As the world of technology continues to amaze and surprise everyone at a seemingly incomparable rate, the newspaper journalism industry still clings largely to the long-standing methods of producing a paper.
As evidenced in several newspapers across the mid-south region of the United States and presented in this photo-essay, newsrooms have been slow to change their architectural layout to reflect how technology can potentially automate copy flows from concept to writer to editor and eventually to print. The hold up is intentional: for most newspapers, maintaining personal, face-to-face relationships between editors and writers is key to their effectiveness in producing news.
Through interviews and tours at The Birmingham News, The Jackson Sun, The Weakley County Press, and job experience at UTM’s The Pacer I have found visual evidence that newspapers still hold largely to the layout of days past. The way desks are positioned and offices are located shows how the method of writers finishing stories and then physically handing them to copy and section editors for revision is still maintained, even with technology available to eliminate the physical movements.
With modern networking technology in place, newsrooms could have writers located in another corner of the building, working from their home or from the field and still submit articles via a local area network or the Internet to editors. Editors, likewise, could throw a draft of a page together on a laptop with pagination software from their home and then send it online or over an in-house network to the executives or presses. Doing so, in my opinion, would kill the newspaper industry. The newspapers I have visited and work for thrive on interaction between writers and editors, and the layout of newsrooms greatly facilitates this interaction.

In an interview with Steve Coffman, executive editor of The Jackson Sun, Coffman explained his role in newspaper production. Every day around 10 a.m. the section editors (city news section, sports, business, opinion, living, etc.) meet with Coffman and publisher Ed Graves to decide what stories to pursue for the next paper. They meet in the newsroom’s library which is across from Coffman’s office. Coffman and Graves have the final say in what stories make it to press and what the newspaper’s official stance is on any number of issues - thus contributing to how a story or opinion column treats its subject.
After the meeting, stories are handed down from the editors to writers and photographers/graphic designers by word of mouth, as each section will often meet with their editor to discuss who will take what story. The writers begin their work on stories that are needed for the day’s paper as well as those that will be used in later issues throughout the week. As these stories are finished they are submitted electronically from writer to section or copy editor to be reviewed and corrected.
At 3 p.m. a final meeting is held with Coffman and/or Graves and the final decisions are made as to what will be printed and how much space – or “play” – a story will receive. Here again, the interpersonal communications of the editors and writers is critical to developing the newspaper.
Writers and photographers are frequently the unsung heroes of newspaper hierarchy. They accept low paying jobs to work at small desks with anywhere from three to 100 other writers and photographers competing for the top stories and photo assignments. When the story is tough, they stick it out and get the scoop that may make politicians unhappy, readership upset, or endanger their own lives. For all of this they are given, in many cases, no Pulitzer – only a small desk with an archaic computer to type or process on.

This is not always the case for many larger papers, but small papers are forced to put people where they have the space. This often leads to situations where editors and writers are on different floors, have unequal space or office comforts, and generally promotes a lack of communication and flexibility of the staff.
For example, in an interview session with Weakley County Press reporters Sara Reid and Sabrina Bates I learned that their desks are located upstairs in what used to be a bank. Reid assured me that someday they hope to tear down the dilapidated plaster behind her desk and expose the brick wall behind. Reid is the perfect example of a younger journalist getting what space was available for an “office.” The Press still maintains a somewhat close-knit atmosphere despite being spread over two floors.

Larger papers are already on the move toward technology-driven layouts as they add in-house media centers, intranets, photography studios and print shops to facilitate faster copy and media flow. These companies – often owned by media giants such as Gannett Company, Inc. and News Corporation – have the corporate funding to support such ventures and likely have huge readerships and advertising bases. For the time being, however, most newspapers are maintaining or moving closer to a newsroom layout that facilitates communication.
As reported by Beate Josephi in the Australian Studies in Journalism, the West Australian newspaper moved in 1998 out of a cramped newsroom environment in Perth’s Central Business District to a new office eight kilometers away from the city center. The three story office in the CBD was cramped, distributed the sections on three floors, and gave the top executives the best offices with good views (Josephi 1998: 169).

The new office had all the sections on one floor with a lot of open space to encourage communication between writers and editors. “Paul Murray [executive editor] remarked with pleasure that he sees reporters far many more times standing with sub-editors, discussing the treatment of their stories. … The compartmentalization [sic] which had been in place, due to the geographical separation of departments, is breaking down” (Josephi 1998: 170-4).

The West Australian’s newsroom situation is mimicked in different ways at The Jackson Sun and The Birmingham News. The Jackson Sun maintains a one story newsroom with half cubicles for each writer and editor. Job descriptions are more fluid, as writers often serve as editors of each other’s work. The atmosphere during the work day is very open to communication as writers discuss stories with each other to further their knowledge and better their writing.
The Birmingham News is located in downtown Birmingham, and while its staff is spread over four floors and runs an in-house network for copy flow, the desks of each writer are next to or nearby the area where content is headed after one person is finished with it.

The exceptions to the technology-driven newsroom will always be the small papers that are locally owned (or run by college students!) and operate on bare-bones budgets. These papers, just like The Weakley County Press and The Pacer may never fully realize the ease technology can bring to print media, but will continue to faithfully print the local stories important to their readership and maintain close relations with their own staff.

As more technology enters the newsroom, it is difficult to predict if interpersonal communication will remain a part of newsroom operations or if the scenario mentioned above where writers and editors work from home will become the norm. This would, in the end, cause the slow, painful death of the newspaper as a medium. Other media formats that maintain face-to-face relationships would sweep away the newspaper’s audience simply by providing more succinct, more compelling news.

However, as the West Australian’s move in 1998 and The Jackson Sun and Birmingham News demonstrate, it is easy to imagine newsrooms of the future that are still vibrant with the voices of editors and writers discussing and producing news that matters.
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