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Thank you for the opportunity to be involved in this important pilot project. It was so evident while we were 
together in San Diego how valuable this program is to the stations involved in the cohort, their learning and the 
learning of NFCB in developing this cohort learning model.  The intent of this report is to offer NFCB with our early 
impressions and observations regarding this unfolding program, largely for use in conversations as you begin 
considering shape and scope of a new cohort. 
 
Much of what is contained in this report arises out of the focus groups with participating stations during our time 
together in San Diego in June.  The recommendations are offered by the 8 Bridges team, based on what we heard 
and observed as well as our review of all available documents to date – site visit summaries, action plans and 
narrative reports. 

WHAT ARE WE LEARNING? 
In many ways what follows highlights new language that is emerging among cohort station leadership.  

 Strategic Focus.  Articulating a strategic framework that includes naming organization-wide vision, values, 
strategic direction, positioning, and finding a path to drive forward with this nucleus of essential components 
of a plan.  Stations in the focus groups were enthusiastic about  

o Attending much more to “strategy” and clarity around assets on which to build as well as challenges 
to be faced; 

o Learning to say “no”; not over-commit; not ‘people please’ but develop a path, get organized 
internally and organize the community of support. 

o Developing the ability to rally the team [internally and externally] around this focus. “Now we can 
focus on ‘How we can do this’ rather than ‘Why we can’t.’” 

 

 Of, By, For All.  Nina Simon’s message about relevance in a changing world, and a path to inclusivity, has 
perhaps been the most significant call for a shift in understanding of how and why stations must find new 
significance for a new generation and a new demographic reality. 

 

 Change Management Leadership.  Identifying the importance of leadership in navigating a changing 
environment.  We heard a great deal about the importance of leadership bringing along the entire 
organization, board, community in the vision of change. 

o “I realized that you have to be okay with upsetting the applecart a little bit, because we’re talking 
about change and that can be difficult . . . .  Accept and be willing to have tough conversations.” 

o “We have shifted our focus from . . . event based engagement to more of a program based 
engagement.” 

o “I’ve woken up to the fact that I’m in charge.”  “This isn’t just about showing up and doing what 
we’ve already done.  I need to lead us into the future.” 

 

 Holistic Models.  Embracing the intertwined nature of a circle of engagement; recognizing that everything is 
connected.  Coming to recognize that this is about building success for the station as a whole, and not simply a 
focus on a specific project described in an “action plan.” 
 

 Community-Centered. There is a building awareness of each community radio station’s significant value as a 
community organization in a more central way within the overall civic context, contributing to the vitality of 
community, rather than “just siloed” as a radio station. Stations highlighted the value of the Circle of 
Engagement in this regard. 



o “…we’re embedding [ourselves] in the community more than just putting it out there over the 
airways and I think a lot of people think about community engagement in the sense where you're 
sitting behind a booth, handing out buttons, letting people know you're there and just talking to 
people about what the station does. That's not what community engagement is at all.” 

o “The fact that you can use this program to switch your mindset into community engagement, and 
your strategy for community engagement being focused around the programming and the content 
that you put out there. For me, that was a really valuable piece of this was just the motivation to 
make that switch.” 

 

WHAT CCI TOOLS HAVE GUIDED LEARNING AND 

CHANGE? 
Overall, the diagram to the left is a valuable model to consider in 

describing the strength of the CCI experience; it offers stations frequently 

feeling overlooked in the public broadcast ecosystem the opportunity for 

o Relevant learning, tailored to the needs of small stations serving 

under-represented audiences. 

o Relationship development among stations with common needs 

and aspirations 

o Reflection.  Time apart to learn, plan, grow as leaders. 

 Peer Cohort. There is an enormous hunger for peer relationships among smaller stations, offering 
opportunities for breaking out of their isolation.  Through the power of convening with a “curated” cohort of 
like-stations, participants revel in peer-to-peer discussions around similar struggles, issues, and visions for the 
future.   

o “I have learned that so many stations have the same issues and are struggling with the same things 
and have dealt with some of the same things before.”  “So empowering; I feel less alone, less 
isolated.” 

o “For me, it really made me realize how much I value peer-to-peer learning. That this cohort 
experience has just been one of the best experiences I've ever had in my life.” 

 

 Face-to-Face connections.  The January and June gatherings are highlighted as powerful opportunities to form 
relationships.   
 

 Assignments.  Written assignments and tools such as understanding a strategic framework and focusing our 
thinking, the SMART goal 100 word project summary, action plan.  All of these create clarity, focus and 
“something tangible; something to work towards.”  This coupled with deadlines, a push, that keeps the 
process moving. 

o “Putting it down in writing.” 
  

 Team.  Requiring / enabling 2 individuals to be involved from each station has encouraged implementation.  
The opportunity to bounce ideas, easing the challenge of translating the cohort learning into understandable 
terms for staff and board, encouragement to move forward. 
   

 Validation from National Leadership.  The site visits embodied the value that small, rural, and community-
specific stations are important to the overall public media ecosystem.  Meetings with community, boards, 
volunteers, and problem solving in the local community.   
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o As one participant noted, “It’s a radical act that NFCB would come to us, and offer learning that is 
relevant and specific to our rural needs.”   

o “We were honored.” 
  

 Frankness.  Many commented that it was gratifying to be welcomed “warts and all” as well as to have frank 
conversation about weaknesses seen, with dialogue exploring potential solutions. 

 

 Timeframe.  Sufficient time within the cohort for learning, action, reflection cycles to occur and the work to 
deepen.  The overall thinking was 18 months is about the right duration.  For future cohort purposes, perhaps 
consider a two year cycle, with 6 months in administrative NFCB ramp up and a brief close out at the end for 
final cohort evaluation. 

 

 

ARE THERE KEY THEMES IN CORE IDENTITY DOCUMENTS? 
A series of Word Clouds provided an interesting approach to highlighting key themes across the 10 stations in the 
current CCI cohort. [The word clouds included mission, vision, values 
and strategic direction statements from cohort stations.] 
 
Of paramount importance to these stations are 

1. Emphasis on serving the local community 
2. Developing new voice, providing new programming content 
3. Engaging diverse cultural communities; emphasis on cultural 

connections 
4. Being a public news service 

 
 
  

 
 
 
The Action Plan 100 Word Statements highlighted the same values 
with an emphasis on 

 Increasing local content 

 Developing new listeners 

 Finding new project partners 

 Seeking younger voices; youth 
 
 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
1. For future cohorts, create a “primer” or an information packet that can be provided to organizations when 

they apply. Many organizations felt that there was inadequate communication/description of CCI at the 
outset, which made it difficult to share with board and staff.  
 
This packet would clarify for Board and Staff the purpose, goals, and process of engagement in a CCI cohort.  
What is it?  Who’s involved? What’s in it for our station, why should we participate?  What will you do, what’s 
the cost, and what will we get out of it?  The comment in the focus group was the need for clarity that helped 



move beyond “Trust me, this is going to be awesome,” to a clear path that would help interested stations in 
completing the application itself much more focused. 
 
This primer would also talk about the Circle of Engagement – with definitions and building an understanding of 
it as a framework for setting organizational strategy.  The final recommendation is that this primer emphasize 
that the world is all about change, and the CCI process will help bring focus and processes to help with change 
management. 
  

2. Begin the Cohort with a face-to-face gathering.  There was consensus that the program became clear and 
actually launched with the January gathering in San Diego. Prior to that first gathering, provide the “primer” as 
well as the profiles of all of the stations (as Sally Hardy provided in this pilot cohort), so participants arrive 
ready to work. 

 “We weren't really sure what we were doing until we got here in January. And I know I felt bad when 
the press release came out in the Fall because we didn't really do anything with it locally because I 
still didn't really know what we were doing. If somebody asked me about this, I really still can't tell 
them... except that we're part of this great program with NFCB funded by CPB….” 

 In January, in San Diego, we finally felt we were a part of something. 
  
3. Maintain one master calendar.  There were many comments about confusion regarding elements of the 

program and the value of, and hence request for, an online single source of calendar and assignment 
information.   

o Examples included the Focus Groups.  Some individuals couldn’t find the announcement, didn’t 
know where to join the group, because the announcement came through 8 Bridges rather than 
CCI/NFCB.   

o Others cited the webinar that was cancelled, and a date that was changed and not all were 
equally aware because of varying approaches to communications. 

o Finally, several feel that the Portal could be organized, including a calendar, in a manner that 
makes it much easier to stay informed.  “One stop shopping.” 

  
4. Develop a Curriculum Team.  For a program of this significance to be brought to scale and/or easily replicable, 

it would benefit significantly from the development of a strong team of training and development experts with 
specific content skills to enhance the program.  This would be a balanced team with carefully considered 
individuals knowledgeable in community radio, rural and small market work, and in building small 
organizations. In addition to the value-added to the curriculum, this team would also become a learning 
group, evolve as key trainers for the community broadcast community, and thus offer a significant additional 
resource to CPB.  We would suggest the following team under the leadership of Sally Kane, whose credibility 
and communications skills inspire local stations: 

 Content:  One knowledge expert with skills in multi-platform content development 

 Community Engagement:  One knowledge expert with skills in community organizing and new 

listener engagement. 

 Revenue:  One knowledge expert with skills in financial forecasting and revenue development in 

community-based nonprofit organizations. 

 Capacity Building:  One knowledge expert with skills in organizational development within small 

nonprofit organizations. 

 Adult Learning:  One knowledge expert with skills in cohort and professional development 

education, strategy development and evaluation. 

5. Bolster and improve curriculum to ensure a clear path leading from 
 Specific learning objectives within the 4 areas of the Circle of Engagement 

 To specific learning activities and tools that address each learning objective 
 To specific performance indicators and tools measuring achievement 



 
6. Tracking mechanisms for stations and for CCI cohort monitoring.  The project continues to be weak in the 

availability of measurement tools to monitor progress of participating stations in achieving the outcomes 
outlined in the Conceptual Framework.  CPB criteria, such as NFFS or Nielson Ratings, are not responsive to 
the realities and needs of small stations.  CCI could help the field of public broadcast by offering measures that 
are monitoring progress or improvement rather than explicit numbers. Measures that capture an increasing 
role in each station’s local community.  We recently suggested that you might explore 1 metric related to each 
of the 4 areas of the Circle of Engagement: 
o Is there a station metric that will reflect increased new and relevant/responsive content production? 
o Is there a station metric that documents evidence of strengthened connections to and engagement with 

communities? 
o Is there a station metric that documents growth and diversification of revenue streams, or evidence of 

stronger financial capacity?  
o Is there a station metric that documents evidence of strengthened leadership or organizational capacity, 

or organizational sustainability? 
 

7. Consider new approaches to network building.  Small Group calls have not been effective.  Comments ranged 
from “What are we supposed to be talking about?” to the need for a better understanding about purpose, 
moderator, etc.  Similarly, all electronic sessions were hampered by technology issues, whether weak signal, 
or lack of availability of proper hardware and camera to enable strong participation.  Perhaps there are more 
effective approaches to network building that can be employed, as well as work with individual stations to 
address technology needs related to Zoom meetings. 
  

8. Keep alumni involved.  While current participants feel that an 18 month timeframe is appropriate, they are 
also concerned that there continue to be ways in which to remain involved and feel supported.  The 
suggestion that emerged is that there be an “alumni association” of some kind.  This was evident in San Diego 
in June when there were no planned activities for the cohort.  They were self-organized, but it led to 
discussion of a formalized alumni group in the future. 

 

Finally, the recommendations are in the realm of “continuous quality improvement” as you seek to create a 
sustainable product that deepens its work on behalf of member community stations.  Reflections and 
recommendations are made within this spirit, within an overall cohort evaluation that is summarized by one 
participant: 

“This is the most useful thing I’ve ever experienced.  CCI is the first time we’ve actually be planful; 
proessional advice and resources, within the Circle model, brings order to our thinking.” 

 
I look forward to conversation with the NFCB team to further refine these observations and recommendations.  
Thank you again for this opportunity. 
 
Best regards, 
Sharon Rodning Bash, Evaluator 
July 2, 2019 

 

 


