Transactional Records Clear-
inghouse, or TRAC, at Syracuse
University has also compiled im-
migration court and enforcement
data into accessible datasets that
reveal patterns in arrests, asylum
decisions and case outcomes.

“It is bizarre that, even though
there is so much interest in these
public datasets, the only way to
get updates relatively quickly is
to sue the government under the
Freedom of Information Act,”
Hausman said. “We’d be happy
to see the government make our

work unnecessary by publishing
and documenting these data-

sets itself. In the meantime, we
promptly publish the datasets the
government releases to us, and
we don’t give ourselves special or
early access to them.”

Using those records, journal-
ists and researchers build charts,
maps and trend lines to track how
enforcement is unfolding — and
increasingly to dispute government
claims, although as the Chicago
Tribune found in March, observers,
including journalists, have been
shut out of virtual court hearings,
creating a critical information gap.

An analysis of internal Immi-
gration and Customs Enforcement
records obtained through FOIA
found sharp increases in several
categories of federal immigration
enforcement. Arrests carried out
directly by ICE officers — known
as “at-large” arrests — increased
more than elevenfold compared

with the month before Trump’s
inauguration in January 2025,
according to researchers with the
Deportation Data Project. Arrests
of people without criminal convic-
tions increased roughly sevenfold
during the same period.

News organizations are using
those records to analyze the crack-
down. Reporters at NBC News, for
example, reviewed the ICE data
compiled by the researchers and
found that street arrests had more
than quadrupled compared with
the final months of the previous
administration.

Those kinds of analyses are help-
ing journalists reconstruct enforce-
ment patterns that federal agencies
themselves do not clearly disclose.

“Government data is the ultimate
public media,” said Nik Usher, an
associate professor at the University
of San Diego who studies journal-
ism and democracy.. “It’s our data

See SPINNER Page 10
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Many, many newspapers aren’t dying, and here are some reasons why

I'm having one of those days
when I'm working on projects
non-stop. It’s the kind of day when
I stop for a moment and think, “Oh
man, my column is due today.”

With no time to plan or prepare
what I'm going to write, which
probably happens to most of my
readers on a regular basis, I've
chosen to write about something
I know a lot about: Why some pa-
pers are growing and some papers
are dying.

Dying is a strong word for a col-
umn about newspapers. We read
too often about newspapers that
are closing. Most of the time, I can
guess what’s led to these sudden
departures without reading any
further. Instead of writing about
why some newspapers are closing,
today I'm going to write about
why some papers aren’t closing.

It’s a relatively easy task for
me. | just sent messages to six
publishers at random and asked,
“Why is your paper not dying?”
I’'m using their responses to guide
my thoughts. People seem to love
it when I include a list in my col-
umns, so here’s a list titled:

Why many newspapers
are NOT dying

1. I wasn’t surprised when
Reed Anfinson was the first pub-
lisher to respond to my request.
Reed publishes and co-publish-
es three successful papers in

From THE
NEews
GuRy

Kevin Suimp

Western Minn. He mentioned the
quality of his newspapers. Reed
noted the stories, photo features,
and school events. It was in his
final sentence that Reed hit on
something that I’ve noticed about
almost all successful newspapers:
“We are dedicated to our com-
munity and our businesses, and
readers appreciate it.”

2. It wasn’t my intention to inter-
rupt anyone at deadline, but I did
just that when I wrote to Erin McIn-
tyre at the Quray County (Colo.)
Plaindealer. Still, Erin was the
second to respond to my plea with,
“We’re relevant, and our communi-
ty values our work. She went on to
mention reporting priorities, hold-
ing local government accountable,
and building trust with readers.
Erin went on to add, “Even small
places deserve quality journalism,
and readers appreciate that.”

3. Joey Young (Newton, Kansas)
wrote, “We focus on local content
you can’t get elsewhere; we
haven’t slashed and burned the
newsroom; and we charge what
our paper is worth.”

4.1 had the privilege of working
with The Sullivan County (New

SPINNER from Page 9

and it should be ours to use and
collected for us and by us.”

But data sets are not easy to
build, and most news organiza-
tions are not equipped to maintain
them. Creating reliable datasets
requires technical expertise, time
and sustained resources.

“There are very few instances
where news organizations are able
to build data sets that are usable
over and over again,” Usher said.
“That’s really the challenge.”

Even so, journalists do not
necessarily need federal records
to document how immigration
enforcement is unfolding, said
Miranda Spivack, a journalist
who specializes in government
accountability.

“Getting anything out of the
feds is borderline impossible,” said

Spivack, author of a recent book
about government secrecy. “We’re
not in a good place with govern-
ment transparency. It’s a very
opaque system. I don’t know that
it’s going to get any better.”

Instead, she said, journalists
can often find critical information
closer to home.

“The pressure points are at the
state and local level, where the
response to local journalists will be
a little more helpful,” Spivack said.
“People have sources. You should
be able to get some stuff from your
local police and sheriff. That is go-
ing to open up a lot of information
even though it may be incomplete.”

Jackie Spinner is editor of
Gateway Journalism Review,
Carbondale, 1ll. This column was
originally published April 3 and is
reprinted here with permission.

York) Democrat a few months ago,
and its publisher, Fred Stabbert,
had a lot to say about their ev-
er-improving newspaper. Right out
of the gate, Fred reminded me that
“The Sullivan County Democrat
has been a staple of the commu-
nity for 135 years, and we have
never forgotten where we came
from.” Like the paper in Newton,
Kan., Fred’s paper hasn’t had

any “slashing and burning.” The
Sullivan County staff includes four
full-time reporters, two editors,
and a five-person ad department.
“We embrace change and tackle it
head-on,” wrote Fred, “whether it’s
a redesign of our historic newspa-
per last fall, updating our website,
or installing the latest programs

to be most efficient.” Fred con-
cluded by reminding me that The
Democrat has been owned by the
Stabbert family for 99 years, but
was quick to add, “(The Democrat)

is really owned by our readers and
advertisers who make us viable
every day. Without them, our mis-
sion would not be possible.”

5. Ken Waddell, a leading publish-
er in Canada (Neepawa, Manitoba),
chimed in that a key ingredient
is local news. The second reason
his papers aren’t dying, according
to Ken, is a heavy investment in
reporters, both full-time and free-
lance. Ken also wrote that his pa-
pers have developed their own dis-
tribution system, not relying on the
postal system. He also mentioned
a fourth reason: “We are awfully
stubborn and care deeply about our
community and employees.”

That’s a response rate of five out
of six publishers to whom I wrote.
Not bad, considering the five re-
sponded in the time it took me to
write this column.

So, let me ask you to do some-
thing. Think of the papers you’ve

read about recently that have
closed. Did they adhere to the
guidelines these five publishers
consider crucially important? If
not, what did they do differently?

I know there are factors beyond
a newspaper’s control. A strug-
gling local economy, population
decline, and other issues can force
a paper out of business. I'm not
picking on those papers. But think
about papers in places not declin-
ing in population. What might
they have done differently?

That’s 800 words. My work is
done for the day.

Kevin Slimp is a consultant,
advisor and trainer in the newspaper
industry. From 1997-2018, he directed
The Newspaper Institute of The
University of Tennessee.

He is CEO of Market Square Pub-
lishing and Chief Guru at Newspa-
perAcademy.com.

ADAMSON from Page 7

anxiety of facing the world after
the wreck. Some days, getting out
of bed was hard. Kona was able to
go to work with me. I went to see
architects and bankers with her.
I’'ve been in and out of the mayor’s
office with her. The world was
mine again because I had Kona.”

Kona was incorporated into
Adamson’s therapeutic treatment
plan until she gradually no longer
needed that level of support. Adam-
son speaks openly about it, she says,
because accommodations for mental
health should not be controversial.

“We need to work with people
to help make that happen so that
we can create that stability for
them to then get healthier.”

The sun will shine again

Adamson has found that sta-
bility. Now, with her feet on solid
ground, she’s turning her lived
experience into a tool that helps
others and challenges the stigma
surrounding mental health and
therapy.

A Kkey part of that effort is
KONA, an online mental wellness
community she created on SKOOL,
an online platform that allows
users to host groups, share content
and engage members through
community feeds, classrooms and
built-in achievements. She titled

the community after her service
animal, whose name was an acro-
nym for “Keep on nudging ahead.”
“My daily mantra during
therapy became, ‘A nudge ahead
is better than staying in bed.’
That’s what got me up and going,”
she says. “I started to realize
that when we stitch together
good choices, they become great
outcomes. I feel like I've nudged
ahead enough to be able to sup-
port others therapeutically.”
(Those interested in joining KONA
can request a link by emailing
konaskoolcommunity@gmail.com.)
As Adamson arrives not at the
end of her story but at this chapter
of it, she offers simple advice for
those who want to support some-
one experiencing trauma: simply
tell them you are there.
“Sometimes, we don’t know
how to show up for someone in
trauma,” she says. “Shortly after
the wreck, I ran into a mom from
my son’s preschool at the mall. I
didn’t even realize I had PTSD.

She hugged me and said, ‘T don’t
know how to be here for you. I
might say the wrong thing, but
I'm here.”

She pauses.

“That was powerful. Sometimes
support is simply saying, ‘I don’t
know what to say, but I care.”

As therapy began to restore her,
Adamson returned to an old ritual,
this time without the students
she once taught. On cloudless
days, she steps outside, reaches
up, grabs two fistfuls of sunshine
and tucks them into her pockets.
The day might be bright, but she
knows darker ones will come, and
she’ll need the warmth and light
to carry her.

“When I have a dark day or
a difficult moment, I go back to
those memories of things that
were good,” she says. “Maybe it’s a
note from a student saying, ‘You're
amazing. Thank you for loving
me.” And then I remember that
the sun has shone before — and it’s
going to shine again.”

1.B
2.D
3.A

Answer key to Paul McAdoo’s
pop quiz on page 2

4.B
5.D
6.B

7.D
8.C
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Spreading hope and expanding community through physical mail

Last fall, Katie Hawkins-Gaar,
freelance writer, journalism con-
sultant and author of the newslet-
ter “My Sweet Dumb Brain,” felt
lost. She said she always tries to
be honest about how she’s feeling
in her weekly newsletter, where
she shares personal accounts of
grief, community and moving
through life. But with a doomful
news cycle and an incessant desire
to consume it on social media, she
struggled to end her essays on a
hopeful note. So, she deleted many
apps on her phone and turned to
her readers.

“I reminded folks I had this P.O.
box, I shared the address, and I
said I don’t know exactly what this
would look like, but if you have
some kind of hope for me, I'd love
to hear it,” she said. “I truly didn’t
know how many letters I would get
or what they’d look like.”

In return, she got everything
from photography zines to post-
cards to handwritten letters.

“All of a sudden I feel better
about the state of the world and
better about people. I wanted to
give that same kind of generosity
and hope to other people,” she said.

In this conversation with Reyn-
olds Journalism Institute’s Innova-
tion in Focus team, Hawkins-Gaar
shared some early takeaways from
the mail-exchange experiment she
created for her readers, prompt-
ing them to send physical mail to
another reader.

Goodykoontz: How did you
start the mail exchange?

Hawkins-Gaar: 1 first created a
Google Form and invited people
to fill it out. I had a few different
questions — name and address, all
that good stuff. Then I asked some
questions like if they were open to
international mail, if there’s any-
thing people would like the sender
to know about them, if there’s any
topics you’d prefer that they avoid,
and then I just asked, “what made
people want to participate in the
project?”

There were 66 people in total
who filled out the form. I used
ChatGPT for help here [with
matching], because there were
so many. I did have to tweak a
few on the list, but for the most
part it helped me with the initial
matching.

From there, I sent emails
connecting the two people, blind

INNOVATION
IN Focus

ANNIE GOODYKOONTZ

copying them because I didn’t want
them sending emails. I just wanted
this to be letters. It’s been a little
over a month, and I've heard from
several readers that they’ve sent
their letters, and they’ve received
letters; it’s running on its own
which feels like, really, magic.

Goodykoontz: What was it
about receiving those physical
letters that resonated with
you? Do you think it would
have been a different expe-
rience if it was just through
email?

Hawkins-Gaar: 1 think if I asked
people, “give me hope and send it
over email,” first, I think it’d just
be more email in my inbox, which
would not be a gift. I also don’t
think it would stick with me as
much, right? There’s something
about the tangible letters and
knowing that people really had to
take time to write it and take time
to put that stamp on and go to the
mailbox that made it so much more
meaningful. And these letters truly
have stuck with me. They just
touched my heart in a way that I
don’t think email ever has. Espe-
cially now, where Al is offering to
write our messages and what not.
These are real letters written by
real people. It’s just so very real
and human, and that feels particu-
larly valuable right now.

Goodykoontz: Looking into
the future, do you think this
project will just keep going?

Do you think you are going to
add any other elements to it?

Hawkins-Gaar: 1 think that I very
much framed this as an experi-
ment, this first round. What I am
going to do is encourage another
round of signups because I imagine
there are people who were feeling
a little unsure about it. The people
who participated in the first round
can keep writing to their same pen
pal, they could add another person
on if they want to, but hopefully
we’ll add some more folks.

Goodykoontz: As a journalist,
have you seen other people us-
ing methods of alternate ways
to connect with their readers?

Hawkins-Gaar: So this is not
entirely off the digital sphere, but
there are people who have done
Zoom gatherings. I've experiment-
ed with that as well, which was
great. I'd get a smaller group, but
there’s been a bigger sign up for
this, which sort of made me feel
like people are hungry to get off
screens and get offline, right?

Goodykoontz: Your newsletter
is a little different and more per-
sonal than a completely news-
based newsletter, right? How do
you think an idea like this might
translate to a news organization
as a strategy for connecting
with their audience?

Hawkins-Gaar: 1 think when
you talk about there being a
community around any kind of
publication that can feel very
vague, right? It’s hard to imagine.
Actually connecting people, and
saying “No really, there’s a real
human here, and we’re going to
connect you to another human,
and you have this in common”
is quite powerful. I think a local
news organization, for example,

Concurrent TPA Board of Directors Meeting
and Business Session set for June 12 by Zoom

TPA President Alison Gerber has set the Concurrent TPA
Board of Directors Meeting and Business Session for
9:30 a.m. Central Daylight Time on Friday, June 12, 2026

via Zoom.

All TPA members are invited to participate. Elections
will be held during the meeting.

they’ve got way more working
for them, than (my newsletter). I
mean, we’re essentially connect-
ing people over hope and the fact
that they’re interested in reading
and talking about feelings.

I would love to see a local news
organization ask people to write to
each other: “What’s your favorite
thing about the city, or a secret?”
In the same way that people are
hungry for this analog real-life
mail, I'm also seeing so much
discourse around people being
hungry for community. Getting
people together, whether through
mail or in real life, is just incred-
ibly powerful. If I'm able to do it
with this one-person operation for
this newsletter, then a newsroom,
even a small newsroom could
make something happen, too.

Goodykoontz: Is there anything
See MAIL Page 12

Post your open jobs at tnpress.com

Submit your newspaper’s job openings to be posted to tnpress.com by
emailing them to: rgentile@tnpress.com. If space and timing work
out, abbreviated descriptions may also be listed in
The Tennessee Press.

Reynolds Journallsm Instltute

Katie Hawkins-Gaar is a freelance
writer, journalism consultant, and
author of the weekly newsletter
“My Sweet Dumb Brain.” Her idea
to launch a mail-exchange -- as in
physical mail sent through the US
Post Service -- with readers has
started a craze that can translate
well to newspaper readership.

&

Tennessee Press Service
Advertising Placement

Snapshot
ROP: Networks:
March 2026 $521,345 $8,128
Year* as of March 30 $639,818 $30,653

*The TPS Fiscal Year runs Dec. 1 through Nov. 30

FREE WEBINARS FOR MEMBERS

www.OnlineMediaCampus.com

Inside Award-Winning Investigative Reporting: Lessons
from A-Mark Prize Winners—

May 14 @ 1:00 PM CDT

The KPI Reset: Measuring What Actually Matters —
June 11 @ 1:00 PM CDT

Email rgentile@tnpress.com for the free TPA member code
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Provided by Katie Hawkins-Gaar via Reynolds Journalism Institute

Katie Hawkins-Gaar continues to receive physical mail from her readers, a request that led to a wider

mail-exchange project that has connected her community beyond screens.

used are all free and easy, right?

It’s a Google Form, the auto Google
spreadsheet, and ChatGPT was
helpful. Then, I think the most time
consuming thing was sending the
emails connecting people, ... there’s
probably an easier way to do it than
I did it. I think it’s a very easy model

MAIL from Page 11

that you've learned that you
think other journalists would
want to know to replicate some-
thing like this?

Hawkins-Gaar: The tools that I've

TPA needs judges for

Maine press contest

TPA needs volunteers to judge the Maine Press Associa-
tion’s Better Newspaper Contest. Both editorial and advertis-
ing judges are needed. The judging will be done online. The
judging period will begin in early July, and you will have two
weeks to complete the assignment.

Please help us meet our obligation to our reciprocal judging
state. Maine Press Association members have already judged
the Tennessee State Press Contests and will judge the TPA
Advertising/Circulation Ideas Contest for 2026.

If you can serve as a judge, please sign up online at https://
tinyurl.com/TPAjudgeforMaine or contact Robyn Gentile at
rgentile@tnpress.com or (865) 584-5761, ext. 105

Each TPA member who completes the judging assignment
will receive a $25 gift card as a token of our appreciation for
helping TPA to meet its judging obligation. Please volunteer to
judge by June 19.

to replicate, and one that I think has
a pretty strong payoff.

Goodykoontz: Can you talk a
little bit about what respon-
sibility you think journalists
might have when it comes to
building hope or community,
and what that can look likeina
practical sense?

Hawkins-Gaar: This is one of
the hardest things I've found as a
journalist. Journalists get a bad
rap for the news being all doom
and gloom, right? And I know,
myself, I sometimes have to take
a break from the news, or be
mindful in the kind of news that
I consume. There are plenty of
stories out there that are hopeful,
that include solutions that just
really celebrate what make a city
great, but those sometimes aren’t
as loud as those doom and gloom
stories. That’s why putting the
effort into a project like this, or
some kind of series that is just a
little bit different, I think is 100%
worth it. It’s taking action and
celebrating a place and spreading
hope and community, which I
would think most local news-
rooms want to do.

Goodykoontz: What advice do
you have for people who are
trying to carve out that time and
advocate for that space to do
that kind of work?

Hawkins-Gaar: This type of
project isn’t just a nice-to-have,
feel-good thing. I think it could be
quite strategic too. Like, if 'm just
looking at my own newsletter, I re-

Below is the Google form Hawkins-Gaar used to
match readers for her hope-mail exchange

My Sweet Dumb Brain Hope-Mail
Exchange

Whether you're looking for reasons to feel a little better about the world or wanting to help
someone else feel more hopeful, you're in the right place. By filling out this form, you're
agreeing to participate in the inaugural My Sweet Dumb Brain Hope-Mail Exchange: an

experimental effort to connect people and spread a little hope through the mail.

A few important notes before you begin:

This exchange is only available to paid subscribers to My Sweet Dumb Brain. **Please do
not pass along the link to this form.** If you'd like others to join, point them here.

Participants are responsible for the cost of postage.

While the Sweet Dumb Brain team can vouch for the wonderfulness of our paid
subscriber community, we don't have control over what's included in hope-mail — or
whether it arrives.

We will do everything we can to ensure the success of this exchange, but it is an
experiment! We're all embracing some uncertainty by taking part.

You can read the full introduction to this project here.
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Is there anything you'd like your sender to know about you?
This is compiletely optional. You can keep it light or move neflective = whatever feels right to
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Do you have any questions, thoughts, or feedback for us?
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alized from writing, from receiving
these letters, it gave me something
to write about. I was able to write
about the letters I've received, and
then I was able to turn it into a
project, right? And then I can write
about how that project has gone.

It leads to lots of content ideas. For
a newsroom, let’s say they asked
for people to send in letters. Then
they’ve got stories to share. There
are also [opportunities] just in

terms of fundraising emails, show-
ing end of year impact, getting
quotes from readers. And so I think
newsrooms absolutely could use
this in a strategic way. It’s not just
like a fun little project, it’s a more
tangible way to show the commu-
nity that they have.

Annie Goodykoontz is a student
innovation staffer with Reynolds
Journalism Institute.



