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PACERS Community Newspaper  

2010-11 Business Plan and Operations Guidelines

for 

Student Staffers and Adult Sponsors

Introduction

The goal of the PACERS COMMUNITY NEWSPAPER Project is to assist students to improve their academic and personal skills, to gain career-related competence and connections, and to learn about and make a difference in their communities by providing quality local media.   

What you are doing is very important for you,  your community, and school as you  move beyond school newspaper publishing to the more challenging and rewarding job of community journalism.  Your paper will document the life of your community and be an important source of local information.  PACERS and its partners will provide professional assistance for your staff to help as needed with publishing and business concerns,  will assist you with evaluation,  and will organize meetings and other means for your staff to  share ideas with students, teachers, and volunteers in other communities  publishing newspapers.  
For 2009-10 all PACERS Community Newspapers are required to complete and submit a business plan in order to receive support—i.e. mentors, equipment, and other supplies and funding.    It is highly recommended that the attached template be used for preparing the plan.  The template is “keyed” (i.e. with paragraph and page numbers) to this business and operations plan guidelines to assist with preparation.

Why a business/operations plan? (1)

Your newspaper is a business, and, as with any successful business, a good plan is essential.   It is your guide to effective  operation, evaluation, and improvement.   With your business/operations plan, you will answer four very important questions:

1. What has to be done to publish our paper?

2. How do we staff our paper?

3. How do we evaluate our paper?

4. What needs to be done to improve our paper?


Remember that  your business/operations plan is not just for starting your paper; it should be updated every year.

What has to be done to publish our paper? (2)
2.1. Prepare a mission statement.  Start your planning by establishing your goals  Be clear on what you are trying to accomplish by publishing the paper.   Staff members, with in-put from teacher-advisors, and other adults—should state their expectations for the paper—adults remember to let students take the lead, the paper will be their responsibility!  Make a list of your goals/expectations, and decide which are the most important.  From this list prepare a brief  (short paragraph at most) mission statement.  When you have finalized your mission statement,  make sure all participants have a copy and keep a copy posted in your work area.
  The mission statement should be shared with the principal and teachers, with the PACERS community support group, and others you want to know about your purpose.  As you prepare your statement remember that your paper is a community paper.  Sometimes students choose the name of the school mascot as the name for their papers, however, since the papers are community not simply school papers thought must be given to a name that is more inclusive.  
2.2  Decide on your paper’s content and format.   To make these decisions will require you to answer several questions, including the following:

a.  What sections will routinely be a part of the paper?  For example: community news, school news, sports, local events, churches, town council, personals, editorials, and local group activities.  

b.  Will you include notices of  births, deaths, weddings, reunions , other personals (list)? 
c.  Will your paper include graphics and photographs and/or use color? If so,  what will your costs be, and what staff competence, equipment and software will be required? 
2.3  Prepare an annual budget.   Your newspaper will be a serious business requiring financial planning.  To establish a budget you must be able to answer the following questions:

a. What are the costs for running the business?  These will include printing, equipment, distribution, and telephone/internet access.  In order to determine costs you must know the following about the paper:

i. how many copies of each issue will be printed and how many issues will be printed annually and when;

ii. how many pages in each issue and the size of the pages—remember that you will need enough space to contain the features, sections, etc. that are necessary for your paper to meet the needs of your readers;

iii. what the paper’s format will be in order to determine the costs for special features, e.g. photos, color.

iv. who will print and how much will they charge (don’t estimate; get a bid).   

b. How will you make money and how much?  Sources of income may include advertisements, subscriptions,  local sales, and grants.

c. What will you do with business profits? 

d. How will you account for the money?  Who will keep the books, and what method will be used?  
Remember you can make money—some PACERS papers have made a lot of money!

2.4  Identify your customers and be prepared to meet their needs.  Your newspaper will have two kinds of customers: readers and advertisers.  To be successful you must know who your customers are, what interests they have, and then publish a paper that meets their needs.  Following are guidelines for identifying readers and advertisers and for preparing to serve them.


2.4.1  READERS.  You will be able to build your readership by performing a role that your community recognizes as important.  Your paper will be a forum for sharing ideas and a means for collecting and reporting information that is valuable to your readers.  It will document the life of the community and  school.  However, to publish what your readers value you have to know them and your community very well.   Remember that financial success and effective service depend upon a strong readership.


You can start the process of identifying your readers and what they value by asking questions like the following:

· What is the likely service area for your newspaper?  For example it might be defined by the school bus routes or mail routes.

· What are the demographics of your community?   Your staff and support group will have a good deal of knowledge about who constitutes the local population, and you can get census data from the Internet with demographic details that might be helpful in deciding what your paper will cover. 

· What are common interests and important local events in the community? 

· What information do your readers want to get from your paper? How do you know?


By answering these and other pertinent questions, you can prepare  a summary description of your likely readership.  


Many—probably most—of your readers will be members of local groups.  Use the table below (or one you develop) to identify groups whose members will read your paper and to plan how you will meet those group needs.

	Group Name and Contact Information
	What does this group do?  
	What subjects, special features, etc. will be of interest to this group
	How will we collect information from/or this group?

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	



2.4.2  ADVERTISERS.   Advertisers are businesses or individuals who buy space in your newspaper to promote something that is important to them.  They will buy space for a variety of reasons—for example:

· to sell a product, to ask people to vote for them, 

· to send a message to loved ones, 
· to announce an event, 

· or just to let people know that they support the newspaper.  

You need to demonstrate to potential advertisers that your paper is a cost-effective way to reach their customers.  Remember  advertisers are concerned with how your paper can help them achieve their goals.  In any case, they’ll want to know who your paper’s readers are before they spend money to purchase  space in your paper.  The number of readers (the paper’s circulation) is obviously very important.  A business is likely to pay more for an advertisement that 500 people will see that it will for an advertisement only 50 people will see.   


Following are some of the questions that you will need to be able to answer before beginning the process of selling ads.  

· How much revenue do you need from advertising in order to meet your budget?  When will you need it? 

· How much advertising space will you need to sell and at what price to meet your projected revenue needs? 

· Who are likely customers?  You will need a list of all local businesses, churches, individuals, non-profits, etc. that have been or are potential customers.   It will be helpful to fill in the table below or one that you create.

	Name
	Type of Organization

(e.g. business, church, non-profit, etc.)
	Location

(businesses and organizations that are not local, may be customers because they serve your community)

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


· What are the benefits that your paper will provide your advertisers?   Make a list of the reasons that your ads are valuable/useful.  The customer must be sold on the benefits, and staffers who sell ads must know and be able to articulate clearly those benefits.  Remember you are not asking for a donation; you are selling a valuable product! 
· Are there special occasions/events for which advertising can be sold?  For example candidates standing for election are likely to want to buy ads. 
2.5. Set and Keep Your Schedule


Publishing a paper is hard work and often hectic.   There are deadlines to meet, and you have to be prepared to meet them.    You have to know who does what and by when!  Make the schedule; make everybody aware of the schedule; follow it.   Being late with an edition will cost your paper money and credibility that you cannot afford to lose.
2.6.   Make sure that you identify or have access to the following support:

· Sponsor(s) and other adults (including volunteers from local PACERS chapter).  Your paper must have a volunteer from the local PACERS chapter, and that person(s) must work closely with your sponsor and staff.
· Equipment—What equipment do you have? What equipment/software do you need?  How will it be used?
· Context (class, club, etc.)
· Space (accessible, secure, reserved for newspaper staff)
How do we staff our paper? (3)

Your newspaper will be important for your community.  It will serve the function of any good newspaper.  So remember as you select, train, and evaluate your staff members, you are asking them to be journalists for their community—asking them to do the public work of professionals.  As you look for staffers remember that there is more involved than finding students with the best grades; you never know who has the talents and interests that your paper will need—so be sure to look for persons with the skills you need.

3.1 Staffing for Publishing.  Your paper will require a trained staff.    It will have positions related to reporting, editing, supervision, graphics and design, and other areas that you will determine.  Listed below are some usual staff positions; you will likely add others.

· Editor

· Community editor

· School editor

· Sports editor

· Reporters

· Artist(s)

· Graphics and layout designer(s)

· Photographer(s)

3.2 Staffing for Business Operations.  In order to publish your paper,  it is essential to have effective management.  Listed below are business responsibilities (you may know of others to be added).  The tasks may not all require a staff position, but they will need to be done.  To get them done you will need a staffer(s) assigned for tasks including the following:

1. Drafting advertisements—what will they say?  How will they look?

2. Selling advertisements. 

3. Selling subscriptions.  

4. Distributing the paper.  Where? How? 
5. Maintaining records of circulation and billing.  

6. Collecting and depositing money.

7. Keeping the books, preparing financial statements, and making sure that they are in order.

Once you have decided on your staff make-up,  you will need to do the following:

1. Write a brief description of  each position’s responsibilities and qualifications.  Your staffers and would-be staffers will need to know what is expected of them.  This is crucial for effective operation and for position evaluation.  Its not very time-consuming; it is very time-saving.  Learning about job descriptions is important for students’ futures as well.

2. Make sure that there are means/persons assigned to train and supervise staffers.

3. Select staffers.  Ask applicants for a written statement of their interest in the position—after all the paper is about writing.   For persons applying for layout and design positions, obtain a sample of their work. Set up an interview process—make a list of questions.  Students—with the support of their sponsor—should conduct interviews.   Consider inviting an adult from your community support group to help.  Remember applying and interviewing for jobs are important aspects of your future.


If it is possible to do so, it is important to have staffers from several grades so that the paper is never totally staffed by “rookies”.
3.3  Involving Other Students and Community Members.  Many PACERS papers have successfully invited students not on the staff to write for the paper.  This practice creates an opportunity for students to write for an audience—an essential factor in good writing.   So make a strong effort to involve other students and their teachers.  Also you may invite community members and others outside the school to contribute.
How do we evaluate our paper? (4)

Businesses that don’t have an effective means for evaluation and planning usually don’t last very long.   This is true of your paper, but you must also remember that your paper has purposes and responsibilities that go beyond the usual business.  They include providing a successful context for students  to meet—even exceed—academic standards, to make connections to their future, to develop personally, and to make a difference in their communities.   PACERS will provide a simple evaluation form that will help you with the non-business evaluation.  All schools will be using the same form so that you will be helping to gather information that can gain support for the papers and for teaching and learning based on them.


Remember that your paper is a community paper.  You will need to know its impact on your community.  It is important to know how your paper has affected the quality of life in your community.


Each paper will have a community support group.  They will set up end of the year interviews with you and your teacher(s).  Using a standard PACERS format,  they will ask your opinion on your experience and for your suggestions on ways that they may help.


From a business perspective,  you need to know what people who read and/or purchase space in your newspaper think about it.  Of course a careful examination of  your sales and subscriptions will give you immediate and important information.  In addition a simple survey form for readers and advertisers will provide the essential information you need.  Staffers on all PACERS’ papers will be given the opportunity to draft a survey that can be modified for use in each school.


Also each year PACERS will have professionals to evaluate all the papers, and their responses will provide crucial perspectives on your paper.  In addition each year, PACERS will make awards for excellence in several categories.

What needs to be done to improve our paper? (5)

No newspaper, no successful business can afford to stand still or become self-satisfied.   You can always improve if you are committed to making your paper better through a plan of action based on information from your evaluation process.   There are several important steps in this process:

1. The most important step is for staffers with their sponsor(s) and  representatives from their support group to hold an evaluation session at the end of the year.   Please record your own thoughts and the conclusions that you reach as a result of reviewing surveys, business records, and interviews.  Again—a record of your conclusions is very important for planning.

2. Each year there will be a chance or chances to share with staffers from other papers.  You can learn from and share with them things like what worked and what did not, what was most important and what needs to be improved.

3. At the beginning of each year the staff will need to hold a review and planning session.  Student staffers on some papers have begun their planning several weeks before the start of each school year.  That time gives them a head start on organizing and planning for the first edition and for making a calendar for the year!
Conclusion


Your paper is important for the school, community, and the staff and other students.  Congratulations on undertaking such important work and for creating a context in which students can gain academic and personal skills, display their competence and responsibility, and make a big difference in the life of the community.  






�  This business plan guideline, prepared by Jack Shelton, is partly an adaptation of a plan developed for PACERS by Rick Larson, formerly of REAL enterprises.  


�  You will be invited to share your mission statement and business plan with other PACERS newspaper staffs.






