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The Media Consortium’s Reporting Project has found significant success thus far. 

· We’ve exploited blind spots in mainstream media to both break and reframe news stories, thereby helping to shape the public debate on crucial issues and build the progressive echo chamber;

· We’ve helped our members publish more newsy, reported content on their web sites to accompany the commentary and analysis that editors find readily available;

· We’ve established that open-source journalism works for the progressive media—each member’s online readership is distinct enough that jointly publishing news content builds rather than detracts from overall readership.

Thus far, we’ve targeted resources on one beat. We began by focusing on the oversight work of two House committees—the Judiciary Committee and the Oversight and Government Reform Committee. In October, we refined that beat to focus on the stories generating the most enthusiasm among members: those dealing with congressional oversight of presidential powers in civil liberties and war making. We also expanded the field of coverage, so that our reporter can follow relevant stories wherever they lead.

With our presidential oversight beat now established, we’ve begun brainstorming the Reporting Project’s next phase. We’ve identified four potential new beats that could fill news reporting gaps for our members: 

· Corporate responsibility and public/private sector interaction

· Structural inequality

· Media watchdog and industry regulation

· Electoral politics

In selecting which beats to add, and in what order to add them, we’re weighing each beat’s mix of long and short term value; its potential to fill news and investigating holes for the progressive media; and the number of members that would find the beat useful. You will hear more about these beat ideas and the selection process in coming months.

But as we prepare for the Reporting Project’s next stage, we’re first asking a crucial question: How can we best use our resources to expand our editorial capacity? 

There are several models to consider, but we have isolated two as the most attractive options. These options present a broader choice about the Reporting Project’s goals. The Media Consortium must weigh whether it aims to provide a training ground for new talent; an easily accessible, ready-to-use resource for members; or both. Each of those three goals requires different resource commitments and unique program designs.

Option #1: Recruit and train early-career reporters
In our current staffing model, we recruit early-career reporters who are hungry for opportunities and able to work for low compensation. If we expand under this model, the Reporting Project must be restructured as an initiative to find and meaningfully develop new and diverse talent for the progressive media’s future.

Our congressional oversight reporter, Brian Beutler, is the sort of talented young journalist we’d continue to recruit. Currently, Brian works part time for the Media Consortium, filing 1 or 2 800-word news and news-analysis articles a week.  He works with a part-time editor to develop his ideas and his reporting into ready-for-publication copy that we can deliver to members. 

There is however little room in this system for Brian to get structured feedback and guidance, either on specific stories or on his reporting and writing broadly. With a staff of early-career journalists, such learning opportunities are crucial, both in order to genuinely develop new talent and to ensure that we provide consistently high-impact stories to our members.

This option’s advantage is it allows the overall number of beats to grow rapidly. We can expand quickly by: 

· Hiring additional early-career reporters for each new beat we add and gradually bringing those reporters to full time as resources allow and beats demand; and,

· Hiring one full-time editor with training experience to work more closely with each reporter, while still managing the flow of copy to the list serve.

The significant new expenses for this model would be a compensation package for the editor that is competitive with senior editors in the progressive media market.

There are a number of disadvantages to this option, however. Perhaps the largest is that early-career reporters rarely have the sources, reporting skills, or depth of knowledge on their beats to consistently break news stories, reframe coverage of ongoing stories, and delve into the type of muckracking that will make our content indispensable for members.

It is certainly possible to get that kind of consistent journalistic excellence when you pair early-career reporters with experienced editors who have the time to provide meaningful training. But our additional challenge in doing so is that our staff functions as a disparate group of correspondents who necessarily work solitarily—a task that even many experienced journalists find daunting.

So if the Reporting Project chooses to expand with early-career reporters, it must also:

· Develop an editorial process that allows for explicit training and close management of those new journalists without interrupting the flow of copy to members.

· Develop a recruitment program that ensures we attract new journalists who show the most potential rather than merely those who have the resources and contacts to take advantage of the opportunity;

Option #2: Create news and investigative reporting fellowships 
Alternatively, we can recruit mid-career journalists who have demonstrable expertise in our selected beats and make them reporting fellows of the Media Consortium. If we expand under this model, the Reporting Project’s focus will be delivering members a high volume of high-impact web stories and broad access to a slate of issue-expert journalists.  

The Reporting Project can recruit talented mid-career journalists by offering them an opportunity to do ongoing, aggressive reporting in their interest areas and to establish themselves as leading journalistic voices on their beats.

There are already a number of journalism fellowships. The Reporting Project would differ in a significant way: Many fellowships are designed to remove reporters from the deadline grind; ours would support newsy, deadline-driven progressive reporting for our members.

In addition, the Reporting Project would:

· Invite members to coordinate with the project editor to assign fellows exclusive investigative projects for print, with the cost born by the Media Consortium. The Consortium would then help promote these articles in the broader media.

· Involve fellows in the Media Consortium’s broader work—they could join forums, contribute to multimedia projects, participate in capacity building projects, and appear in broadcast media, among other things.

This model’s advantage is it focuses the Reporting Project’s resources on producing ready-for-publication, high-impact reporting. In addition, the project editor would be working with a team of experienced and knowledgeable reporters and, thus, be able to spend more time managing the project as a whole. The editor would be able to:

· Maintain regular contact with member publications to ensure we meet their needs; 

· Coordinate coverage between the beats to maximize their impact; and

· Manage aspects of the project ranging from administration and evaluation to promoting the work, thereby freeing the Media Consortium director for other projects and development needs.

This model’s disadvantage is it requires greater resources and, thus, a far more gradual expansion. 

The Media Consortium would negotiate individual, renewable contracts with each fellow, rather than recruiting a cohort of fellows for fixed time periods or reporting project. There are many conceivable contracting arrangements to keep the cost down. Fellows could, for instance, be asked to commit to a volume of work that allows them to pursue independent assignments as well, both with members and nonmembers. 

Also, by positioning our reporters as issue-area reporting fellows we become more attractive to a range of funders, from those interested in developing public discourse on a given issue to those newly interested in open-source journalism as a counter to shrinking support for investigative reporting as a whole.
Ultimately, however, this option will likely require greater resources for the Reporting Project than staffing with early-career reporters.

