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"It's not radio. It's college radio. There's nobody listening. Nobody. Maybe, like, three guys in a dorm somewhere."

After a then-senior at Boston University Howard Stern crafted "the single worst moment in radio history" after (long-lost cousins of the long-lost eight-track), halting a spin of Deep Purple's "Smoke on the Water" in his hit 1997 box office biopic "Private Parts," the eventual "King of All Media" was convinced that his radio career had ended after mere rotations of a 33 on campus radio station WTBU.

In the film, a friend incredulously listens to Stern's drama over the gaffe. "It's not radio. It's college radio," he counters, seemingly more as fact than an attempt to ease the budding air talent's horror.

Decades later (the scene depicts Stern in all his mid-'70s hirsute glory), college radio maintains its schizophrenic nature. It's not radio in the sense that countless student-run college stations don't boast audiences that stretch much further than their campus limits. DJs are learning their craft. Mistakes air.

It is radio in the sense that students gain skills in the art and philosophies of broadcasting: music selection, news, sports and public service production, copywriting, promotion and more.

From tiny carrier-current frequencies whose main mission is teaching the basics of radio to FM powerhouses that compete with commercial, corporately-owned signals, people are paying attention to college radio, even if audience totals aren't always robust. Major record labels allot resources to promoting new artists to college stations. Rising acts rely on the inroads that college airplay provides. And, college programmers respect the responsibility of breaking new music.

"We aired Arcade Fire, the B-52's and Mumford & Sons, among others, years before they made it to commercial stations," says Anastasia Zimitravich, a senior at Georgia State University in 2012-13 and GM of the school's WRAS (Album 88) Atlanta. Along with the Georgia Institute of Technology's WREK, WRAS boasts the largest wattage (100,000) of any student-run station in the world.
"It's a really beautiful thing when 50 or so students can work together on something they collectively care about and present that to the community."

WRAS PD and fellow 2012-13 GSU senior Stephanie Jones adds that college radio's non-commercial status affords a unique
                          opportunity not to let dollars dictate airplay. "Instead of spinning the latest pop star rehash cash cow, college radio can play the                                                    small label, the weird and the forgotten. We live up to the non-commercial spirit. Our sound ranges from indie to obscure and it's crafted out of a      love and appreciation of music that exposes listeners to the unordinary, undiscovered and unexpected."

Zimitravich says that such adventurousness in music selection creates a bond between WRAS and its audience. "WRAS is like a club or a fraternity, where like-minded misfits can find their niche."

The tradition of college radio long predates Stern's shocking jock error (to him, anyway), or WRAS, which first went on-air in 1971. This year marks the 100th anniversary of the earliest form of the University of Minnesota, Twin Cities' KUOM (770 Radio K). "In
1912, we were broadcasting the school's football games in Morse code," says PD Caleigh Souhan, who begins her senior year this fall. "Technology is, and always has been, the force that changes broadcasting. We are focused far more on the web and other digital technologies than we were even five years ago. Radio is now a moveable medium and we work to ensure that wherever you are, you are within Radio K's broadcast range, whether that's studying abroad in Scotland, riding the bus plugged into a smart phone or even, like the old days, listening to a radio."

Souhan touches on another element that makes college radio special. Student-staffed stations mirror the intellectual stimulation that a college education helps foster. College radio plays new artists not just because ratings are secondary, but also because an open mind is a hallmark of the collegiate experience. "College radio provides audiences eager for music that challenges and engages,
and for that open exchange of ideas that often happens only on a college campus," she muses.
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And, if a Radio K student DJ just happens to, say, cascade carts onto a turntable before a spin of Deep Purple gets too deep ... oh well. "I believe that the magic of college radio is that failure is an option," Souhan says. "We can mispronounce a band name, we can have an awkward, nervous sweaty break - or two - and life goes on. Our listeners are our ultimate judge. They're the Dean's List of college radio. As long as they're listening and calling in, we're making the grade."
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