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Greetings and Happy New Year from Spectator, 

We wanted to update everyone on the impact on Spectator of the change from printing 
five days each week to one day.  Below is a detailed report from the outgoing student 
leaders on the story so far.  

The bottom line at this point, recognizing that we are only three semesters into the 
increase in focus on digital publishing and quality news, is: 

• The staffers did what they said they would do and used the time freed up by not 
having to focus on producing a print paper every day to improve the quality of 
the coverage and the commitment of the staff to a digital-first news operation;  

• The reduction in the print schedule had no negative impact on the amount of 
print advertising Spectator published in 2015, as the paper edition actually eked 
out a slight increase in print ads over 2014; and 

• The more than $100,000 saved by reducing the print schedule was invested in 
broadening the pool of students who could participate by expanding work study 
and improving Spectator’s tech team. 

All of this led to stronger student journalists producing better journalism for an 
expanded and more engaged readership.  The statistics below on engagement are 
particularly encouraging.  It took real courage for the staff to pitch to the Trustees and 
the alumni the reduction in print and the refocus on digital – especially as Spec was the 
first Ivy daily to make that change and the outcome was far from a certainty.  At this 
point, other papers seem sure to follow, as Trustees and the staff have been asked about 
Spectator’s experience with its digital focus by Princeton, Harvard and Yale.  None of 
them has prepared as well for the shift of readers and advertisers to digital as well as 
Spectator did. 

We hope you’ll take a few minutes to read through the report and to enjoy some of the 
journalism the students produced last year.  We also hope this inspires you to attend 
Spectator’s annual dinner on February 5, where Margaret Sullivan, public editor of The 
New York Times, will interview Marty Baron, executive editor of the Washington Post.  
For details and tickets, visit specpublishing.com/dinner 

Even if you can’t make the dinner, please consider a donation to support Spectator as 
well as an offer to mentor a staffer.  As impressive as the accomplishments of the paper 
have been over the past 18 months, anyone involved in or interested in journalism 
today understands the speed at which products and revenue streams become obsolete.  
As alumni, we all also want to encourage real journalism, and not what too often passes 
for journalism in the digital world.  Even a small donation of money and time will help 
ensure that happens. 

With best wishes for the New Year, 

Stuart 
Chairman, Columbia Spectator Board of Alumni Trustees  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http://www.specpublishing.com/dinner
http://specpublishing.com/mentor


Update on the Transition to a Digital-First Columbia Spectator 
139th Managing Board, Editor in Chief Michael Ouimette, Managing Editor  

Samantha Cooney, and Publisher Daniel Friedman  

Our move to a weekly print model 
has produced vast improvements 
in every aspect of Spectator, 
including the quality of its 
journalism, its financial health, and 
the development of our staff.  

What we predicted during the 
discussions at the board actually 
happened. We argued during the 
debate that Spec was an 
organization devoted to a print 
product no longer embraced by our 
audience. Since the transition in the 
fall of 2014, we have higher engagement with both our print and digital editions.  
Focusing on the ways our readers see our stories online, we have doubled the “likes” on 
our Facebook page and tripled the number of email subscribers to our daily newsletters 
of top stories, metrics of engagement we like to look at because these users are typically 
students or members of the University community (as opposed to, say, referrals from 
search engines).  

The increased impact isn’t the result of magic; it’s because the staff is now more 
productive and doing higher quality work. We have substantially more traffic to the site 
and observe more weekly print editions being picked up because our work is much 
improved. Our stories are better, and the University community has noticed. A 

particular satisfying moment for 
Michael came when a senior 
administrator—the day 
following a particularly good 
work of aggressive journalism 
targeted at her organization—
told him “Spectator is a different 
entity than it was a year ago, and 
everyone knows it.”  

As promised when we pitched 
the reduction of our weekly print 
schedule, we repurposed a lot of 
staff time into work that more 
substantively contributed to our 
mission. The freedom to not force 
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a story into publication because we had to fill pages in a daily print edition allowed us 
to take a step back and redefine for ourselves what Spectator’s mission is and what we 
aspire to in successful storytelling. We have (re)learned how to push ourselves to do real 
journalism, a shift that should be credited to a renewed focus on staff development and 
training.  

Cutting our spending on printing allowed us to make three substantial financial 
investments into creating a stronger staff better able to engage in the work of Spectator. 
These are: 

1) Work-study (growing the program from 4 to 40 students),  
2) SpecTech, our in-house 15 person development team that has opened countless 

doors for our journalists, and  
3) Budgets for teams to have meals together, cementing the staff’s bond and 

commitment to the organization.  

The most important shift has been in the number of staffers who understand what 
journalism is and why it matters. We have greatly strengthened the entry-level role for 
first-years, which now follows an intensive training process where students learn about 
Spectator’s mission and are taken through a process that results in buy-in to what we 
are trying to achieve.  

More staff members at all levels than at any time in our years at Spectator embody what 
we see as our mission: “Spectator makes an active intervention in enhancing the 
Columbia experience for its students. We equip students with the information they need 
to thrive, and take a skeptical and critical look at anything that prevents them from 
doing so. Through this work, members of our staff gain permanent skills as thinkers 
and leaders so that they too can thrive.” 
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Quality of our Journalism 

We have made great strides in improving the visual 
components of our stories. We published 41 
interactive graphics this semester, including breaking 
down how Columbia adjudicates sexual assault, the 
disparity between male and female tenured 
professors, the ratio of junior to senior faculty, and 
Columbia football’s season in review. Our new 
interactive graphics were accompanied by 175 high-
quality static graphics, an increase of 150% since 
2014.  

The move to the weekly print model has allowed 
Spectator to greatly increase the quality of our 
reporting, particularly in news and sports for three 
reasons:   

a. No energy or effort was spent on “filler” stories 
that previous boards spent significant amounts of 
time reporting and writing every day.  

b. Time previously spent on work specific to the 
daily print edition by senior editors was 
redirected to increase the focus on thoughtfully 
planning high-quality coverage and engaging in 
more rounds of edits. Put practically, the portion 
of time spent by our most talented reporters and 
editors spent directly on coverage has never been 
higher.  

c. Production staff roles in writing sections were 
converted to senior staff writer roles, pursuing 
our most compelling narrative journalism.  
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http://columbiaspectator.com/news/2015/09/22/number-sexual-assault-reports-findings-responsibility-and-expulsions-increased-201-1
http://columbiaspectator.com/news/2015/09/17/women-more-likely-leave-columbia-being-put-tenure-study-finds
http://columbiaspectator.com/news/2015/11/16/junior-faculty-vs-senior-faculty
http://columbiaspectator.com/sports/2015/11/25/stats-show-football-made-small-steps-2015


Best Reporting of the Year 

Here are some of our best stories, and they represent a 
dramatic increase in the scale of quality journalism at 
Spectator in recent years. We were pleased that our readers 
appreciated the change, leading to a 66% increase in news 
stories surpassing 1,000 page views this year: 
  
• Our investigation into the state of a proposed new science 

Core course that could replace Frontiers of Science revealed 
a stalled proposal mired in administrative inaction and faculty 
criticism, and prompted Columbia College Dean Valentini to 
preemptively release the course’s confidential proposal that 
Spectator had planned to publish. 

• Months of following both student and administrative 
dissatisfaction with the planning of Bacchanal, the 
student-run spring concert, culminated in an in-depth 
look at the increased administrative oversight, and 
concessions made by the concert’s organizers that 
students felt destroyed the celebratory spirit of Bacchanal.  

• Though Barnard’s premed adviser left Barnard after 
Spectator reported students’ charges of her incompetence, 
our investigation found that senior faculty had alerted the 
administration to the adviser’s incompetence, but that it took 
17 months for the administration to act, leaving over 150 
applicants with inaccurate advising and poor letters of 
recommendation.  

• We broke the news that Columbia students would be 
required to complete a controversial sexual respect 
education program.  

• Our investigation revealed that there was no blanket 
policy allowing students found responsible of gender-
based misconduct from serving as resident adviser and 
teaching assistants. Months later, Columbia’s Office of 
Residential Life adopted a policy prohibiting students found 
guilty of gender-based misconduct from serving as resident 
advisers.  

• Despite five years of complaints that the director of 
Barnard’s Career Development Office has fostered a toxic 
work environment and exhibited sexist behavior, he has 
been allowed to remain in the position, our investigation 
revealed.  

• We found that undergraduates studying history have 
been increasingly taught by visiting and adjunct 
professors, with a 44% decrease in history classes taught by 
tenured faculty in the last 7 semesters. 
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http://features.columbiaspectator.com/news/2015/11/19/a-rough-road-for-science-in-the-core/
http://features.columbiaspectator.com/news/2015/04/28/the-war-on-bacch/
http://columbiaspectator.com/news/2015/02/10/barnard-pre-health-students-say-advising-dean-provides-inadequate-support
http://columbiaspectator.com/news/2015/09/09/barnard-premed-adviser-left-job-17-months-after-formal-complaint-incompetence-senior
http://columbiaspectator.com/news/2015/02/05/university-plans-require-students-undergo-sexual-respect-education-program
http://features.columbiaspectator.com/news/2015/02/13/in-good-standing/
http://columbiaspectator.com/news/2015/11/08/good-standing-follow
http://columbiaspectator.com/news/2015/10/15/barnard-career-development-center-0
http://columbiaspectator.com/news/2015/01/29/use-junior-faculty-reaches-three-year-high-prominent-generation-american-history


• We broke the results of the Association of American 
Universities—the largest survey conducted on campus 
sexual assault to date—that validated the commonly cited 
figure that one in five female undergraduates are 
sexually assaulted while in college.  

• Barnard’s administration initially refused to change its 
new and maligned winter break policy, after Spectator’s 
report on the update sparked student ire. Following 
continued reporting and a staff editorial urging the 
administration to act, Barnard’s Dean of the College 
announced that the college would change its policy and 
provide housing to students who demonstrated personal 
or financial need.  

• Our analysis on the state of sexual assault activism on 
campus shed light on influential groups’ increasingly 
radical and alienating ideologies, and scrutinized the 
future of the movement following the graduation of key 
student leaders. 

Sports Stories 

• Broke the news of Al Bagnoli’s hire before official 
announcement and taking a look at what it took Columbia 
to nab the winningest coach in Ivy-history. 

• How Columbia football recruits despite its tortured 
history. Also in-depth looks into recruiting for baseball, 
fencing, women’s tennis, men’s tennis, and men’s basketball 
international recruiting pipeline. 

• A look at how Columbia fencing won the NCAA title. 
• Stats and graphics: breaking down why Columbia football 

lost a game it was widely expected to win, why football’s 
running back wasn’t reaching his full potential, how one 
basketball first-year is making an impact in little time. 

• Wrote stories that looked at the life of Columbia athletes, 
including the diets of heavyweight rowers and how some 
athletes find community in religious communities on 
campus. 

• Introduced live coverage of games, covering every home and 
away football game this season, including Columbia’s first 
win in 24 games and its heartbreaking loss over 
Dartmouth. 
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http://columbiaspectator.com/news/2015/09/20/aau-universities-nationwide-survey-validates-average
http://columbiaspectator.com/news/2015/10/29/barnard-winter-break-housing-policy-remains-unchanged-despite-continued-student
http://columbiaspectator.com/news/2015/09/20/barnard-students-express-frustration-over-further-restrictions-winter-break-housing
http://columbiaspectator.com/opinion/2015/11/23/if-barnard-doesnt-act-columbia-must-help-house-students
http://columbiaspectator.com/news/2015/11/23/barnard-changes-winter-break-housing-policy
http://columbiaspectator.com/news/2015/09/16/sexual-assault-longform
http://columbiaspectator.com/sports/2015/02/22/former-penn-coach-al-bagnoli-will-be-announced-columbias-head-football-coach
http://features.columbiaspectator.com/sports/2015/04/16/inside-the-bagnoli-hire/
http://columbiaspectator.com/sports/2015/12/04/2020-vision-how-bagnoli-building-strong-recruiting-class-despite-football-programs
http://columbiaspectator.com/sports/2015/02/26/making-pitch-success-brett-borettis-recruiting-mission
http://columbiaspectator.com/sports/2015/11/23/2020-vision-how-defend-national-title-through-early-recruiting
http://columbiaspectator.com/sports/2015/09/28/success-womens-tennis-begins-recruiting-trail
http://columbiaspectator.com/sports/2015/11/23/2020-vision-success-amid-worst-facilities-ivy-league
http://columbiaspectator.com/sports/2015/12/02/mens-basketball-coaching-staff-paves-way-german-recruiting-pipeline
http://columbiaspectator.com/sports/2015/04/01/new-rule-how-columbia-fencing-rose-top
http://columbiaspectator.com/sports/2015/09/27/one-they-want-back-4-reasons-columbia-lost-georgetown
http://columbiaspectator.com/sports/2015/09/17/stats-show-molinas-success-running-back-marred-deficiencies-lions-offense
http://columbiaspectator.com/sports/2015/12/08/mens-basketball-shot-map-shows-first-year-lukas-meisners-versatility
http://columbiaspectator.com/sports/2015/10/06/eight-thousand-calories-and-two-gallons-water-inside-diet-heavyweight-rower
http://columbiaspectator.com/sports/2015/10/22/student-athletes-find-comfort-religious-communities
http://columbiaspectator.com/sports/2015/10/09/live-coverage-will-columbia-break-its-24-game-losing-streak-against-winless-wagner
http://columbiaspectator.com/sports/2015/10/23/live-coverage-columbia-football-takes-ivy-powerhouse-dartmouth


The Business 

Spectator’s weekly print model appears to be 
stronger than many expected, as revenues have 
modestly increased while annual costs of 
printing have been reduced by over $100,000. 
By redirecting these funds to strategic priorities 
like digital and work-study, while also reducing 
the size of our annual budget, Spectator’s 
financial strength is significantly enhanced.  

Print advertising revenue in 2013 was $180,000. 
When we made the decision to drop the daily, we were projecting we would earn 
$108,000 in print advertising revenue in 2014 printing five days a weeks. We ended that 
year with $120,000 while printing one day per week for half of the year. In 2015, we will 
end the year with at least $130,000 in print advertising revenue.   
  
There is no evidence that Spectator’s transition into a weekly print schedule has 
harmed our print advertising revenue. We would argue that the scarcity of the product 
along with the enhanced quality of each weekly paper relative to our previous daily 
editions has led to more print papers being read than before the change, increasing the 
value of our print advertising to our clients. With a few exceptions, we’ve been able to 
successfully transfer five days of advertising into the weekly issue, with the increased 
value of the advertisements even driving some growth year over year.   
  
Focusing just on revenue, excluding the impact from changes in our endowment, for 
the first time in five years Spectator will have Year-over-Year revenue growth in 2015.  
  
The most important driver of our operational revenue growth is the success of our 
student sales team focused on digital revenue.  Since we launched this effort in the 
Spring of 2013, the team has grown in size, quality, and revenue generated each year. 
The student revenue team is highly innovative, constantly executing new digital 
monetization strategies that have contributed to the growth. Without the growth of our 
student sales team, our Net Income over the past four years would have been nearly 
$220,000 lower. 

2015 is particularly significant for operating revenue in two ways:  

1. The operating revenue generated by the student staff will surpass the revenue 
generated by the adult staff for the first time.  

2. The growth rate of operating revenue is the highest this year (14%) in the past 
decade, and is only the third year Spectator experienced positive YoY growth in 
operating revenue in this period.  

Even with heavy investment in digital, work-study, and staff development, Spectator’s 
net income will come in at around $20,000 in 2015. For context, it was $508 in 2012.
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