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The aim of two journalism professors involved in implementing the

Auburn University Department of Communication and Journalism’s Real Alabama Project is

simple – get our majors out of the classroom, off the interstate and Internet and into the small

towns that are still the heartbeat of our rural state. The challenges and rewards of our approach so

far will be presented here. Journalists and journalism educators alike complain the loudest about

students who only want to work for Rolling Stone.  We also wring our hands over the dilemma of

attracting and retaining students of color interested in journalism careers.  At Auburn, we were

looking for a way to address these complaints directly.

  That’s how the Real Alabama Project started.  It is proving to be an effective method of

sparking interest in community journalism.  It is also improving multi-cultural understanding

while encouraging minority students to consider journalism as a career.

Two Real Alabama programs will be highlighted in the presentation.

The first is the Tiger/Cub mentoring program.  This effort pairs AU “mentors” with

underserved students at two rural high schools with high minority and poverty rates, Loachapoka

High School (LHS) and Notasulga High School (NHS).  Articles written by the Tiger/Cub teams,

focusing on issues and “unsung heroes” in rural Alabama, have been published in the

Montgomery Advertiser and elsewhere. But, more importantly, students at both levels have a new

appreciation for rural issues and each other.   

The other is an Auburn University Newspaper Management class effort to essentially start

a community newspaper from scratch.   This class took the lead in an ASNE (American Society

of Newspaper Editors) Newspaper Partnerships program effort to revive the Notasulga Times, a

high school-based community newspaper.  At the same time, the upper-level journalism students
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prepared a guide explaining how to start a community/school newspaper.

This guide, called “Start the Press!” is a down-to-earth manual based on their experience in

Notasulga. The class did succeed in leading efforts to bring the Notasulga Times back to life in

December 2004.  And, ASNE’s Senior Project Director Diana Mitsu Klos has given “Start the

Press!” a home on www.highschooljournalism.org., calling the guide “practical, not preachy.”

Student feedback on the project suggests that giving them a “real world” challenge was

appreciated.

The motivation of high school and college students involved in the Tiger/Cub Reporter

program is real, fueled by the thrill of seeing bylined stories published. Both of these

accomplishments have their roots in a total package we call the “Real Alabama Project.”  Before

describing the Notasulga project and the

Tiger/Cub mentoring system, the philosophy behind will be explored.

What is the Real Alabama Project?

 The Real Alabama Project, put simply, is an effort to find new ways to educate students

about the value of both community journalism and community. We have also described The Real

Alabama Project as a program promoting literacy, diversity and cultural understanding.   The

project was based on the belief that we could have a positive impact on literacy by introducing

rural youth to opportunities in journalism while also building essential skills needed by our

journalism majors.

The program was designed by Nan Fairley, associate professor of journalism, and Trish

O’Kane,  a veteran journalist and feature writing instructor who became the Outreach and

Diversity Coordinator for the Department in 2003 and the driving force behind the Tiger/Cub

approach.

In addition to the feature writing and management students, we also hoped to provide more

opportunities across the curriculum that emphasized practical, hands-on experience, the heart of

journalism education.  An initial grant from AU Outreach provided salary and travel expenses

for the Real Alabama initiative in 2003-2004.   Additional funds were allocated from the College

of Liberal Arts and the Department.

As the project evolved, we were inspired, in part, by the AU School of Architecture’s Rural

Studio (www.ruralstudio.com).  This nationally acclaimed program requires architecture students
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to live in one of the most impoverished areas of West Alabama’s Black Belt.  And they do a lot

more than camp out.  These students design and build award-winning homes with materials such

as hay bales and discarded bottles.  Another inspiration was the University of Alabama’s

PACERS Community Newspaper Project (www.pacers.org/).  The PCNP, under the direction of

founder Jack Shelton, helped establish newspapers in rural schools across the state.

The decision to focus on rural Alabama was fueled by two primary factors: the void in

availability of community newspapers that sadly continues to grow, and the equally sad gap in

the Auburn students’ grasp of serious issues facing rural Americans.  They were much more

attuned to what was happening on campus or in Birmingham or Atlanta.  Third world conditions

do still exist down the road from Auburn University in what is known as Alabama’s Black Belt.

It wasn’t that our students did not care. It was simply that they did not know.

Based on the Rural Studio model, we recognized that creating real products for real people

was key.  Jack Shelton, the genius behind PACERS, describes this as “consequential learning.”

He suggested that students on the high school level benefit most by producing something of

consequence in and for the communities where they live.   We hoped to expand the benefit to

college students by training them to mentor local journalists (high school students) who could

cover their own communities, with both groups producing “something of consequence.”

The Real Alabama project, then, is simply an approach to journalism education that strives

to benefit rural communities and schools while enhancing our students’ skills as journalists.  In

the process, we hoped to address some serious needs in rural schools.  It sounds obvious, but we

wanted to make those benefits tangible.

Real Impact in the Community

  Many rural communities in Alabama and across the nation have lost or never had a local

newspaper or “voice” for citizens.  The number of newspapers in Alabama, 1,000 at the turn of

the twentieth century, has dropped by almost 90 percent today.  Rural communities such as

Notasulga and others beyond the interstate and high-speed Internet access have been hardest hit.

The free flow of information is essential to creating a sense of community and boosting the

self-esteem that is a building block of economic development, according to Auburn University’s

“Beyond the Interstate” report (www.ocm.auburn.edu/beyond theinterstate.pdf.)  As noted in that

AU Outreach report, "building connections among citizens, groups and institutions within the
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community" is critical.  We hope the Real Alabama Project, by creating media outlets, can help

make those types of connections.

The resurrection of the Notasulga Times, with support from the Montgomery Advertiser

and ASNE, was a test case to see if we could find new ways to build, support and even help

create community news outlets. While we achieved an immediate goal of reviving the high

school newspaper, we also helped build community.

Real Solutions for High Schools

Through the Tiger/Cub program, we are coming face to face with dire needs in the two

targeted schools.

High schools in both Loachapoka and Notasulga have been hit hard by budget cuts and loss

of personnel.  There are no advanced placement classes or extracurricular activities beyond

sports at either school, and dropout rates are among the highest in the state.  The programs put in

place last year may help the high schools improve their retention rate, writing test scores and

perhaps even provide a path to community journalism careers. The initial year of the project

proved students were thirsty for opportunity.

 We are convinced we can create interest in reading and writing in the process of producing

a community newspaper or through other Tiger/Cub initiatives.  The need is great.  For example,

at Loachapoka High School, students who are not passing the exit exam are all failing the same

subject.  While most students pass the mathematical section, almost all are failing the reading

and language section of the exit exam, according to the State Report Card for 2002-2003. The

principal and teachers at both schools hope that the Tiger/Cub program will continue to excite

their students about staying in school and eventually help retention rates.  Many of the students

drop out by the 9th or 10th grade.

In addition to planting the seeds of journalism in these two schools, we selfishly hope that

some of the Cubs will eventually become AU Tigers.  We believe the type of relationships built

through this effort will eventually boost minority enrollment in our department and, eventually,

help newsrooms still struggling to find and attract a diverse staff.

  The majority of the student population at both NHS and LHS is African American, while

the majority of students at Auburn University is white.
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Loachapoka High School is six miles away from Auburn. It might as well be 6,000 miles.

By bringing high school students to Auburn on a field trip, and by pairing them with our

students, we are showing that Auburn University really does want them, and that college is a real

option.   In the long term, it could help to produce a new generation of African-American

journalists from rural areas.

Another byproduct of this effort is identifying high school instructors who express interest

in learning about and teaching journalism.  At this point, we believe the production of the

Notasulga Times and other similar projects will create a learning environment that could become

a training resource for teachers in rural schools. Many high schools across Alabama are in

desperate need of additional training and resources for high school journalism educators,

particularly because of new certification requirements. Curriculum and training programs could

be developed to meet this need and expand the impact of Auburn’s high school outreach efforts,

with the “Start the Press!” guide being one such example.

Real Experience for AU Students

Many of our students will become opinion-makers, reporters and editors at community

newspapers.  But we were witnessing a growing gap in their higher education experience.  They

needed a total immersion experience in a community to challenge their stereotypes and help

them acquire critical thinking skills.

 We believed it was our responsibility to provide those experiences. One of our AU

Journalism Program goals is to produce journalists who understand community journalism and

its own brand of public service.  The vast majority of healthy newspapers in the country are

smaller circulation newspapers (under 30,000), and our graduates must value the smaller

communities that they will be working in.  But, again, they know a lot more about Atlanta and

Birmingham than they do about Monroeville or Roanoke.  The Real Alabama Project forced

them to spend time in communities they had managed to overlook.  It also rewarded them for

making connections with the folks who lived in those communities, particularly those who

worked together in Tiger/Cub pairs. 

Forcing our students off campus to cover stories beyond the usual city council meeting is

proving to be rewarding.  Stories focusing on Notasulga, Loachapoka and beyond, written by

students participating in the first two years of the project, have been published by the
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Montgomery Advertiser and other outlets.

O’Kane best described this goal saying:

 “The Real Alabama project will take students out of the classroom and into the real
Alabama.  It is the Alabama they will one day be covering, diverse in many aspects, where rural
poverty, ingrained discrimination, breathtaking beauty, changing demographics and a medieval
prison system are realities.
The Real Alabama project field experiences are based on two journalism
teaching principles: 1) “Show, don’t tell,” and 2) the interview — an in-depth
face-to-face encounter with another human being as the building block of every
good story.”

O’Kane, a former Time reporter with extensive newspaper experience as an international

correspondent, was also eager to challenge a passive style of journalism education that ignored

what she called “cultural competency”.  As she put it:

“I’m pushing the line that if you are afraid to talk to people different from you, if you feel
uncomfortable being the minority at a community event you are covering, if you are ignorant
about different cultures, languages and history, you cannot do a decent job as a reporter in
today’s world, and that includes rapidly changing Alabama.”

She suggested, “They should all be studying another language, taking risks, throwing

themselves into situations that scare them.”  And, believe it or

not, “scaring them” did not require sending them to Central America or Iraq.

It was just down the road in two rural Alabama schools.  The specifics of two Real Alabama

projects are spelled out below.

The Tiger/Cub Mentoring Program

A critical component is the mentoring system that pairs AU students with students in the

targeted schools.  The Tiger/Cub Program, links two Auburn Feature Writing courses (total of 30

students) with two groups of high school students (30), in a writing mentor system each

semester.

 The Auburn journalism students are the Tiger correspondents, who are going off-campus

to learn and write stories about a rural community.  The high school students in the community

are the “Cub” reporters and story scouts.  As experts on their community, the high school

students help Auburn students find the best local sources and stories.
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The Auburn students tutor the high school students on basic journalism skills.  Each pair

meets weekly after school for one hour to discuss interviewing techniques, story organization,

and ethics and to share information about the community. They meet at the high school in a

classroom with a teacher present. Then they work separately on their stories.

The best stories are published. The Montgomery Advertiser ran a three-day series in fall

2004 featuring Tiger and Cub stories on the people and issues in rural Alabama.  In 2004-05,

Tiger/Cub reporting teams contributed stories published in the Notasulga Times and in a

Loachapoka newsletter.  Tigers and Cubs also wrote a front-page story on deadline for the

Montgomery Advertiser on campus politics on the eve of the presidential election.

 To prepare, Auburn students participate in one-on-one writing coaching sessions with

their professors. These are intense editing sessions where students analyze and dissect their own

stories and ideas. This gives them the opportunity to provide that same service to high school

students.  It reinforces lessons they learn in the Auburn classroom since they are required to

explain story structure and interview techniques to their cub.

During the first half of the semester, Auburn students are prepared through lectures and

special readings on education, rural life and racism.  Since the high schools do not have

journalism classes, the teacher-coordinator at each school sets up a writing club that meets

regularly.  The Auburn professor meets with the club to help prepare the high school students for

the writing program.

By week six or seven of the semester, Tigers and Cubs begin working together. They are

paired up first by gender, and then according to personality and interests (hobbies).  They meet

weekly for 10 weeks.  During that time the Auburn student produces two stories Cubs helps them

find while he/she helps the high school student produce at least one story.  The best stories are

published.

Each Auburn student is required to meet weekly with his/her Cub, plus spend two hours a

week in the community doing interviews and research.  We also try to arrange joint field trips to

civil rights historic sites and media centers, which serve to bring the Tiger/Cub pairs together for

at least another eight hours.

Auburn journalism majors gain confidence as they confront the ethical dilemmas of going

into a community as an outsider and reporting and writing about real people.  They act as role
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models for their Cubs and encourage high journalistic standards.  These experiences force them

to think about their responsibilities as citizens and future journalists.

Together the Tigers and Cubs are producing stories in which readers hear the voices and

opinions of people too often ignored by urban and suburban media.  The high school students

write about their school, their peers, their own grandparents, pastors, teachers and other

community leaders.  This fosters a sense of pride and gives the community written documents to

keep.

The Newspaper

Both the Notasulga and Loachapoka schools were formerly served by the University of

Alabama’s PACERS program.  As that program shifted focus, advisers left, and school schedules

changed, the original Notasulga Times died three years ago. It was a loss for the school and the

community.  The former successful run of the Times, produced by students and former adviser

Brenda Boman, was designed to give their community a forum.

As we considered bringing back the newspaper, residents seemed eager to see the return of

the Times.  The circulation of the once successful newspaper was estimated at 2,000, a healthy

circulation for a community newspaper in a town of less than 1,000.  As noted, one of the

objectives of the Real Alabama project is to create real products.  Fortunately, the Tiger/Cub

plan was in place at Notasulga.

Then, the AU Journalism Program partnered with Notasulga High School and the

Montgomery Advertiser and received a $5,000 ASNE grant.  The Notasulga Times was revived,

with the first issue published in December 2004.  More importantly, the structure was established

to help keep the newspaper going in coming years.  

The assignment – start a newspaper from scratch – was given to the newspaper

management class members.  They had help from the Tigers in my feature writing class, who

were assigned Cubs (journalism club members at NHS). To document lessons they learned that

might be of use to other high school students,  the management students were also asked to

compile information.

Students in both classes gained real world experience and more through their

involvement in the launch of the Notasulga Times.   As a result of their hard work, the “new”

Notasulga Times was delivered to Notasulga High and the community just before Christmas. The
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ASNE grant provided desperately needed equipment and resources for NHS while the Advertiser

covered printing costs.  Some production work was also done at AU computer labs.

AU student mentors from newspaper management and feature writing classes worked with

Notasulga Journalism Club members to establish a staff and work on stories and photos featured

in the first issue of the revived Notasulga Times. Under the direction of English teacher Monica

Barnes, the Notasulga High Journalism Club was established in the fall.  This after-school

program met regularly to form a staff and discuss journalism basics in October and November.

The NHS Journalism Club also participated in a field trip to Auburn

University, where they met with management and feature writing students in

planning sessions and toured the offices of the campus newspaper, the

Plainsman.

The semester-long project was marked by major challenges.  There was no formal

journalism class at the small rural high school 13 miles from Auburn’s campus.  Scheduling

meetings on the different calendars by equally busy high school and college students was

difficult.  Administrators were uneasy about content of the forthcoming publication.  But  by

bringing the newspaper back, students learned how to basically start a newspaper from scratch,

dealing with issues such as ad sales, design and motivating staff members.

  At the same time, they managed to finish “Start the Press!” The guide is now available in

PDF form on ASNE’s highschooljournalism.org Web site, yet another “Real Alabama” product.

In critiquing the guide, Klos said, “What I love most about it is that it was written by college

students for high school students. “

Dr. Dale Harrison, chair of the Auburn University Department of Communication and

Journalism, said the project gave the Auburn students, primarily juniors and seniors, an

opportunity to learn while teaching. He also expects the program will inspire NHS students

interested in journalism.

Wanda Lloyd, executive editor of the MontgomeryAdvertiser, said the ASNE

Partnerships plan, which pairs a professional newspaper with high schools interested in

journalism, worked in Notasulga.

"We really need more young people in high schools to have the opportunity to learn how

to write for newspapers and learn how to produce newspapers," Lloyd said.
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Years ago, she said, it was common for most high schools to have a newspaper and

journalism classes, but too many have been eliminated because of budget cuts, a fact particularly

true in rural schools.

The December publication of the first issue of The Times was celebrated by the university

students and their younger partners at Notasulga High.  Perhaps more importantly, the 930

residents of Notasulga were thrilled.  Notasulga Mayor Frank Tew said, “The paper coming back

is a great idea. I enjoy finding about the school and community news I have missed."

Klos added, "The ASNE partnership is not only great for Notasulga students who are

interested in journalism, but for the entire school community, which will benefit from the free

flow of information and exchange of ideas."

 The value of the Notasulga program was best confirmed in Auburn student comments such
as these:

“The process of starting this newspaper has taught me a lot about the importance of local
journalism to small towns, including how crucial it is for every community to have a voice that
represents local concerns and events.” — Elizabeth Farnswoth, AU Management Student

 “A project of this magnitude was something I had yet to experience in my time as a journalism
student at Auburn University. I believe that the lessons learned by our class in building a real-life
newspaper will serve as a valuable reference in my future as a journalist.  I firmly believe that
putting together a viable news publication as a college student will serve later on as
encouragement in the face of challenges that pop up in my career.” — Jason Odom, AU
Management Student

Conclusion

It is our hope that the Real Alabama Project can become a model for educating college

students about the value of both community journalism as a career and the value of community.

Once the program is firmly established, we hope the enterprise will produce a model that can be

replicated in other rural communities that do not have the benefit of a newspaper.

In a keynote speech given by Dee Davis, president of the Center for Rural Strategies, at the

"Rural America, Community Issues" conference at the University of Maryland, he bemoaned the

fact that major newspapers continue to pull back circulation from rural areas “in the name of a 17

percent or higher profit margin.” He explained:

“These trends present a particular set of problems for rural America in a conventional
newspaper economy. Rural is where the market ends. The twenty percent of Americans outside
the metropolitan areas are more costly to reach. And they have less purchasing power. But even
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though they represent a less valuable demographic, they still could use real journalists looking
into the issues that matter.”

Some of those issues that matter, including health care, economic development strategies

and education inequities, have been the focus of  Real Alabama in-depth feature stories and

columns.  They’ve learned and seen up close evidence of the statistics from the Center for Rural

Strategies that point out:

 Of the 200 poorest counties in the United States, 195 are rural.

 The rural poverty rate is 21 percent higher than the rest of the country.

 More than one out of every five rural children lives in poverty.

 Rural children are 50 percent more likely than urban kids to lack insurance.

 Eighth-graders in rural America are twice as likely to use amphetamines, and

are 83 percent likelier to use crack cocaine than eighth-graders in urban centers.

 And the list goes on.

College students involved in both the Newspaper Project and in the Tiger/Cub program

also learned that what seemed like apathy in the Cubs was in reality more like hopelessness.

They also saw that hopelessness in students’ eyes turn into a

glimmer of hope as the Cubs visited Auburn’s campus and took field trips to

Montgomery’s civil right’s historic sites and CNN’s sparkling newsroom in

Atlanta.  And, they definitely saw and helped create a sense of pride when students saw their

work published.

As Davis pointed out, “There are problems in rural America. There are also some

solutions. How we set about to solve these problems makes a real difference for those who live

in the countryside and for those who don’t.”

We hope that the Real Alabama Project continues to be at least an effort to find one

solution.

Davis further suggested: “ … we need to cover rural issues better. Misperceptions have

consequences. We need to explain rural better. We need to show how it is connected to a bigger

world. We need to talk about solutions from time to time.”

Cover, explain, praise accomplishments and point out problems and solutions…the tried

and true formula of community journalism.  If that is missing in a community of 930 folks or

3,000, there is a gap that affects us all.  Journalism students, educators and successful journalists,
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whether from small newspapers or large metro papers that continue to pull back from rural areas,

need to take action.

So far, the action taken under the Real Alabama umbrella has revived a newspaper,

produced clips, helped high school students and raised the level of our students’ journalism skills

and awareness of rural issues.  In addition to a series of “Real Alabama” articles published in the

Montgomery Advertiser, other “products” include a Tiger/Cub package, published in the

Advertiser prior to the 2004 presidential election, and work published in the Tuscaloosa Times

and on the Web site of the Southern Poverty Law Center, www.tolerance.org.  Other student

essays on topics ranging from moms in prison to racism have been printed in the Auburn student

newspaper, The Plainsman.  Even now, a recent journalism graduate, Crystal Jarvis, is editing a

book-length project that resulted from a Real Alabama field trip to Alabama’s prison for women,

a project she worked on under O’Kane’s supervision.

   In the future, we hope to see the program grow by partnering with more newspapers in

Alabama that will run Real Alabama packages.  The Montgomery Advertiser has pledged support

in terms of professional journalists serving as coaches to both college and high school students

involved in the Tiger/Cub program.

Other partnerships with Alabama media are certainly possible as state newspapers see

two program objectives —  educating future journalists about particular needs in community

journalism and mentoring future minority journalists — as critical.

We are also in the process of exploring ways to fund a Rural News Bureau to be used as

headquarters for the Real Alabama project. We hope to partner with the School of Architecture

to design this newsroom in a nearby rural community.

The Rural News Bureau will be set up like a community newspaper, with workstations,

Internet access and classroom capabilities.  The newsroom would also be a central site for after-

school activities geared toward improving information access and writing skills for rural students

and teachers.

For community journalists, I would suggest exploring creative ways to create

“teaching partnerships” with schools in your own area if you are not doing so.  Sometimes,

internships are not enough.  Look closely at the high schools in your area to see if they have any

journalism education opportunities.  You may be dealing with a school that has no journalism

class, no adviser, and no time in a tight, test-heavy schedule.  In our program, after-school
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“clubs” were established with the help of interested English teachers.  This is not an ideal

situation but it is much better than nothing, which is what exists in terms of journalism education

at so many schools.  Take advantage of programs such as ASNE Partnerships.

(www.highschooljournalism.org/teachers/asneprograms.htm.)

Even without outside financial support, you can find creative ways to partner with schools,

particularly reaching out to underserved populations in schools that need help.   Find a way to

build a “mentoring network” involving college students, high school students, and professionals.

Area colleges can be enlisted to create teams that can work in schools.  Whether working

independently or with a college partner, make sure you have a passionate “match-maker” who

can oversee the relationships as they evolve. Don’t let red tape or other bureaucratic roadblocks

from publishers, academics or high school administrators slam the door on what you are trying to

do.

 Again, student reaction to this project has been heart-warming and productive.  Just

recently, Professor O’Kane heard from one of her Loachapoka Cubs who called to say that,

because of our program, he was hired by the Alabama State University newspaper as a staff

writer.   This young man was thrilled to be writing. He also happened to be the son of a father

who told him black men could only make money at basketball.

As O’Kane said, “This was a seed worth planting.”
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