


By Bob Papper and Michael Gerhard

_eople who think we’re where we ought o be—they

are part of the problem,” says Dave Roberts, news

director at WXIA-TV in Atlanta. And according to the

annual RTNDF/Ball State University Survey, the “prob-

lem” has not yet been solved. The overall percentage
of minorities in television news went up again—from 19 percent to 21 percent. But all
other figures stayed the same or fell slightly. The peroehtage of minorities in radio news |
was unchanged at 12 percent. The percentage of both TV and radio news directors who
are minorities slipped slightly from 9 percent in 1995-96 to 8 percent this past year.
And minority television news directors were more than eight times as likely to work at

an independent station (34 percent) as a network affiliate (4 percent).
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Getting the Job

“I've never had any trouble as a minor-
ity or a woman producer finding a job,”
notes Willy Walker, news director at
WBMG-TV in Birmingham, AL. When
she was hired in Baltimore, Waiker says,
the station was clearly locking for a
minority producer. Although she came
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tion would have hired a minority who
didn’t have it. She believes that being a
minority was “a plus” for getting into
management. “It has opened doors.”
Shedd Johnson says being a minori-
ty bas closed some doors for him.
Johnson is news director for Colonial

1997

Broadcasting: WEWI-FM  (country),
WMXS-FM  (mixed), WMSP-AM
(sports) and WNZZ-AM (oldies) in
Montgomery, AL. He has three full-
time staffers and one part-timer for
those stations; he has anocther two fill
time for the new Alabama Digital

Satellite Network. He has been in the.

business for 17 years, including nine
years with Colonial.

“T feel in a lot of ways that T could
have made it to the ‘big time’ by now if [
were not a minority;” Johnson says. “[I]
get calls back and send my picture, and
[they] say, “You're not quite what we had
m mind for TV But that’s water under
the bridge. I look at it as their loss.”

Kurt Davis, news director at WDSU-
TV in New Orleans, says he had a simi-
Iar experience of not getting a news
director job after a station learned he was
African American. “I had been a news
director for three years and assistant news
director in Dallas for two vears, and they
told me I needed more experience. And
this was a srnall news department.” But,
Davis adds, “For the most part, [being a
minority] probably helped me’”

Beyond Good

If being a minority can help land a job,
almost all the minority news executives
we spoke with say they also are also
under greater scrutiny and must
achieve a higher level of competence
than their white counterparts.

Being a minority “has opened
doors,” says Walker, “but I have had to
try twice as hard to prove myself in the
management arena. It a lot easier for a
white man”’

“I don't look at whether its helped
or hurt,” says Roberts. “I've tried to
focus on the reality: Being African
American means that | have to work
harder to achieve the same level of suc-
cess as others.”

Randall Yip, morning executive pro-

ducer at independent KPTV in
Portland, OR, says dealing with stereo-
types has made the move into manage-
ment harder, “Asian Americans are seen
as quiet and passive, and leaders are not
supposed to be quiet and passive,” he
says. Yip says he loves this first experi-
ence with management after 17 years in




the business, but he didn’t look for jobs
all across the country because he didn’t
want to move far away ffom the Asian
American culture he’s comfortable with.

Henry Chu took the opposite
approach. “In places like San Francisco,
you might be hired for your skills or
because you fit someone’s [minority]
hiring needs. In Austin and Kansas City
I don’t fit anybody’s [minority] hiring
needs.” Chu has spent much of his 22-
year career in Buffalo, N'Y, Austin, TX,
and now as assistant news director at
WDAF-TV in Kansas City, MO. He
says he wasn't sure how he would be
received when he left the West Coast,
but, “It’s been very positive. In broad-
casting, people are mostly interested in
whether you can do the job, and you
Jjust have to go in and prove it.”

Bernadette Chato started as news
director this past summer at KTINN-
AM on the Navajo Reservation in
Window Rock, AZ. Chato says
Arbitron ratings show an audience of
25,000, but she believes it is a lot big-
ger because most of the 200,000 peo-
ple on the reservation don’t have
phones. The Navajo Reservation is the
largest in the country—about the size
of New England, sprawling across parts
of New Mexico, Arizona and Utah,
KTNN plays country music; its sister
KWRK-FM plays light jazz. Chato
spent 11 years in public radio, mostly in
Albuquerque, NM,

“You're constantly having to prove
yourself,” Chato says. “Some goes with
the territory in broadcasting, but its
double, because if you're Native
American, a lot of people assume you
don’t have the skills or knowledge. You
have to prove yourself. They always
expect you not to do that well. You've
got to have a thick skin generally, and
especially as a minority”

Many of the industrys minority
news directors, especially Hispanics in
radio, work at all-Spanish stations. Diego
Rinza has been in the United States
since the mid-1980s, first in Miami and
for the past four years at WINYG-AM in
Long Island, NY. Before that, R_ipza
spent 17 years in radio in his native
Colombia. He’s the only news person at
the all-Spanish station,

Johnson’s experience has been
mixed. “Its not always been a bed of
roses, but, by and large, it’s been fun
when they find out you can perform.”
he says. “Like my boss says, ‘Its what
comes out of the box” Johnson has
worked in country radio on and off,
and “til they [the andience] see me,
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most don't realize that 'm black. Its a
big shock for some of them. The
stereotype says blacks should sound a
certain way. ['ve opened a few mouths
when they find out, and I take wtter
delight in that. I get a good laugh.”
Davis agrees. “Once people realize
that you know what you're talking

1997 B COMMUNICATOR




about—and it’s not just the
color of wyour skin—the
respect is there and you don't
have any problems,” he says.
“For the most part, [being a
minority] probably helped
me, but we still have to be
better; we have to get up ear-
lier; we have to work harder
because people dont expect
as much. The same things can
happen with women.”

Women at Work
For the first time in years, the
percentage of women in local
television news remained the
same from one years survey
to the next. In both 1995-96
and 1996-97, women made up 37 per-
cent of the TV work force. In radio, the
percentage of news stafls with women
increased from 31 percent to 34 per-
cent. But for both radio and TV, the
percentage of women news directors
dropped. In radio, it fell from 26 per-
cent to 23 percent. In television, it
dropped from 17 percent to 14 per-
cent. And in TV, women were almost
twice as likely to be news directors at
independent stations (25 percent) as at
network affiliates (13 percent).

Cathy Taylor has spent the past two
years as news director at WTKS-FM in
Orlando, FL. She has been there nine
years and in the business for 17 years. In
1987 her station had 10 people in news.
Today, she is the only one.The station is
entertainment/talk—and very success-
ful. “The biggest challenge is to be taken
seriously; Taylor says. “You try not to be
too sensitive. Because of both [being a
woman and African American], there are
going to be questions about your rews
judgment. You have to jump through
hoops to prove you know this business

and know what you're doing.”

Gayle Hill has been news director at
KWES-TV in Midland, TX, for almost
six years. She says she knew they were
making progress when she attended the
last NBC affiliates meeting, “and there
was a line for the women’s bathroom.”
She said she’s had to be innovative. “No
one hands you a book and says ‘Here are
the rules. I was given the opportunity to
create my own management philosophy’”

Carolyn Fessler s the executive
news director at KOTYV in Tulsa, OK—
just a few months into her first news
director job after eight years as EP at
WFEAA-TV in Dallas. Fessler started in
the late "70s as a writer at KDFW-TV
in Dallas.““All the women were writers;
all the producers and assignment man-
agers were men.” High turnover led to
her becoming the 5 p.m. producer in
the late *70s.“T may have been the first
wontan producer at KDFW. There
were no wornen reporters at the time”

Teresa Snow, news director at KMIZ-
TV in Columbia, MO, has worked at the
station most of her career. She has been
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news director for five years and
also anchors the 5 p.m. news.
She thinks being a woman
“might have helped in [getting
into] management” because it
looked good for station man-
agement. “Women anchors
with blondish-brown hair are a
dime a dozen. You compete
with everybody!"That is not the
case as 4 news director. Snow
says she’s faced no problems as a
woman manager, but “maybe
its just making pgood deci-
sions—hiring people who can
work with a woman manager.”

Amanda Wilsonn is news
director at WHBC-AM/FM
in Canton, OH. The AM is
“full service” with “lots of news”—
every 15 minutes, 24 hours a day The
FM is adult contemporary, also with a
lot of news. Wilson has a staff of five full
time and four part time plus freclancers.
She has spent nine of her 14 years in
radio there, As their first woman news
director, it has been “kind of interest-
mg”; she has had problems with both
age and gender. “It’s more difficult to be
accepted by older men in the business.
Younger men don't seem to have much
of a problem with a woman boss. Some
older listeners, too, have not responded
well to female voices on the air”

The Diverse Newsroom
“Minorities can bring talents that are
unigue to an organization,” says WXIA
Roberts. And those benefits go well
beyond having a minority voice that is
heard. It also “means that nonminorities
get a greater sensitivity to minority
communites—an unspoken benefit to
the community and the newsroom.”

“Birmingham was a unique situa-
tion,”
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proven track record of problems in the
minority comumunity. [It had been] tar-
geted by the NAACP [It] had 15
employees in the news department—
while others had 65 to 70—and there
were no minorities on the air and only
one in the news department. _

New ownership and management
have changed things. Now the news
department is at 41 {and heading to 70
by the end of the year) and “very
diverse”—both on and off the air. Walker
says it is all translated to “being balanced,
being fait, looking at issues that concern
everybody in the community, doing pos-
itive stories on people in the communi-
ty. We were not doing that before”

Diversity is a plus, agrees Chu, but “it
runs well beyond ethnic diversity. Single
and married, younger—Generation X—
and baby boomers. They all see different
news stories” Chu says WDAFs 110
staffers are a diverse group in all respects.
“We've got this melting pot thing work-
g in the heartland of America.”

WDSU%s Davis believes having a
“minority perspective” is important for
any newsroom. “There are good people
even in bad neighborhoods”

Davis, who has been news director
for four years and in the business for 17
years, says he can remember when he
was one of the first Aftican Americans
in television news in Arkansas. “I'd walk
in to a news meeting and would be
told, “We don’t do stories in that
[African-American] area] It has come a
long way.” Davis says he has a balanced,
diversified newsroom (which was not
the case when he arrived there).

Fessler doesn’t see women as a
minority in news, although they “may
be” in news management, but she
believes having a diversified newsroom
is important. “You just don’t always
have the same perspective as your
viewers when you're talking in a group
[if] the group is all white news man-
agers. You don't realize you're insensi-
tive or missing something, We need to
reach out to other people.”

“I wish gender or race were not an
issue,” says Wilson. “It’s not an issue for
me when I hire” Wilson staff is evén-
ly split between men and women and
includes several minorities. “It matters
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in terms of relating to a general audi-
ence. It’s umportant to have different
perspectives.” When she started at the
station, they had the same size staff—
but all white and only one woman. “It
all changed. It wasn't a planned thing,
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Jjuost sort of happened”

Johnson says he has a highly diverse
staff, and it helps make them better.
“When 2 school wants me in for career
day, I jump at the chance,” says Johnson,
“I want to show the kids, minorities
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especially, that yo
your ambition. You can do anything.”

Not There Yet

One problem Davis sees is that most
people—including minorities—want
to be in front of the camera. “They
think they’ll make a bazillion dolars if
they’re on the air” Davis sees a lot of
work ahead, including more to encour-
age young people to look at off-air
positions. “Affirmative action...was
necessary, is necessary to ensure all peo-~
ple get their fair shake.”

Taylor sees other problems, too.
“Radio news is a dying breed, especial-
ly in FM.” She is attracted to the new
media and has been writing for an
Internet service. By the time this story
is published, Taylor expects to have left
radio for what she sees as better oppor-
tunities in new media.

As Atlantas first African-American
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; 7 Roberts believes his
' hiring has “made a
difference” in the
community. “The
[color barrier] has
been broken, and
others won't have to
undergo the spot-
light of being first”’

“T felt that as a
Navajo person who
got a college education, I need to give
back to the [Navajo] community;” says
Chato.“They wanted someone who was
Navajo to get more people involved in
the station and to train them” Neither of
her two staffers has done news before.

“There are so many problems with
all the Indian people getting higher
education, struggling to make a good
living, You need to have skills in both
languages—English and Navajo—but [
don't see that happening. They talk
about education, but they’re not really
doing much about it. I'm criticized for
speaking English too well and losing
my identity. It’s unfortunate that some
people see it that way.”

Mary Ayala says she sees things dif-
ferently. She’s news director at KOGO-
AM (news/talk) and KSDO-AM
(information you can use) in San
Diego. “I happen to be both {a minori-
ty member and a woman], but I'm not
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TV news director,

rvey
was conducted in the fourth quarter of
1996 ameng all 1,186 operating, nonsatel-
lite television stations amd a random sam-
ple of 843 radio stations. Valid responses
came from 653 television stations (55.1
percent) and 351 radio stations (41.6 per-
cent). The research was supported by the
Department of Telecommunications at Ball
State University and : the. Radio  and
Television News Directors Foundation.

interested in either as an issue. It has
never been a personal issue with me, so
I cannot relate to people having prob-
lems”” About 20 reporters, anchors,
writers and editors report to Ayala. This
is the only station she’s worked for—
starting as an intern in 1982 and mov-
ing up to news director about five years
2go. Ayala has never wanted to be on
the air, and she never has. She found
editing and producing more interesiing.

“I thought in the beginning, “Will
they think less of me or pay less attention
because ’'m a woman?” But, she says,
they saw she knew what she was doing,
and it never was a problemn. “Some peo-
ple think that I'm a lot more sensitive to
minority issues than I am. But I don’
even speak Spanish. My parents are not
from outside the United States. My
mother is from San Diego; my father is
from Puerto Rico. So, no, I don't identi-
fy with issues [like illegal aliens] as a
minority. Let’s look at it from just a story
standpoint.” Ayala says she doesn’t belong
to any Hispanic association. “T went to
one meeting, but I don’t buy into a lot of
the ‘oh, woe is me’ stuff”

Roberts says he'd like to see a soci-
ety where more good people are color-
blind. Fle says things are moving in the
right direction in Atlanta and in
Gannett, but that overall, “We still have
a considerable ways to go” l

Bob Papper is associate professor of telecom-
munications at Ball State University and has
worked extensively tn radio and TV news.
Michael Gerhard, Ph.D., is associate profes-
sor of telecommunications at Ball State
University with extensive industry and
research experience,




