














the whole of Clay County, which
boasts a market more than 20 times
larger than the 11,000 residents of
Excelsior Springs.

One might imagine that a hyper-

local newsletter serving the entirety

Courtney Cole

of the fifth-most-populous county in
Missouri is either impossible or fated
for mediocrity, but an up-to-date,
county-wide events calendar —
coupled with customization options
that allow readers to choose which
content they see — could produce a
tailored newsletter that feels relevant
to audiences even as it serves
communities all over the map.

That’s an exciting prospect for a
small news organization.

“If we could get less than one
percent of Clay County to sign up,
that would fund the entirety of
Excelsior Citizen,” Jason Cole said.

The Coles’ digital, Al-forward
publication belies their strong roots
in traditional media. Jason Cole’s
background is in video production for
a variety of publications and higher

education institutions. Courtney
Cole’s grandfather, Joe Morgan,
owned the local Town & Country
Leader for decades; the house where
he lived and worked is the house the
Coles live and work in today.

But at the same time, the family
has never been about preserving
the status quo. The Morgan family
business, Morgansites — which
provides website development and
design services — began in 2000 as
the print-to-online transition was
kicking into high gear, helping local
businesses embrace the digital era.
Courtney Cole’s own experience in
social media, digital business devel-
opment and civic organizations led
her to create a community Facebook
group dedicated to sharing news and
information, a group that grew with
shocking speed as it filled a vacuum
created by local media’s unwill-
ingness to commit to digital content.

Founded nearly a decade ago, the
Facebook group’s 39,000 members
now dwarf the population of Excelsior
Springs (making the prospect of a
county-wide newsletter look all the
more reachable). The Excelsior Citizen
grew out of that group, an organic
origin story that has more in common
with a rural, grassroots ethos than
with the Silicon Valley mindset of
Al-driven entrepreneurship.

Yet any label along the spectrum
from folksy to cynical is probably
too restrictive for the Coles, who are
willing to adapt as they see fit. Or,
put another way, they see what isn’t
working for legacy media and do
the opposite. As local media began
to fill with syndicated content,
they took to livestreaming city

council and school board meetings.
Seeing paywalls as antithetical to a
community-focused mindset, they
adopted a pay-what-you-want model
that allows free access alongside
direct-sale advertising.

There is hardly a better metaphor
for this approach than what
Courtney Cole’s brother (also Joe
Morgan) is doing in Kansas City’s
Crossroads neighborhood. The
massive, glass-wrapped icon of
a building that once housed the
Kansas City Star’s printing presses
is now being repurposed into a data
center for Patmos, an internet and
Al infrastructure company.

As chief operating officer at
Patmos, Morgan is focused on
building what he calls “the next
generation of data centers,” but for
those in the journalism industry,
what he’s doing shouldn’t look all
that different from what the Coles
are doing: building a wake-up call.

Jason Cole
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COLLEGE PHOTOGRAPHER OF THE YEAR

Professional bull rider Allen
Burkholder rides a bull during
the first round of SEBRA
Finals at the Virginia Horse
Center in Lexington,VA.

IN OCTOBER, RJI held the 8oth College Photographers of the Year (CPOY) competition.
Founded by the Cliff and Vi Edom in 1945, the contest is co-sponsored by Nikon and offers
a 12-week internship with Reuters to the winner of its premier Portfolio category. Students
gain valuable feedback through the judging process and — at the Missouri School of
Journalism — have the opportunity to help organize and administer the program.

As the world’s largest collegite photojournalism competition, CPOY is open to college
students anywhere in the world. For CPOY 8o, more than 600 students from 190 colleges
and universities worldwide entered the competition. Jordan Tovin, a senior at George
Washington University, won the Portfolio category and the Reuters internship for images
of community life in rural Kentucky and Washington, D.C.

Robin Joseph hugs one of her indio
Gigante Chickens, which have the
capacity to grow as tall as 4 feet, in
Antioch, Kentucky, on June 30, 2025.
Photo: Jordan Tovin

Burkholder came into the

event ranked 25th, and fell

Judges for the still division of CPOY 8o

off the bull before the e x
buzzer, therefor getting a no < 2

score. Photo: Arwen Clemans = =

-y

Miami Herald Staff Photojournalist Carl-Philippe Juste
casting a vote during CPOY. Photo: Marie D. De Jesus

met in Tucker Forum at Mizzou'’s School
of Journalism.

The University of Missouri women’s gymnastics team
celebrates advancing to the 2025 NCAA Women's
Gymnastics National Championships at Alaska Airlines
Arena in Seattle, WA, on Sunday, April 6, 2025.

Photo: John Gronski

S

Jayden Williams poses for a portrait in
his father’s mask next to his family’s yard
sale outside his house in Cynthiana,
Kentucky, on June 29, 2025. The Williams
family buys storage units often so they
can resell what's inside them. Photo:
Jordan Tovin
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No rest for Ryan Restivo as YESEO continues to grow

RYAN RESTIVO is the founder of
YESEO, built during his 2022-2023
RJI Fellowship to help newsrooms
with search engine optimization
best practices.

YESEO makes use of Natural
Language Processing and Al
prompting to quickly identify and
resolve SEQO issues at every stage
of the news production process.
Now, Restivo seeks to expand its
capabilities by incorporating source
tracking tools.

Three years later, how is
YESEO doing?

YESEO has helped with more than
18,000 stories and has been installed
in more than 675 workspaces since
launching in March 2023. I am so
excited for the future.

I just wrapped up a project in the
JournalismAI Innovation Challenge
— supported by the Google News
Initiative — with The Oglethorpe
Echo. I was able to work with
Dr. Amanda Bright and students
at the University of Georgia to
learn more from their newsroom’s
200-plus sources across more than
2,800 stories. (Editor’s note: The
Oglethorpe Echo is a 151-year-old
newspaper now run by the
University of Georgia and serving
rural Oglethorpe County.)

The students report on their beats
throughout the semester but never
have a chance to tell the next class
about who their sources are. So, I
built a tool inside YESEO that can

understand who has been quoted
and how many times, summa-

rizes their quotes into meaningful
positions and gives the students key
information before they ever talk to

a source.
What’s next for the app?

On the heels of the work with
The Oglethorpe Echo, I have been
gathering newsrooms to test new
features, because the use case is
evolving. We're going to try and
unlock even more source tracking
capabilities for reporters to see
where that leads. I have partnered
with [2021-2022 R]I Fellow] Emma
Carew Grovum and Kimbap Media
to recruit newsrooms for testing
similar ways of tracking sources in
their own workspaces.

We're looking to test with a broad
range of newsrooms and prove
that these features can help sustain
YESEO and its future.

It sounds like YESEO has
remained relevant through
this period of rapid change in
the industry.

Yes, and that is partly because
newsrooms are also using the app to
inspire their own building in their
own systems. ['ve been fortunate
to hear so many stories about how
different newsrooms are using it
and build case studies out of them.

I presented at PMJA this year
in Kansas City and referenced my

first-ever presentation after the end
of the RJI Fellowship, which was a
remote presentation to the Illinois

News Broadcasters Association.
Someone in the audience said they
were at that presentation! What

was really cool was this person had
a notebook from every conference
they went to, so I was able to see the
notes they scribbled about “YESEO”
way back then.

I remember when this launched,
my biggest concern was: will anyone
find this? Now, it’s about observing
how people are using it and
adapting to their needs.

FOLLOW THE QR CODE TO LEARN
MORE ABOUT YESEO AND SEE HOW
NEWS ORGANIZATIONS AROUND THE
COUNTRY ARE USING THE APP
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yeseo.app
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Pictured (from left): Andon Baltakov, media business consultant; Lilia Arroyo Flores, founder and CEO of Digame Consulting; Candice Fortman,
founder of Outlier Media; and Margot Susca, assistant professor at American University. Event hosted by Randy Picht, RJI executive director.

Photos: Nate Brown.

TOMORROW'’S MEDIA, TODAY’S CHALLENGES
On Oct. 16, the Reynolds Journalism Institute hosted Tomorrow’s Media, Today’s Challenges, bringing together leading voices

to explore solutions for journalism’s most pressing issues. RJI drives innovation by turning research into practical tools—like
the Science Reporting Navigator—and testing strategies in live newsrooms to strengthen local news and ethical practices.





