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Explain briefly what you did personally on the Westminster News Online Project. Then analyse how successful WNOL was in achieving its editorial objectives

1. My role

Features Sub-editor

For the first half of the project I was a features sub-editor. I edited features copy - but also, in practice, a fair amount of news copy - and inserted it on to Dreamweaver pages using specially created templates. As well as checking for grammatical correctness I had to ensure all copy was in housestyle; write headlines, standfirsts and captions; process photos where relevant; and submit finished pages to the features editor or news editor as appropriate. I also checked pages produced by other sub-editors. Some of the copy submitted required substantial re-writing, which made the meeting of deadlines an even greater challenge.

I also contributed to some features (eg our diary column) and initiated, and wrote, a fair amount of the promotional material and competitions.

News editor
As news editor, I chaired the weekly news conference (with the reporters) and kept a news running list, which I updated daily and supplied to the reporters at least twice a week.

I registered with various providers of on-line press releases (eg DfES, NUS, Harrow Council) and also checked the local papers for stories with a Harrow Campus angle. An example of a news story that came out of this was the coroner’s open verdict on the death of a Harrow student, which we would not have known about otherwise. I also trawled through Amiplan, the forward-planning tool, but did not find it that useful for our purposes.

At the first news conference I deployed the reporters to various “beats” (eg the canteen, the library, the business school etc). At each news conference I agreed copy deadlines with each reporter, aiming to get as much news in early in the week as possible. I gave my reporters quite a lot of direction about what I wanted from them, eg going for the jugular in their questioning, drawing in readers with a clear hook and writing punchy stories, remembering WNOL was intended to be tabloid in style.

I also attended the weekly editorial conference (with the editor, managing editor and features/ arts editors), pitched planned news items, in order of priority, to the editor and transmitted editorial decisions back to reporters.

I wrote the news index page, each Monday, establishing a clear priority of importance of the stories each week. I wrote the NIBS, which came mainly from weaker news stories and press releases. I passed a fair amount on to the diary columnist and some potential news stories became features instead.

I continued to develop the news contact directory which had been created by my predecessor; beyond Harrow Campus this included various participants in the Stop the War Coalition from Marylebone Campus, quoted in several stories about the Iraq war.

I kept a close eye on which reporters had the capacity to take on more potential stories as, initially, some were busier and more prolific than others. After a couple of editions, we got the balance right.

2. WNOL’s objectives and success in achieving them

Objectives
The objectives were to operate WNOL as a successful local paper - but online, through necessity - aimed at a local community comprised of everyone who uses Harrow Campus, including students, especially, but also academic and non-academic staff. Success was to be judged by the number of “hits” the website got.

At the first editorial meeting it was agreed that WNOL’s news agenda should be light-hearted and humorous and should cover the campus, and occasionally the rest of the university and London-based events (if of genuine, potential interest to students) – the same for the listings. The features were to focus on profiles, feature interviews or confessional interviews of people on campus. There would also be an attempt to get a celebrity contributor.

WNOL was to have a tabloid feel and not take itself too seriously. There would be a bias towards stories that would likely trigger interest from our target audience, eg campus scandal, stories about sex, money, campus “celebrities” and national celebrities with a Harrow Campus link etc). In spite of the light-hearted approach, investigative reporting and campaigns were to be encouraged.

It was hoped WNOL would exploit A/V technology using university cameras.

WNOL was to have regular competitions and reader response initiatives. We were well aware how difficult it would be to get (presumably) apathetic students to visit the site regularly.

Success in achieving
Content
News: I felt the news agenda was well directed towards the target audience. Despite WNOL’s tabloid aims, stories such as the council tax blow for students, women’s safety campaign and lecturer’s agreeing a pay deal with the Vice-Chancellor were strong stories, which would (or should) have been of direct interest to different elements of our audience. There was also a fair amount of crime coverage (muggings on the Metropolitan line; a flasher in Northwick Park). There was some excellent investigative reporting (Area 51 being closed down due to mouse infestation) which made WNOL unpopular with certain authority figures on campus – proof perhaps that the newspaper was doing its job. There was a story about the Iraq war – but with a local angle - most weeks, as this story was dominating the national news agenda. We also ran some sex stories, as planned (both editors were very keen on these), eg the Westminster page 3 girl. We did not run any lengthy campaigns, although the Area 51 and swipe card stories were followed up on a bit. Perhaps if WNOL had continued for longer, and there had not been a rotation of staff halfway through, we might have done better on this.

Features: some of these were excellent and well directed towards the target audience, eg the interview with an Iraqi student with family in Baghdad, the interview with the Nepalese university security guard who had climbed Everest five times, the internet exam cheat sites. Others were not so focussed on the target audience, even if well-written, eg top holiday internet sites and some of the Angry Andy opinion pieces – but the latter gave a bit of variety to the paper at least. There was plenty of focus on the themes of sex (with a ‘sex issue’ one week) and money (eg the feature on the earnings of Westminster alumni). Some of the interviews were a bit fawning and uncritical (eg the one with the Vice-Chancellor, which could have been written by his press office). A television agony aunt became a regular celebrity contributor.

Arts: The listings section was very strong. If anything, we could have made more of this. After a few editions we did advertise it in the home page barkers. The reviews were rather inconsistent. To start with they were a bit too highbrow – in style of writing as well as subject matter - for our target audience (and tabloid aspirations), eg Shakespeare plays and Rigoletto at the ENO. This was discussed, at length, at the main Tuesday meeting one week and the focus improved, with more coverage of popular music, films, TV and exhibitions relevant to Harrow Campus students (eg design, photography). The reviews were also too uncritical at first and therefore not much use to the readership. The introduction of ‘star ratings’ was a good touch.

Overall: I thought the news was very strong (and, just to be clear, that includes the period before I became news editor and so had little to do with it!). The features were sometimes excellent but not always pitched at our target audience. The paper might have been stronger if more features and arts (especially reviews) had been spiked. Almost everything submitted in these areas was used, whereas weaker news stories were sometimes stopped earlier on in the process, spiked or used as NIBS.

Style
As the paper developed we often discussed the need for a punchier tabloid style and to keep the headlines and intros as tabloid as possible – a lot of copy had to be aggressively subbed with this in mind. At times WNOL seemed to be drifting towards mid-market. Some of the news was fairly serious and straightforward (eg women’s safety on campus, lecturers’ pay dispute), but WNOL was none the worse for this – not everything written in a tabloid’s news section is jovial. I felt WNOL successfully got to the heart of these issues and their relevance to its target audience. In other areas WNOL was very successful in covering stories in a tabloid fashion (eg ‘Mice invade Area 51’, ‘Westminster’s MTV rap stars’, ‘Sex Pervert Roams Northwick Park’). The promotions (especially the mouse stunt) were also examples of this tabloid approach.

Production
The production side improved swiftly, as people got used to the software and the system of shared folders held on a server. We developed a house style, piecemeal, and ensuring strict adherence to this played a key role in generating consistency. The handover to the new sub-editors halfway through the project was extensive and this reflects the amount of work that had gone into developing house style and the rigid use of templates.

As WNOL progressed, typos and subbing errors were cut-down considerably thanks to the checking system, under which each page was checked by several different people. Mistakes could easily be introduced at the time of inserting copy into Dreamweaver and so this was closely monitored.

We also had to develop a consistent system of file naming, to ensure the right documents were being worked on at the right times, and make everyone involved aware of this.

Gradually, the processing of copy became faster and more efficient. More and better links were established between different stories (including those from different issues of WNOL). The archive access system, for some reason, was only successfully completed right at the end of the project so, unfortunately, our audience would not have been able to use it.

Design
It was felt for some weeks that the design of the front page was not sufficiently student friendly, with “button” links that looked, if anything, too commercial. The buttons were eventually adjusted (by the chief sub) and given a more informal, “newsy” feel.

Pictures
To begin with, reporters and feature writers submitted too many ‘decorative’ photos and it was agreed at the main Tuesday conference that our images generally needed more ‘attack’. This aspect of WNOL improved dramatically as the paper developed (eg with better close-ups).

AV 
In the event, we were unable to requisition university cameras for A/V news reports and did not have the budget to hire these from outside the university. This was a shame as several obvious opportunities to use A/V arose when I was news editor. It could also have been used to enhance the promotions and to do moving picture voxpops on sidebars to stories.

Promotion & marketing

The ‘hit-rate’ figures, which were discussed each week at the main Tuesday meeting, indicated that WNOL was achieving a high market penetration by its third issue. It was noticeable, however, that the hit-rate was affected hugely by the strength (or indeed presence) of promotions and marketing of the site each week. While it was important to have strong barkers and to make the most of our strong listings (by advertising prominently on the home page), the most important factor was how much promotion was carried out around the university, so as to raise the profile of the site and encourage people to visit it in the first place. The mouse promotion was particularly successful in this respect and doubled the hit-rate in the space of a couple of days.

But the organisation of such promotions was rather haphazard as it was never really established who was responsible. In theory it was up to the Managing Editors but, in practice, they carried out instructions, where given, rather than driving the process forward themselves. It might have helped if brief, weekly promotional meetings had been scheduled to generate and test out ideas.

We had hoped to get a link to the WNOL homepage on to the library’s computers and the university’s homepage. This would have done a lot for the profile of WNOL but for some reason never came off. It might be a good idea if, in future, WNOL had someone exclusively responsible for promoting the site to ensure this kind of promotion was successfully carried through.

