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27 September 2010 
 

 
Professor Mark Wollaeger 
Vanderbilt Student Communications, Inc. 
ATTN: WRVU  
2301 Vanderbilt Place  
VU Station B 351669  
Nashville, TN 37235-1669  
   
 
cc: Professor Nicholas Zeppos, Chancellor, Vanderbilt University 
 Professor Mark Bandas, Dean of Students, Vanderbilt University 

Mr. James Stofan, Associate Vice-Chancellor for Alumni Relations, Vanderbilt University 
Mrs. Martha Ingram, Chair, Board of Trust, Vanderbilt University 
Mr. Ayo Ositelu, Young Alumni Trustee, Board of Trust, Vanderbilt University 
Mr. Mikil Taylor, General Manager, WRVU 
Mr. Chris Carroll, VSC Media Advisor 

   
   
Dear Professor Wollaeger:  
   
The authors of this letter have roughly 136 years of collective experience as DJ’s at WRVU and 
28 years as student voting members of Vanderbilt Student Communications, Inc. (VSC). 
Moreover, we represent an almost continuous tenure of WRVU DJ and Exexcutive Staff 
representation, in particular as WRVU General Managers (GM’s) stretching back over four 
decades. Considering that VSC only began in 1967, our experience thus represents nearly the 
entirety of its 43-year existence.  We have extensively discussed in person, by phone, and email 
the considerations put forth as outlined in the WRVU alumni email as circulated on 16 
September by Paige Clancy and subsequently online regarding the potential sale of the WRVU 
broadcast license.  
 
We want to state from the outset that we are grateful to VSC for its decision to solicit opinions 
from the alumni community prior to making a decision.  We hope that our response will help 
VSC reach an informed conclusion not to sell the WRVU broadcast license.  In our opinion, sale 
of the radio broadcast license of WRVU would constitute permanent closure of the station, and 
we are therefore adamantly opposed to any such sale. To support this statement, we ask you to 
consider several points: the history of VSC and WRVU, potential changes which may have 
contributed to the current state of affairs, the impact of closure of WRVU, and, most 
importantly, the serious considerations which must be pursued prior to making any final 
decisions.  
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VSC was created in 1967 as an independent, non-profit organization in an effort to remove 
potential concerns of direct censorship by Vanderbilt University of its students’ media outlets 
(or the potential conflict of interest with them) in the period of political upheaval during the 
Vietnam era. Although the social climate may have changed since then, the substantive 
purpose of VSC has not changed over the course of its existence, and incoming members are 
often reminded of the organization’s mission upon joining the board. To our knowledge, 
original members of VSC included The Hustler, the radio station (the predecessor to WRVU, 
WVU-AM), the yearbook (The Commmodore), and several other literary outlets. Over time, 
organizations have grown or declined, or become included in VSC due to strength of student 
interest (for example, humor magazines have closed and re-opened, and television was added).  
In our experience, VSC has been an organization functioning at the pleasure of Vanderbilt 
University, supported primarily through student activities fees.  As we also know, VSC is staffed 
by elected, voting student members of its media organizations, with each organization carrying 
equal weight in voting, and additional members including at-large student members, a faculty 
director, a faculty advisor (often a dean), as well as its sole paid personnel, the student media 
advisor, who is a non-voting member. 
 
Broadcast radio has been a part of Vanderbilt University for 60 uninterrupted years. As outlined 
in the February 19, 2001 edition of the Vanderbilt Register, broadcast radio began in 1950 when 
Ken Berryhill (A&S ’55) began broadcasting by AM signal from Cole Hall. His work was first 
reported in The Hustler on October 12, 1951. His efforts were later developed into what has 
become WRVU. Ken rejoined the station in 1997 and remains a current weekly DJ.  
 
Throughout the full length of our collective memory, WRVU has explicitly retained a mission of 
providing a unique experience to all Vanderbilt University students of a living, learning cultural 
arts laboratory. Following the requisite training, students are required to play certain 
components each broadcast hour, but they are also encouraged and rewarded for challenging 
themselves by learning about potentially unfamiliar genres of music. Working at the radio 
station involves dedication and discipline; for most students this is done largely (and happily) 
without remuneration, aside from the occasional free CD.   
 
WRVU is unique among the student-run media outlets at Vanderbilt University, in that it has 
been the only one with distribution beyond campus walls from its inception. We do recognize 
that in recent years, online media have allowed for different methods of distribution of all 
media types to differing audiences.  But WRVU is now and always has been the sole voice of the 
Vanderbilt student body to the larger metropolitan community.  No other student organization 
reaches Nashvillians of all ages and backgrounds in their homes, cars, and offices, in addition to 
their computers.  WRVU DJ’s are the only student media operatives who interact directly with 
the public, when listeners call in to talk, or request music (even from prison, as many of those 
who have manned the phones can attest).  For many years, the station has been (and continues 
to be) the home of award-winning programs showcasing material unavailable on any other 
broadcast station in the Nashville metro area – for example, bluegrass, Indian music, or LGBT-
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themed news and commentary.  In short, WRVU represents the university community to 
Nashville and its surroundings.  
 
However, WRVU has never been defined by its specific audience volume.  Instead, the focus has 
been on offering quality, professional programming to students for them to enjoy and involve 
themselves with. Never once has Vanderbilt University or VSC presented the standard of 
audience size, on-campus or off, to the WRVU executive staff as being of critical importance; to 
do so now would be to change expectations for the station without giving it an opportunity to 
meet those new expectations. Measures recorded by Arbitron and other statistical media-
monitoring services must be understood with respect to the significant bias inherent in 
monitoring non-commercial radio, which has been reported by these companies in the past.  
 
As for the budgetary structure of supporting such an endeavor, WRVU typically operates with 
costs on the order of $50,000-$70,000 per year, based on our experience, with the majority of 
outlay being related to logistic and operational expenditures such as licensing fees for major 
publishing companies, transmission costs, and engineering costs. This amounts to less than $10 
per year per student, with historical support coming from Vanderbilt through VSC in the form of 
student activities fees. It has been brought to our attention that in recent years, the financing 
of VSC has changed somewhat, including a greater dependency on advertising revenue for the 
entire corporation, whereas in the past advertising revenue was not important to WRVU, given 
its non-commercial status. Moreover, in lieu of a travel stipend, it is also our understanding that 
the general manager now derives a small income for the time-intensive job, much the same as 
officers in other VSC units, particularly The Hustler, have for many years.  
 
With this understanding, it was brought to our attention that a perception has developed 
within VSC that financial jeopardy of the organization as a whole had become possible, because 
a large proportion of its entire operating budget is contingent upon advertising revenue. This 
approach to funding might have been in keeping with the original aims as outlined in the 
bylaws, with the organization as a whole able to protect its member units. However, this step 
has also put certain units in peril, since the entire budget currently falls onto the shoulders of 
one unit, particularly in an era of reportedly-waning print and online advertising revenue.  
 
To combat this potential fiscal crisis, it is our understanding that several ideas were entertained 
to provide indefinite fiscal strength. Upon review of VSC’s assets, the most valuable of all was 
WRVU’s broadcast license. It has been suggested by current VSC members that sale of this 
license could support all organizations for many years to come.  
 
We argue that great caution should be taken by VSC regarding consideration of a license sale. 
We believe that if WRVU becomes an online-only media outlet, that action will initially degrade, 
and ultimately destroy the operations of the radio station. Moving WRVU to a no-rules, online-
only format will deprive student DJ’s of exposure to the regulations, responsibilities, 
management opportunities, etc., that on-air radio demands – and that the station’s own 
mission statement, published on its website, claims to espouse.  Such a move would decrease 
the attractiveness of the existing station to many, if not all students. WRVU’s role will no longer 
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be as a living laboratory, but instead could be reduced merely to "Vanderbilt kids play songs 
online."  Online radio stations can be created instantaneously and with great freedom by single 
programmers.  We are certain that few students are going to be interested in joining a group 
that offers them little more than they can achieve by setting up their own online station from 
the comfort of their dorm room.  Their audience is likely to be so small as not to be worth the 
effort of producing a show under the rubric of WRVU.  In all probability, WRVU would soon 
simply cease to exist. 
 
We encourage the board to recall that the changes afoot in VSC’s budget structure have only 
taken place within the past 3-5 years, whereas during the previous 55 years the station 
operated without impending peril.  If fiscal difficulties are, in essence, the driving factors behind 
these considerations, we strongly encourage the board to pursue the following steps, either in 
isolation or together: 
 

1) Review the potential for making WRVU an underwritten or sponsored radio station (or, 

as a last resort, a commercial radio station) – limiting these times to 5-10 minutes per 

hour. Revenue gained could be applied to potential budget gaps. 

2) Considering that all VSC organizations are in jeopardy of revenue decline contingent 

upon advertising, strongly consider the possibility of a hired or internship-level position 

coordinating advertising for all elements of media, rather than having individuals for 

each organization. The Owen School of Management could offer such a position and its 

relative incentives. 

3) Review the potential for HD broadcasting revenue. 

4) Objectively review the situations leading to similar radio stations selling their broadcast 

licenses, and the outcomes, including their ultimate impact on student media and 

learning opportunities; these include Rice University and Trevecca Nazarene. 

5) Objectively review other non-profit college radio stations in potentially similar 

situations. 

6) Review the by-laws of VSC, including the original inclusion of WRVU. 

7) Review the VSC board minutes from the period around 2005, during which WRVU’s and 

VSC’s fiscal restructuring took place. 

8) Review considerations with Professor Richard Larson (former VSC director) as well as 

Dean Steve Caldwell, former faculty advisor during the 1990’s to further aid in 

longitudinal memory. 

9) Review current and potential strategies to improve the visibility of WRVU on campus 

including sports broadcasting. 

10) Review the potential funding contribution from other unique funding opportunities such 

as Vanderbilt athletics should sports-themed broadcasting be increased.  

11) Consider more regular funding drives, as is often done with other public broadcasting 

stations, rather than reliance upon single events as had been typical of benefit concerts. 
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12) Review the potential cost of online broadcasting, as increasing listenership online is 

associated with higher online licensing fees for music, possibly making use of an online 

radio station cost-prohibitive. In this way, the license sale could actually lead to greater 

costs down the road. 

13) Review considerations with Ken Berryhill, founder of Vanderbilt student radio. 

 The short-term gain from the sale of the license, even if transformed into an endowment, 
would ultimately come at the cost of one of VSC’s showpiece organizations – a nationally 
recognized college-radio leader and one of the most powerful truly-independent stations in the 
US, located in one of the country’s top 30 media markets.  Given the importance of the station 
as an opportunity for students to gain real-world knowledge about mass communication and 
the significance of WRVU as an independent voice within the Nashville community, it is not 
overstating the case to call the consequences of a license sale disastrous.  We therefore 
strongly urge the board not to sell the WRVU broadcast license.  
   
Sincerely, 
 
 
James H. Ballowe, Jr., A&S ’94, P ‘96 

WRVU Chief Engineer ’90 – ’95, DJ ’90-‘96; 
Hustler Perspectives Columnist ’91; VVP (later 
became VTV) Treasurer ’92; Vanderbilt Review 
Copy Editor ’93; Vanderbilt Student Concert 
Committee ’91-‘93 
 

Fred Buc, A&S '79 
WRVU GM ’78-'79, Program Director '77-'78, 
Music Director '76-'77, DJ '74-'79 and '83-'87 
VSC Voting Member 1978-1979 
 
 

Ryan D. Barack, J.D., A&S ‘95 
WRVU Training Director ’94, DJ ’91-‘95 
 

Karina Bull, J.D., A&S ‘92 
WRVU Promotions Director ’91-92, DJ '89-'01; 
Vanderbilt Student Concert Committee '90-'91; 
Sarratt Visual Arts Committee '90-'92 
 

David J. Barie, A&S ‘81 
WRVU GM ’79-80 
VSC Voting Member 1979-1980 
 

Myka Carroll, MILS, A&S '97 
WRVU Office Manager '96, Training Director '95, 
Promotions Director '95, DJ '94-'97 

Jeremy Benjamin, J.D., M.A., A&S ‘95 
WRVU Program Director/Music Director ‘94-’95, 
DJ ‘90-‘95 
VSC voting member 1994-95 

Audrey Clarke, A&S ‘94 
WRVU Assistant Business Manager ‘92-‘93, 
Business Manager ’93-’94, DJ ’91-’94 
VSC Voting Member 1993-1994 
 

Adrian M. Biltoft, PE, LEED AP, ENG ’97  
WRVU GM ’96, Business Manager ’95, DJ ’93-’97 
VSC Voting Member 1995-1996 

Jacob Doris, MD, A&S ‘02 
WRVU GM ‘01-‘02, Program Director ‘00-‘01, 
Business Manager ‘99-’00 
VSC voting member 1999-2002 
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Andrew G. Ekblad, Ph.D., MA, P ‘00 
WRVU GM ‘99, Music Director '98-'00, WRVU DJ 
'96-'00; Vanderbilt Review Editorial Staff '99-'00; 
Versus Editorial Staff '99-'00; Slightly Amusing 
Editorial Staff '98 
VSC Voting Member 1999-2000 
 

Rebecca J. Schmidt, MA, A&S ‘97 
WRVU DJ, '94-'97; Versus writing and photo staff 
'94-'97, Photo Editor '96-'97 
 

Kevin B. Fite, Ph.D., ENG ’97 ’99 ’02 
WRVU Program Director ’96, DJ ’94-‘00 
VSC Voting Member 1996 
 

Lisa Schmitt A&S '08 
WRVU GM '07, Office Manger '06 
VSC Voting Member 2007 
 

Fredric I. Katz, A&S '80 
WRVU News Director ’78, Program Director ‘79 
 

Sharon T. Scott, A&S ‘96 
WRVU GM ‘95, DJ ‘92-96 
VSC Voting Member 1995 
 

Christopher Lowry, A&S '95 
WRVU PD '92, WRVU GM '93 
VSC Voting member 1992-1993 

Ron Slomowicz, ENG '95 
WRVU PSA Director '92-'93, Assistant Business 
Manager '93-'94, Training Director '94, Business 
Manager '94-'95, DJ '92-Present 
VSC Voting Member 1994-1995 
 

Jeremy Mills, Ph.D., A&S '01 
WRVU General Manager '00-'01, Program 
Director '99-'00 
VSC Voting Member 2000-2001 
 

Justin St. P. Walsh, Ph.D., FAAR, RPA, A&S ’97 
WRVU Web Manager ’95-’97, WRVU DJ ’93-’97 
 

Kris Minta, A&S '95 
WRVU Asst. Promotions Director '93-'94, 
Promotions Director '94-'95, DJ '92-'96 
 

Melissa Warak, M.A., A&S ‘00  
WRVU office manager ‘97-’99, Music Director 
1999-2000, DJ ’97-‘01; Versus copy editor, 1996-
1999 
 

James M. Noble MD, MS, A&S ‘98  
WRVU GM ’97, WRVU Business Manager ’96; 
Slightly Amusing Business Manager ‘95  
VSC Voting Member 1995-1997  
 

Annie Weisner, A&S ‘09 
WRVU PSA and Underwriting Director, ‘06-‘07; 
DJ, ‘05-‘09 

Stefanie J. Novack, Esq., A&S ‘96 
WRVU DJ ’95-‘96 
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