
MAY/JUNE 2017

INSIDE: JOURNALISM ADVICE FROM A BEST-SELLING NOVELIST  •  ANGELO LOPEZ ON CARTOONING • SIGMA DELTA CHI AWARDS WINNERS



The Sigma Delta Chi Foundation announces the Eugene S. Pulliam First Amendment Award to honor a person 
or persons who have fought to protect and preserve one or more of the rights guaranteed by the First Amend-
ment. Mr. Pulliam, who passed away in January 1999, was well-known for consistently using his own  
considerable influence and that of his newspaper to support activities that educated the public about First 
Amendment rights and values. The Sigma Delta Chi Foundation has established this annual award to honor 
those committed to the same goals as a tribute to the professional contributions that Eugene S. Pulliam made 
to journalism and to the freedoms outlined in the First Amendment.

At the Excellence in Journalism 2017 Conference, the Sigma Delta Chi Foundation will honor an 
individual, group of individuals or organization with a $10,000 cash award and an engraved 
statue. The honoree(s) also will receive transportation to the conference in New Orleans, La.

Visit spj.org/a-pulliam.asp for nomination information. 

Call: 317/920-4788   |   Email: awards@spj.org

The Eugene S. Pulliam First Amendment Award is a project of the Sigma Delta Chi  
Foundation. For more information on the Sigma Delta Chi Foundation go to  
spj.org/sdx.asp.

Nominations are open to any person, persons or organization in the U.S. or its  
territories who have worked to protect the basic rights provided by the First Amend-
ment. Honorees do not have to be journalists. In fact, the Foundation encourages  
recognition of those outside the journalism profession for their First Amendment  
efforts and initiatives, such as, but not limited to, public officials, members of the legal 
profession, scholars, educators, librarians, students and ordinary citizens.

THE NOMINATION DEADLINE IS 
JUNE 22, 2017
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FROM THE PRESIDENT

BROADWAY HAD A NEW STAR in late April:  
 the SPJ Code of Ethics.

In case you missed it, the SPJ Ethics Committee, led 
by Chairman Andrew Seaman and SPJ headquarters staff, 
launched a campaign that was front and center on jumbo 
screens in New York City’s Times Square. 

“Truthful, compassionate, independent, transparent 
journalism,” was the message. The goal was to encour-
age everyone — journalists and non-journalists — to 
#PressForEthics.

The billboards were a major part of SPJ’s annual Ethics  
Week, dedicated to highlighting ethical and responsible 
journalism and the importance of journalists adhering to 
the code. This year, the week began with the billboards 
going live in the Big Apple and ended with a letter-writing 
campaign to members of Congress.

Besides being one of the most public-facing communi-
cations campaigns SPJ has ever done, it was also a major 
step toward communicating directly with the American 
public, the people we as journalists serve every day.

As I have mentioned before, one of the goals I have 
as SPJ president is to engage and involve the public. It’s 
something that is more important than ever, as several 
recent surveys have found that less than a third of U.S. 
adults trust the information provided by journalists.

That’s why during Ethics Week we wanted to bring the 
public’s attention to our Code of Ethics, the core tenets 
spoken, practiced and honored in newsrooms around the 

world. With Times Square as the epicenter, we launched 
a campaign that explained what a journalist is, what jour-
nalists do, why ethical journalism is important and how 
the public can distinguish real news from fake news. 

(You can see everything we put together at spj.org/
ethicsweek.asp. Even though Ethics Week is over, we 
encourage you to still share this content with fellow jour-
nalists and the public.)

I mentioned the letters we sent to Congress. No one 
was left out; we sent more than 500 letters to our law-
makers. The focus of the campaign was to bring attention 
to SPJ, what we do and who we are. We included a copy 
of the Code of Ethics and invited them to meet with us. 
In addition we asked them to invite us to meet with their 
constituents, to engage in a conversation about journal-
ism, the importance of free speech and tips on how to be 
informed news consumers. 

Through this, we want the public to know: We got the 
message loud and clear. Trust in media is at an all-time 
low, a message we need to take very seriously.

And that is where you come in. As journalists, we are 
taught over and over how important it is to be impartial, to 
not take a stand on issues. So, unless you are an opinion 
journalist, weighing in on matters of public concerns may 
not come easily or naturally. But when it comes to protect-
ing freedom of the press, freedom of speech and the work 
that we do, if we do not speak out, who will?

SPJ as an organization is speaking out and will con-
tinue to. A variety of other organizations also are speaking 
out, and SPJ is working with many of them to make sure 
our voices are heard loud and clear. But we need your help.

Who better to inform community members about what 
journalists do than the journalists working in their com-
munities? Who better to defend the work journalists do 
to your friends who may be attacking the profession on 
social media than someone they know and trust?

When we sent the letters to Congress and said we are 
ready to meet with the public and have these discussions, 
we meant it. In order to make that happen, we need your 
help. So if you want to engage your community in a con-
versation about journalism ethics or what journalists do, 
let us know. We have the tools to set you up to succeed 
and the right people to coach you through how to lead 
these discussions.

If there is any hope of rebuilding trust, we as journal-
ists must work together to rebuild relationships with the 
communities we serve. That means relationships between 
individuals, communities and journalists — not faceless 
organizations or companies.t

Lynn Walsh is 2016-17 national 

SPJ president. She leads the 

NBC7 Investigates team in San 

Diego. She loves holding the 

powerful accountable and 

spends more time than she 

would like fighting for access 

to public information.  

Connect on Twitter: @LWalsh. 

Email: lwalsh@spj.org

LYNN WALSH

SPJ challenges journalists to engage and inform
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We all know the financial struggles every young journalist faces. That’s why SPJ has extended its post-grad membership rates from two years  
to three. Any journalist who has been out of college for three years or less will now pay just $37.50 per year. As a special incentive,  

any newly joining post-grad member can pay a lump sum of $75 for a three-year membership. That’s 1/3 off the regular price! 

Contact the Membership Department at (317) 927-8000, ext. 213, or membership@spj.org.
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Journalism is in her nature 

SPJ REPORT

BY RACHEL SEMPLE
Born and raised in Appalachia, Amanda Womac is no stranger to the great outdoors. She’s 
grown up with strong ties to the land, water and mountains she calls home.

Science and environmental journalism came naturally to her.
Originally an environmental activist, she was pursuing a degree in creative writing at the 

University of Tennessee at Chattanooga when she realized that being a journalist might be 
her calling. In her work with environmental groups, she was often called on to write press 
releases and serve as a media spokesperson. But she never felt that the coverage properly 
explained the issues, focusing instead on the people or protests. 

After writing for the Hellbender Press, a non-profit environmental newspaper in East 
Tennessee, she knew that journalism was her place. The next step was going to graduate 
school at the University of Tennessee for science journalism, where she also joined SPJ.

For Womac, writing about the science behind issues like logging and mountaintop re-
moval to educate the public is critical because it’s hard to get it right. When interviewing 
scientists who are passionate about their work, she always wants to ensure that audiences 
get the “so what” point, which can be challenging when they may not be educated on the 
scientific concepts or the process of hypothesis-testing that scientists follow. 

Her interest in these issues led her to continue writing for Hellbender Press while 
pursuing her graduate degree, until she eventually became the managing editor and pub-
lisher. Now she writes freelance, covering science and environmental issues while serving 
as the director of communications for the College of Arts and Sciences at University of 
Tennessee Knoxville.

Freelancing comes naturally, thanks to the contacts she’s built up throughout the years 
and an editor who heard of her through SPJ. 

“I have been extremely lucky as a freelance writer,” Womac said. “The jobs found me 
because of my contacts and previous work in East Tennessee.” 

She’s written for a variety of publications, sometimes about topics requested by the edi-
tor and other times about a topic she pitched.

Womac is the SPJ Region 12 director, a role she picked up after previous involvement in 
non-profit management. The reason she volunteers for SPJ nationally and locally is simple: 
the importance of SPJ’s mission. 

“I think our job as journalists is to provide a platform for discourse in order to support 
a functional democracy,” she said. “Without free speech and a free, independent press, 
we cannot fulfill that mission. On every level of my SPJ involvement — from the national 
board to local membership — I gain the satisfaction of knowing I am part of a strong, 
committed group of people who want to ensure the Fourth Estate maintains its role in an 
active democracy.”

Her advice for those seeking to advance their career or be a part of SPJ is simple: Vol-
unteer for a local board of directors or on a committee. It never hurts to get connected with 
other journalists through the SPJ network.

Womac hopes she can look back and have made an impact on others, as well as her com-
munity and the planet, through her work. She plans to write a book or two and keep writing 
even on her deathbed. In the meantime, she’s hoping to continue traveling — hopefully to 
Africa one day — and keep on loving life.

With her involvement in so many things, it’s not hard to see why her favorite quote is “Get 
involved! The world is run by those who show up.”

To Womac, showing up is being a good journalist and taking each and every story seri-
ously as an opportunity to educate the public.t 

Courtesy Am
anda W
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“On every level of my SPJ 
involvement — from the 
national board to local 

membership — I gain the 
satisfaction of knowing  

I am part of a strong,  
committed group of  

people who want to en-
sure the Fourth Estate 
maintains its role in an 

active democracy.



National SPJ President Lynn Walsh visited with SPJ members inside San Quentin State Prison in California. The SPJ members are the first inmates serving 
sentences inside a U.S. prison to become SPJ members. The journalists produce stories for the San Quentin News and San Quentin Prison Report.
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When Nancy Mullane said she thought the Society 
of Professional Journalists might accept a group of 
incarcerated men as members of a satellite chapter, 
I thought, “This woman is crazy.” No way would “Pro-
fessional Journalists” accept men banned from society 
as colleagues. But it turns out, they have. Now, 38 in-
carcerated SPJ members attend weekly meetings held 
inside a media center building surrounded by barbed 
wire and guard towers. 

This project, to build an SPJ group inside San Quen-
tin, took over a year to happen. We met once a month 
to discuss our plans, but more than that, Mullane 
brought fellow colleagues inside the prison. We had to 
win over the heads of the SPJ national office and the 
SPJ Northern California chapter board — and we did. 

I still remember the day Lila LaHood, president of 
the Northern California chapter, came in and made the 
official announcement. It was June 17, 2015, that she 
personally welcomed us as members of the San Quentin 
satellite chapter of the NorCal SPJ. We celebrated with 
smiles and handshakes and posed for photographs, our 
first as SPJ members. I felt proud to receive the blue SPJ 
membership card with my name printed on its face. 

Now we have colleagues visit as guests on a regular 
basis — awesome people like Michael Bott, producer 
for NBC Bay Area’s “We Investigate” program; Quentin 
Hardy, formerly a reporter with The New York Times and 
now working for Google News; Julia Love, a reporter 
with Reuters, as well as Mullane, mentoring us. 

These face-to-face meetings, professional develop-

ment opportunities and networking workshops mean 
more than anonymous people paying their dues. 
We became recognized as people who have value  
as journalists. 

Our work has been award-winning. The San Quen-
tin News, for which I write, won NorCal Chapter’s 
James Madison Freedom of Information Award. The 
San Quentin Prison Report, our radio counterparts, won 
the SPJ Excellence in Community Journalism Award. 

Also, two of our members have won individual 
awards. Louis Scott won the San Francisco Peninsula 
Press Club first-place award for a story that aired on 
KALW 91.7 FM called “Lady Jay Talks About Being 
Transgender.” Kevin D. Sawyer, associate editor for 
San Quentin News, won the James Aronson Award 
for Social Justice Journalism. 

CNN featured San Quentin News in an episode of 
"United Shades of America with W. Kamau Bell." 

Another amazing accomplishment that SPJ San 
Quentin sparked was the union of two rival media 
organizations inside a prison. San Quentin News and 
San Quentin Prison Report operated as competitors 
until SPJ brought us together as colleagues. Since our 
memberships, we co-produced a show together with 
“Life of the Law” about the transformation of people, 
called "Live Law." 

In forming a bond with fellow journalists, I have 
learned how much more we can accomplish working 
together, and I think we should. Because as journal-
ists, we all share the same goals.

Incarcerated Society of Professional Journalists
BY RAHSAAN THOMAS  |  VICE CHAIR, SAN QUENTIN SPJ
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If you thought being a journalist comes with its own 
set of unique challenges, imagine what it’s like being 
a journalist who is incarcerated. I’m sure that most of 
the professionals in this field don’t even realize we ex-
ist. But what’s important about us is not that we exist, 
but what we have to offer. 

We are the boots on the ground that can expand 
and enlighten the conversation around this nation’s 
broken prison system. Providing fair and balanced re-
ports on prison can be a challenge due to the difficulty 
that comes with obtaining access. We, the incarcer-
ated, are the solution.

With this in mind, we set out to establish an SPJ 
chapter in one of the nation’s oldest prisons so that 
journalism could be nurtured and enriched — and dis-
covered by those who have something meaningful to 
say but who don’t have the platform that would allow 
them to be heard. Easier said than done. 

In order for us to create this platform, we had to 
resolve a number of issues, including the election of 
an executive body. In prison, a few speaking for the 
interest of the many is a pretty big deal. Yet we came 
together, worked it out, and now here we are. Our plat-
form doesn’t just exist, it is significant. 

With a prisoner-run newspaper, podcast and film/
documentary program, we can offer content that ex-

pands the conversation around our prison system. And 
what’s missing from this conversation are reports that 
show prisoners as the complex and nuanced human 
beings that we are. 

2017 has so far been a very exciting year for our 
chapter. Thanks in large part to the brilliance and un-
wavering advocacy of Nancy Mullane, we’ve been able 
to launch the “San Quentin SPJ 4 Corners Project” — a 
professional enrichment venture that has profession-
als from the four corners of the media spectrum (print, 
video, audio and online) coming into the prison and 
providing weekly workshops in relation to their fields. 

On March 3, our chapter held a panel discussion 
with four of the nation’s leading prison scholars. They 
met inside San Quentin with prisoners and had a frank 
and honest discussion on protest, solitary confinement 
and the psychological effects of long-term incarcera-
tion. On March 5, national SPJ President Lynn Walsh 
visited. What stood out about this visit (aside from 
the fact that the president spent time with us) was 
that the national leader of SPJ recognizes our value. 
Walsh understands that when it comes to expanding 
the conversation that is currently being had about our 
prison system, we — as journalists — have some-
thing to offer. 

And it’s only going to get better.t

Continued: In prison and in SPJ
BY SHADEED WALLACE-STEPTER  |  CHAIR, SAN QUENTIN SPJ



It isn’t getting any easier to fight for press freedom.  
It’s getting worse.

The First Amendment Forever Fund is a sustained war chest to guarantee
someone is always fighting for press freedom. If we don’t do it, who will? 

Press freedom isn’t free. And it isn’t forever, unless we make it so.

spj.org/firstamendmentforever.asp
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NARRATIVE WRITING

Tom Hallman Jr. is the 

author of "Dispatches From 

1320," an anthology of his 

work. The book is available 

at Amazon.com. He can be 

reached at tbhbook@aol.com 

TOM
HALLMAN JR.

AFTER MORE THAN 18 months of reporting, the 
top of my desk was crowded with files containing 

notes, observations and transcripts of multiple interviews. 
Now it was time to stop reporting and begin writing.

My hands hovered over the keyboard. Hmm, better get 
some coffee. I returned to my desk. Wait, better check out 
that website about guitars. 

Sound familiar?
If so, I want to lead you through the steps needed 

to tackle a sprawling narrative story that, at the outset, 
seems overwhelming. 

Too often we plunge into such stories the way we do 
with a breaking news story, or even a small feature. A 
narrative, though, requires a different strategy. You’re not 
making a quick drive to the store up the street but setting 
out on a journey that will take you through four states with 
confusing interchanges and exits. 

Instead of writing, I realized my brain needed to pro-
cess the story. I sat at my desk, read through all the notes 
and asked myself three questions:

• What is the story about?
• What characters need to be in the story?
• What structure best allows me to tell this story?
This is the shorthand version of the story: A man who’d 

been playing piano most of his life was diagnosed with 
early-onset Alzheimer’s. He struggled to play the piano 
and to remember the songs he’d composed. None had 
been recorded or written down. 

The story featured five characters: the man, Steve; his 
wife, Joni, their two daughters, Melissa and Kristen; and 
a fellow piano player, Naomi.

What would you do? There’s no correct answer. But by 
forcing an answer, it requires you, the storyteller, to decide 
what story you want to tell.

So, what’s it about?
The obvious answer is that it’s about Steve. I had some 

wonderful interviews with him. I’d watched him as he sat 
at the piano and grew frustrated when he could no longer 
make his fingers do what he heard in his head. That would 
make a powerful opening. 

But was that the best story? Would it resonate the 
most with readers?

Not really. There were too many structural flaws. 
While the story was about Steve, he was a weak protago-
nist. Given the nature of what was happening to him, he 
was a passive character.

Given all I knew about the family and what they were 
dealing with, who would be the best protagonist?

I decided on Melissa, his youngest daughter. Here’s 
why: Melissa realizes the music of her childhood, the 

soundtrack to her life, will be lost. Can she save it when 
the disease is quickly making it impossible for her father 
to remember what he created?

Melissa is the one who must act. Something is at 
stake. Can she succeed?

By making Melissa the protagonist, other people be-
came minor characters, or wouldn’t appear in my story. 
That makes the story less confusing. A narrative can’t 
work with five equal characters. By focusing on one, I let 
readers know logically and emotionally who to follow — 
and why. 

For example, the oldest daughter lived in California 
and reacted — not acted — to the family situation. She 
never appeared in the story. Even Steve’s wife, Joni, be-
came a minor character. 

Naomi, though, was also major character, but one who 
wouldn’t appear until halfway into a story that ran nearly 
4,000 words.

But of course Steve had to be in the story.
How?
I decided to have Steve speak directly to the readers, 

using his words in italics to set them apart. This allowed me 
to tell his story, but from within his heart and soul, letting 
readers know how he was feeling and reacting. These sec-
tions turned out to be the most vulnerable parts of the story.

It also served a structural purpose. Melissa and Naomi 
were the leadoff and anchor on a track team. Steve served 
as the person who took the baton from one and handed it 
to the other. In a sense, Melissa and Naomi then became 
“main” characters. No reader takes the effort to break 
down a story the way a writer does. Readers intuitively 
understand, or like, the story when they can’t quit reading. 
Your job is to make it impossible for them to turn away.

Here’s how I opened it:
“All his life, Steve Goodwin had been a private man. 

No matter the circumstances, he'd say he was doing just 
fine. But as he sat in his Wilsonville home that Monday 
morning, he wasn't fine.

“Over the weekend, he'd argued with his youngest 
daughter, Melissa. The blowup ended when his daughter, 
her voice shaking and tears in her eyes, opened the front 
door to her home and told him to leave.

“As is the case in all families, they'd had minor dis-
agreements before. But Saturday's battle had been raw. 
Steve knew he needed to set things straight. It was time 
to reveal his secret.

“With paper and pen, he retreated to a quiet place in 
his home. He struggled to find the right words, to explain 
why he'd been so different these past months. When fin-
ished, he told his wife, Joni, he was ready.

After reporting, pause and process before writing

CONTINUED ON PAGE 22



Angelo Lopez came to California in 1974 and hasn’t left. It wasn’t 

a gold rush that brought him, but he did live the somewhat 

nomadic lifestyle of a prospector moving from place to place as 

a self-described “Navy brat.” Born in Norfolk, Virginia, to Filipino 

parents, he spent his youth on military bases on the U.S. East Coast 

and Japan. He admits to always wanting to draw whenever he 

could get his hands on a spare scrap of paper, which attracted 

him to the illustration program at San Jose State University. After 

college, like many people with artistic skills, he says he had “no clue 

how to apply my illustration skills to the job market.” He found 

stability working in the library system of Sunnyvale, California, but 

stilled pursued his illustration and cartooning passion freelancing 

for various papers. His work as an editorial cartoonist for the 

Philippines Today newspaper, which serves the Filipino-American 

community in the U.S., has garnered him three national Sigma 

Delta Chi Awards — 2013, 2015 and 2016.

Answers have been edited for length and clarity.

10 Quill MAY/JUNE 2017

BY SCOTT 
LEADINGHAM

SEE MORE ONLINE
Twitter: @AngeloLopezArt
Facebook: Facebook.com/AngeloLopezIllustration
Cartoon collections: tinyurl.com/CMAngeloLopez 
2016 Sigma Delta Chi Award-winning work: tinyurl.com/AngeloLopez2016SDX

ANGELO LOPEZ

Quill poses  
10 questions  
to people with
some of the  
coolest jobs
in journalism

What is the overall message or thesis from 
your body of editorial cartooning work, 
particularly the work you’ve done winning 
Sigma Delta Chi Awards?
What I’m trying to do is speak out for members 
of the Filipino-American community who aren’t 
heard much. They have a huge stake in the im-
migration debate today. In a population of around 
2 to 3 million in the U.S., a fairly large group feel 
threatened by the rhetoric right now. 

Because of the poverty rate in the Philippines, 
a lot of people go overseas for work. One of the 
things that has been a problem for immigrants go-
ing overseas is the labor laws that protect native 
citizens are not protecting the immigrants. A lot 

of my cartoons deal with that and representing 
voices that need to be heard. 

Your work for Philippines Today is of course 
heavily influenced by the topics of impor-
tance to that outlet’s audience: Filipino-
Americans. How would those cartoons 
change in message, tone or style if you 
were publishing for a more general audi-
ence, if at all? 
I would still be critical, but it depends on the edi-
tor. At Philippines Today they kind of give me carte 
blanche. I know my readers have knowledge of the 
issues. If I did these cartoons for the San Francisco 
Chronicle, I’d have to do more explanation.



I wonder if more people would try their hand 
(pun intended) at editorial cartooning but 
they think it requires some high-end, trained 
artistic ability. But what do you think is more 
important: the art or the message behind it? In 
other words, what’s more critical to hone: the 
editorial or cartooning?
I think they’re both equally important. I don’t 
think a cartoonist needs to be an amazing il-
lustrator. Gary Trudeau wasn’t a great cartoon-
ist when he started. But he developed his own 
distinctive style. I think a combination of basic 
skills and a strong opinion and good writing skills 
is important.

Realistically, it’s hard making a full-time liv-
ing as an illustrator or cartoonist, particu-
larly for print publications. If you could do it 
full-time, would you? Or is it always going 
to be a side passion?  
Oh, yeah, I would love to. I don’t think there are 
enough Filipino-American newspapers in the 
country. For regular editorial cartoonists, there 
has been a steep decline in the number of us in 
the country. We’re very much tethered to the fate 
of newspapers. I’m not as good an entrepreneur 
as other cartoonists. 

You credit New Yorker illustrator Peter 
de Sève as an inspiration when you were 
younger. What about his work captivated 
and influenced you? 
I liked his humor, and he’s one of those people 
who come up with a lot of cool concepts. He 
was deeply influenced by children’s book illus-
trators. 

Anyone else? 
People like Thomas Hart Benton and Diego Ri-
vera, famous muralists of the 1930s. On my 
Facebook page I’m connected with Andy Singer 
and David Cohen. They got me into political car-

toonists of the early 20th century, people like Art 
Young and Daniel Fitzpatrick. I love the look of 
pen and ink and charcoal. 

What’s your “dream” publication or gig? 
If there were a lot of Filipino-American newspa-
pers. I love doing cartoons for that community. 
My dream job would be for that community in 
all of those newspapers. The New Yorker would 
be fine, but I’m not really that funny a person. 

You’ve also illustrated three books. Any 
more work like that in your future?
There’s a thing in Amazon called create space, 
and I’ve used it to make collections of my car-
toons. I’ve always wanted to do a graphic novel. 
A couple years ago I did a web comic of my late 
cat, Jasper. I might do a graphic 
novel on him. I never knew how 
emotionally attached you could get 
to a cat. 
 
Since it’s baseball season and 
you’re in California: Giants or 
Athletics? Angels or Dodg-
ers? Sorry, but I’m assuming 
no one is a Padres fan at this 
point (says a long-suffering 
Mariners fan).
None. I’m a (Cincinnati) Reds 
fans. Any team that won a 
championship in the 1970s, I’m 
a fan of, especially the Celtics 
(basketball) and the Raiders 
(football). By the time I start-
ed watching football, Joe Na-
math’s years were over. But 
with YouTube, I can watch 
his good years. When I was 
a kid, I collected baseball 
cards and could name off 
stats all the time. 

It’s not lost on anyone that satirists and co-
medians get some of their best material 
from those they find objectionable, espe-
cially those in power. Is that true for you? In 
a backward and unintended way, don’t you 
benefit from the misdeeds and misfortunes 
of others?
In some senses you’re right. What’s good for the 
cartoonist is not necessarily good for the country. 
But there’s always going to be something there. 
In the Philippines, with the extra-judicial killings 
(under authoritarian President Rodrigo Duterte), 
I’m kind of running out of ideas. I’m tired of draw-
ing skulls all the time. When you’re more infuri-
ated or scared, it makes your cartoons more pas-
sionate. If other people were in power, I’d still be 
doing cartoons, but I wouldn’t be as passionate. 
My stock and trade is my opinion. t
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NOTES ON:
March 2000

SUBSCRIPTION RATE:
$29 for a one-year subscription / $71 for a three-year subscription

QUILL GETS A REDESIGN TO FOCUS 
ON THE FUTURE
This edition of Quill featured an editor’s note explaining the grad-
ual changes that had begun to show up in Quill and the strategy 
moving forward to ensure that Quill continued to be a resource 
for SPJ members and journalists alike.

Quill editor Jeff Mohl said the changes were both cos-
metic and strategic. The first noticeable changes had been 
geared toward improving the design. Quill stories featured 
more art and more “tip boxes” to help bring the lessons home 
in an easy-to-understand way for readers. The next step was 
a redesign of specific key pages, examining the design and 
template of the magazine itself.

The March Quill presented a new concept entirely: reg-
ularly featured sections. Previously, there were two con-
sistently occurring sections of the Quill magazine: briefs 
and SPJ news. Some columns would run more than once 
or twice, but few ongoing features could be expected 
each month. 

This issue included sections on freedom of information, 
ethics, diversity, journalism education and international 
journalism. Each section tied back to the mission of Quill: 
to be directly relevant to readers in their work. SPJ hoped 
these new sections would bring direct help for better writing, reporting, designing and editing.

Overall, Mohl wrote, the changing nature of journalism would be more reflected in Quill, beginning with the March 2000 edition. He 
encouraged journalists to push outside their boundaries to learn new skills — video, computer skills and other technology. However, 
he reminded readers that the principles guiding the practice of journalism would not change. 

Journalists will work each day toward access, informing the public and holding steadfast to the ethical standards of the profession. 
The new sections of Quill correspond to important values that SPJ embraced many years ago and works toward even today through 
committees dedicated to each.

T H R O U G H  T H E  Y E A R S . . . 

• A piece on how journalists are learning to tailor their work 
quickly for different mediums of the multimedia world, where 
the internet is everywhere — “your refrigerator, your car, 
your watch.”

• A breakdown of “toys for the road” that the journalists of tomor-
row will need to pack in their bags, including: a laptop computer 
with voice recognition software, a handheld digital video cam-

ALSO IN THIS ISSUE:
era and audio recorder, a digital notepad to sketch graphics, and 
a portable scanner.

• Analysis on the trend of strategic media mergers bringing to-
gether content and distribution under an umbrella.

• A briefing paper on basic economic principles, geared toward 
teaching journalists how to cover entrepreneurship and small 
business.t
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BY JENNIFER BRANDEL

I
t’s a cliché for a reason. Money is the force that 
shapes decision-making in all businesses — for-
profit, non-profit and everything else. And every 
newsrooms is, of course, a business. 

But while journalists are instructed to “follow 
the money” in their reporting — revealing power 

structures and their often problematic consequences 
— many are insulated from the need to understand the 
their own organization’s business model and its implica-
tions on how they spend their time — and what they’re 
told to measure and value.  

This came into sharp focus by a recent experience I 
had. In November 2016, I was guest faculty at a Poynter 
workshop on engagement. The participants were jour-
nalists from a variety of newsrooms around the country. 
My co-teacher, Monica Guzman, (who runs The Ever-
grey in Seattle), and I opened up the workshops with 

a simple exercise that was quite revealing. We asked 
the journalists: tell us about a time you successfully en-
gaged your audience. 

One journalist talked about a Facebook Live video 
they did on the World Series that got a ton of impressions 
and huge reach. Another said a story on their town’s bi-
centennial got more than 1 million visits in a month. And 
another told us about a project they did spending time 
in one square mile of their community over the course 
of weeks. They focused on listening, really getting to 
know the people, and then produced stories on a vari-
ety of angles. How did they judge that project as suc-
cessful? They asked the public what they thought of the  
reporting, and the response was overwhelmingly posi-
tive. The other key metric: They convened a community 
event, and everyone there conversed with one another 
civilly, despite traversing hot-button issues.

Newsrooms have heard for years now: engage, engage, engage. Build community.  
Connect. Interact. And maybe in so doing, you’ll get clicks that turn into dollars.  
Beyond the buzzwords, beyond the advice of so-called “gurus” and self-proclaimed  
experts, what does engagement — truly, practically, deeply — mean with the public?  
There are a lot of lessons newsrooms and journalists of all types can take away from  
the ways public media has approached it. Dig a little deeper beyond the word and  
take a look at what others have done to truly connect with the one thing that matters 
most in engagement: the public. Because no matter how your newsroom operates,  
or what the business model is, there’s no news without people to engage with it.

BUZZWORD NO MORE
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Can you guess which of those examples came from for-prof-
it newsrooms and which from non-profit?  Follow the money. 

MONEY IS POWER
My background as a reporter has been in non-profit news 
— specifically WBEZ, a public radio station in Chicago best 
known for birthing “This American Life,” “Serial,” “S-Town” 
and “Wait Wait...Don’t Tell Me!”

I may be one of the only people who feel this way, but I love 
public media pledge drives. Before I was a reporter, I was a 
listener. Hearing reporters and station staff reveal how they 
did their jobs, what motivated them and how much it cost 
to make the programs I relied on each week was illuminat-
ing. Their transparency in how their business model worked 
and their conveyance that I, a mere listener, was the reason 
they could do their jobs in the first place was galvanizing. Of 
course I had to give. The pledge drives made me recognize 
I was part of something bigger than myself, something criti-
cally important to the health of my community.

Public radio is funded by the public. The public voted with 
its dollars. Therefore, the public is ultimately in power. 

EXTENDING THE POWER CORD
If members of the public like me felt empowered knowing we 
made public radio possible (with money), what would happen 
if we actually helped make public radio (with our insights)? 
We’ll get to that answer shortly. 

In 2006, I crossed the chasm between being on the listen-
ing side of the radio and being behind the microphone in re-
porting for WBEZ. Thanks to an NPR internship and a clutch 
introduction, I got the opportunity to start freelancing feature 
pieces, despite not having gone to journalism school. 

It was both thrilling and startling to go from having zero 
power to decide the stories that reporters made and shaped 
my community to having tremendous power to decide and 
make those stories. I suddenly had a seat at the table. And 
despite never being at a loss for viable ideas, and despite 
picking up awards for my work along the way, I never got com-
fortable with having that seat. Or more specifically: I never 
transitioned to feeling like I deserved that seat more than any 
other member of my community. 

Thanks to the Association of Independents in Radio and its 
2012 “Localore” initiative, which gave independent journalists 
a chance to incubate new ideas for public media, I was award-
ed $100,000 and a year to try to right what felt like a wrong. With 
it, I started a series called “Curious City.” 

The whole idea was to extend the power that listeners had in 
making public radio possible and to share the power to shape 
the decisions we made about which stories we would produce 
on their behalf. Public radio of course prides itself on its pub-
lic service mission, but how could we truly know what stories 
would be the most relevant and the most useful? I had a hunch 
that we could do better than just having a small group of peo-
ple (who came from similar backgrounds and socio-economic 
classes) determine what to report on behalf of this diverse city. 

Together with a peerless editor, Shawn Allee, and incred-
ible multimedia producer, Logan Jaffe, we built a new pro-
cess and workflow for making the news. At “Curious City” we 
extended power to the public at every decision-making junc-
ture of the storytelling process. None of the stories we pro-
duced came from our assumptions about what the communi-
ty “wanted” or “needed.” Instead, members of the community 
were invited to tell us what they didn’t know but wanted to 
know. We invited them to ask us questions about Chicago, 
the region and its people. 

Questions, after all, form the backbone of journalism. They 
are the atomic unit of story. Public questions became our 
team’s story pitches. Questions ranged from the timely to time-
less and struck every tone and subject matter imaginable. 

Rather than our team just picking our favorites, we curated 
questions that had the most promise to become compelling 
content and let the public ultimately decide what we reported 
by voting. And instead of just taking the winning question, run-
ning with it and putting the story out into the world, we invited 
the question-asker to be part of the reporting. This ranged from 
a community member getting to ask a source questions during 
an interview, to the community member being the protagonist 
we built the story around. 

Questions make for a handy and productive device. The 
opportunity to ask attracts people who are curious, have yet 
to form an unshakeable opinion on something, and are so 
very excited for the opportunity to explore with us. Question-
based stories by their nature are also adventure stories. There 
is a “quest” inherent in every question, giving every story a 
natural narrative arc: so-and-so wants to know X, and here’s 
how we discovered that information (or sometimes, how we 
couldn’t find it). 

The stories that resulted from this public-powered model 
became (and still are) smash hits. After a year we looked at the 
analytics and found while just 2 percent of the stories WBEZ 
made were “Curious City” stories, they accounted for nearly 
half of the 50 highest-traffic stories of the year. 

What’s more, these stories reconnect “the public” — this 
amorphous, abstract concept — to “the media,” another ab-
stracted (and often vilified) group. It draws journalists into fo-
cus as living, breathing, caring individuals who are all just 
trying to do our best navigating a complex world, together. I 
don’t have to go into the crisis of trust we face in the media, 
but suffice it to say that not giving people access to power and 
not being transparent in decision-making doesn’t do much to 
create trust.  

Questions make for a handy and productive 
device. The opportunity to ask attracts  
people who are curious, have yet to form  
an unshakeable opinion on something and 
are so very excited for the opportunity to  
explore with us. 
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THE BUSINESS CASE
While public media couldn’t exist without individual donations 
from the public, newsroom budgets also include advertising 
(aka “underwriting”), among other revenue generators (grants, 
sponsorship, etc.). We learned local businesses were eager to 
pay a premium to have their name and brand seen and heard 
alongside the community-driven reporting of “Curious City.”

And because partnering with the public in reporting re-
quires getting in touch with the folks who ask questions, we 

collect their email addresses. After just two years of running 
“Curious City,” we compared the nearly 10,000 emails that 
flowed in against WBEZ’s customer relationship management 
system. We found a whopping 56 percent of those emails were 
qualified new leads, meaning they were people who were 

not yet members but who loved the station enough to desire 
the opportunity to have their question answered and report 
alongside us. 

SCALING UP
I began hearing from journalists in other newsrooms who’d 
caught wind of our “Curious City” experiment and liked what 
they heard. They wanted to do this new process, too. Logi-
cally, there was no reason our model couldn’t work every-
where and for every kind of newsroom, no matter their busi-
ness model. Again, curiosity got the best of me: I had to see 
if there was a way more newsrooms (not just public radio 
ones) could adopt public-powered reporting alongside their 
traditional approach.  

So after just two years running “Curious City,” I left WBEZ 
and started Hearken. The word hearken means “listen.” From 
the results of the experiment at WBEZ, I knew without a doubt 
that the public has terrific questions with journalistic value. 
What I didn’t know was, if newsrooms were given the support 
to create a new workflow (with consulting and technology), 
would they actually listen to the public’s questions like we did? 

HEARKEN
We’re just about two years into Hearken’s life, and the results 
so far are exciting. We’ve scaled up to serve more than 80 
newsrooms in 18 languages around the world. Our partners 
are of all variety: from local to international to topic-based, 
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non-profit and for-profit, and produce every kind of story for-
mat (newspaper, TV, digital-only, podcast, etc.). 

They’re reporting their top stories, winning awards (part-
ners earned seven regional Murrows this year), finding 
high-value advertisers for their series, and collecting tons of 
emails for their customer relationship management system, 
which they can translate into newsletter subscriptions or pay-
ing subscribers, depending on their business model. 

One of our partners, Bitch Media, which produces a maga-
zine and digital site, conducted a year long experiment and 
found that readers who engaged with Hearken were five times 
more likely to convert to paying subscribers. This jibes with 
what I learned from public radio pledge drives: Explain how 
you do what you do, give people the opportunity to get in-
volved, ask them to support you, and they will. 

The communities our partner newsrooms serve are prov-
ing hungry for this opportunity to have reporters provide fact-
checked, validated information so they can make informed de-
cisions. To state the obvious: In a democracy, an informed citi-
zenry is the foundation of a healthy society. And this need for 
people to get answers to questions that they have neither time 
nor expertise to investigate is not going away. If anything, it’s 
growing increasingly urgent. 

LISTENING BETTER IS MISSION CRITICAL
Audience engagement and “listening better” to the public are 
thankfully no longer the quaint concepts they may have been 
in some shops before the presidential election took the indus-
try by surprise. They are critical to every newsroom’s survival. 
Some are recognizing and adjusting to this reality more quick-
ly than others. 

Entire news operations are putting the public at the very 
center of their business model. For-profit newsrooms like 
The New Tropic in Miami and The Evergrey in Seattle (both 
run by the company WhereBy.Us) are community-centric 
and community-driven to their core. And the Dutch news-
room De Correspondent is leaping to U.S. shores to share 
the learnings of and spread their successful engagement-
based model. 

As more newsrooms bear the consequences of decreasing 
revenue from click-based advertising and feel the sting of 
Facebook owning their hard-earned relationships with their 
communities, difficult conversations have to happen. But there 
is good news in all of this: serving the public (not advertis-
ers) first is what journalists have always wanted to do. It’s 
why they got into the game. And from my experience and ex-
periments starting in 2012 toward serving the public directly, 
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J
ournalists from newsrooms of all sizes can learn 
a lot more from public and community broadcast-
ing than how to hawk tote bags during the annual 
pledge drive.

Public broadcasting “has traditionally pressed 
for close connections with listeners — encourag-

ing them as volunteers, inviting their participation in events 
and turning to them for membership support,” notes a com-
munity interaction guide for public broadcasting news di-
rectors. And as newsrooms across the country grapple with 
how to build deeper connections between their work and 
their audiences, there are many lessons we can take away 
from what journalists are doing within community and pub-
lic radio stations.

For example, Raven Radio — KCAW, a community radio 
station in rural Sitka, Alaska — broadcasts to an audience 
of roughly 11,000 people. Like many radio stations serving 
remote areas, Raven Radio routinely broadcasts community 
announcements over the air. These typically feature once-off 
events like local hikes or dance recitals or activities for senior 
citizens. But recently, local high school junior Elias Erickson 

asked for the KCAW program director’s help in a more person-
al matter: inviting his girlfriend to the upcoming prom.

The program director obliged, turning on a bed of romantic 
music at the end of the community announcements before ask-
ing Kami if she would go to the prom with Elias. She said yes, 
and Erickson later told the local newspaper that the proposal 
was "perfect."

The idea of news organizations arranging prom dates may 
be amusing, but the underlying idea of journalists and pub-
lishers developing deeper, more meaningful and collabora-
tive relationships with the communities they serve is not just 
compelling but critical.

As budgets and newsrooms shrink, and as audiences 
have the ability to consume news from an increasing num-
ber of sources, listening to and forging valuable bonds with 
communities can help both reporters who want to make sure 
that their work “matters to [their] audience” and publishers 
who need to “ensure that [their newsroom’s] work finds the 
public support it needs to endure,” Monica Guzman said in 
her American Press Institute report on newsroom engage-
ment strategies.

there’s ample proof that doing so actually produces more rel-
evant, valuable stories — stories that are ultimately more ca-
pable of being monetized. 

The Media Insight Project’s May 2017 study focusing on why 
people subscribe and pay for news states unequivocally: “The 
future of journalism will increasingly depend on consumers 
paying for the news directly.” And it concludes: There is “sub-

stantial evidence that more consumers could begin to pay for 
news in the future — if publishers can understand them and 
serve them well.” (See the full report at tinyurl.com/APIPaying 
forNews.) 

That “if” is the challenge of our time, and where all focus 
must now turn. So I’ll leave you with a few important questions 
to explore. 

• What practices and processes does your newsroom have 
in place to truly listen to your audience (beyond looking at 
metrics)? 

• Are you giving people opportunities to convey their infor-
mation needs?

• And if you are, do you have workflows in place to be re-
sponsive? 

Perhaps the biggest question of all: How long will you stay 
in business if you don’t listen to, understand and serve your 
communities well?t

Jennifer Brandel is CEO and co-founder of Hearken, founder of WBEZ’s  
"Curious City" and recipient of the Media Changemaker Prize. She began her 
career in journalism reporting for outlets including NPR, CBC, WBEZ, The 
New York Times and Vice. Email: jennifer.brandel@wearehearken.com. 
On Twitter: @JenniferBrandel.

The communities our partner newsrooms 
serve are proving hungry for this opportu-
nity to have reporters provide fact-checked, 
validated information so they can make  
informed decisions. To state the obvious:  
In a democracy, an informed citizenry is the 
foundation of a healthy society. And this 
need for people to get answers to questions 
that they have neither time nor expertise to 
investigate is not going away. If anything, 
it’s growing increasingly urgent. 

BY MELODY JOY KRAMER
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“Now more than ever, journalists can engage their audi-
ences as contributors, advisors, advocates, collaborators and 
partners,” Guzman wrote.

Thinking of audiences as collaborators or partners “repre-
sents a shift and refinement regarding the way newsrooms 
interact with community members,” Angelica Das said in 
the Democracy Fund white paper “Pathways to Engagement: 
Understanding How Newsrooms Are Working With Com-
munities.” She quotes journalist and entrepreneur Andrew 
Haeg, who describes this type of engaged journalism “as 
journalism reframed from a broadcast (one-way) function 
to a community (two-way) function: news as a conversation 
with community.”

This mindset — treating journalism as not just informa-
tion to be broadcast but as information to be shared, built 
upon and strengthened through relationship-building with 
community members — has long been true in community 
and public media, where I’ve spent most of my career. As 
Das notes: “Public access television stations, community ra-
dio stations, alternative and ethnic newspapers, and beat 
outlets focused on civic issues have long practiced forms 
of engaged journalism. Crowdfunding is a digital platform-
powered version of the pledge drives and membership mod-
els that have been around for years … (and there are) many 
lessons that can be brought forward from these decades-old 
institutions.”

Community radio stations in particular are bastions of the 
type of engaged journalism that newsrooms are now explor-
ing, and they have been for decades. In rural areas, commu-
nity radio stations still function as de facto community cen-
ters, relaying upcoming events, local government information 
and — in the case of some rural Alaska stations — personal 
messages and yearly Christmas greetings. Some community 
stations have also started to let members of the public into the 
station to use their equipment, with the idea that they are also 
developing new material for broadcast. 

At the Salt Lake City community station KRCL, for example, 
the one full-time employee recently reached out to people in 
Salt Lake City who seemed active and engaged in community 
issues. She asked if they wanted to use the station’s profes-
sional recording equipment to record their own weekly pod-

casts. In return, the community members give the station ex-
cerpts to broadcast on-air.

Public media, too, sees collaboration with their communi-
ties as key to serving their mission in making communities 
more informed and better places to live. Some examples:

• At station WYSO in Yellow Springs, Ohio, staff and volun-
teers help local people learn to podcast, record essays and pro-
duce radio stories as part of their “Community Voices” program. 

• Truckbeat, a mobile-studio that covers community health 
in East Tennessee, travels to local communities and tells their 
stories.

• The earliest iteration of Hearken, the “people-powered” 
journalism platform started by Jennifer Brandel, is WBEZ’s 
“Curious City,” an initiative that asks residents of Chicago 
what they are curious about — and then pairs those residents 
with local reporters to investigate and report the answers. 

• In Los Angeles, the station KPCC recently took on voter 
apathy by finding a voter who didn’t plan to vote in the 2015 
mayoral election — and constructing all of their coverage 
around making him care enough to vote (and convincing hun-
dreds of people in the community to participate in the process 
of making him care). 

• "Framed by WDET" took over store fronts in Hamtramck, 
a city surrounded by Detroit, Michigan, to display audio and 
visual exhibits featuring oral vignettes of people who lived in 
the surrounding areas. 

• Michigan Radio’s “State of Opportunity” focuses on how 
poverty affects kids growing up in Michigan. The show’s for-
mer senior producer, Sarah Alvarez, started Infowire, a text-
messaging-based project that presented low-income residents 
news about education, food and health care. 

These community-driven approaches not only deepen con-
nections with their residents but also help local stations at-
tract additional support from local philanthropic funders, 
many of whom want to reinvest in their own communities. In 
2011, Mikel Ellcessor, then the general manager of WDET in 
Detroit, told Charles Meyer, former executive director of the 
National Center for Media Engagement, that the station “defi-
nitely made a connection between our public journalism and 
community-engagement work and revenue model.” 

But even community and public media stations, which 
have also long relied on individual contributions for finan-
cial support, are grappling with “concerns about the fragil-
ity of pledge,” public media consultant Mark Fuerst said 
in his 2014 report on the health of public media fundrais-
ing techniques. Though his report noted that membership 
fundraising continues to be strong within the public radio 
ecosystem, there is concern that “pledge drives will be-
come less effective over time,” particularly with newer and 
younger audiences. 

He writes: “Both radio and TV membership staff are strug-
gling to reach that elusive 'younger and more diverse au-
dience,' with little evidence that anyone’s actually learned 
how to do that. … Revenue growth will almost certainly re-
quire developing additional, and perhaps very different, 

As budgets and newsrooms shrink, and as  
audiences have the ability to consume 
news from an increasing number of sourc-
es, listening to and forging valuable bonds 
with communities can help both reporters  
who want to make sure that their work 
“matters to [their] audience” and publishers  
who need to “ensure that [their news-
room’s] work finds the public support it 
needs to endure.”
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techniques, even as stations work to maintain and improve 
legacy activities.”

In other words, it is no longer sufficient for public radio sta-
tions to hold up their mission as reason enough for younger 
individuals to contribute their financial support. Like all news 
organizations, they must continue to experiment, to cultivate 
deeper relationships and to partner with their audience so 
that audience understands why the support is necessary.

Live events are one way to potentially bridge that gap. A 
report from the Local News Lab, released in February 2017, 
reported that live events both foster engagement and expand 
revenue opportunities for news organizations. Examples from 
public media abound. 

At Nashville Public Radio, folks gather every other month 
to hear reporter Emily Siner interview interesting people from 
their community. In St. Louis, folks gather at the public radio 
station for “… and the Kitchen Sink,” a series of “discussions, 
live broadcasts, concerts and meetups.” 

Producers working with the independent public media ini-
tiative ”Localore: Finding America“ threw over 30 events dur-
ing their yearlong tenure. Polling later determined that those 
events helped “raise awareness of public media service, and 
also to expand stations’ awareness of 'crucial voices we may 
be missing.'”

But everyone can do this, not just those working in public 
radio. The non-profit Texas Tribune netted $1.2 million in reve-
nue from events and sponsorships in 2013. The New York Times 

anticipates that its live events and conference business could 
generate up to $20 million. Smaller organizations like Minn-
Post and the St. Louis Beacon made more than “10 percent of 
their revenue from events.” (And many more examples from 
non-profit and for-profit newsrooms abound.) 

As Kevin Loker writes in an American Press Institute report 
on event strategy: “Events are a proven way to diversify rev-
enue that, if done right, are significantly harder to disrupt than 
other revenue models. They deepen connections with audienc-
es and sponsors. They reinforce multiple values of a publish-
ing brand. And they can grow.”

There are also opportunities to rethink ways to deepen 
connections with audiences by rethinking the “traditional 
pledge drive” for individual financial support. Two years ago, 
as a Visiting Nieman Fellow at Harvard University, I looked 
into ways that traditional public membership could be broad-
ened and strengthened so public radio and television stations 
would become more essential to the communities they served. 
The report took as its starting point that building relationships 
with potential donors would lead to sustained support — not 
just of money but of time and advocacy on behalf of a station.

Donor retention research generally backs up this idea. 
People who identify with organizations are more likely to for-
malize that identification through donations or support. And 
people are more likely to identify with organizations if they 
think the work matters, if they’re actively engaged with the 
work, or if they think the organization values their contribu-

Join SPJ with low monthly payments!

Become part of the nation’s largest, most broad-based journalism  
organization for just a few dollars a month with our new AutoDues billing 
option. It’s designed to make all the benefits of membership easily fit into 

anyone’s budget with a low, automatic payment that gives you access to 
everything SPJ offers — networking, training, advocacy and more.

> Visit spj.org/autodues.asp for more details
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tions. In turn, they trust the organization more, feel more in-
vested and loyal to the organization, and are more likely to 
identify — and therefore contribute — to the organization in 
some way. In other words, developing these kinds of engaged 
relationships can strengthen both an organization’s impact 
and its bottom line.

There are many examples of media organizations outside 
public media that have started to follow this philosophy and 
successfully develop engagement strategies that empower 
their communities and treat them as collaborators. In their 
reports, Guzman and Das list dozens of examples. But we 
can also look outside traditional media organizations for 
creative inspiration.

One of my favorites is the Smithsonian Transcription Cen-
ter, which asks participants around the world to help the 
Smithsonian transcribe ephemera from its collections. In turn, 
participants are often the first to see newly digitized collec-
tions and also receive access to exclusive online Q&A’s with 
Smithsonian curators. The project has saved the Smithsonian 
tens of thousands of dollars, and participants are more likely 
to donate to the Smithsonian, volunteer in person or tell others 
about their deeper relationship with the collection (which, in 
turn, attracts more volunteers).

Another example I like to point to is from an unexpected 
source: the Harley-Davidson corporation. Anyone who buy 
a motorcycle receives a membership to the Harley Owners 
Group. HOG sends a magazine and offers roadside support, 
but it also organizes local weekend rides that connect par-
ticipants to each other — which increases their brand affinity 
and the likelihood that they’ll continue to support the Harley-
Davidson brand.

The idea that news organizations can also facilitate rela-
tionships between subscribers or readers is one area of en-
gagement that’s ripe for exploration. New York City public 
radio station WNYC  has held date nights for members. Peter 
Sagal, host of NPR’s “Wait Wait...Don’t Tell Me!,” sometimes or-
ganizes runs in cities he visits. 

This is also a smart way to increase affinity and engage-
ment. A June 2015 paper called “Brand Community” in the Ox-
ford University Press and Journal of Consumer Research by re-
searchers Albert Muniz and Thomas O’Guinn spelled out why: 

Members of affiliated groups experience what the researchers 
call “we-ness” — meaning “they feel an important connection 
to the brand, but more importantly, they feel a stronger connec-
tion toward one another." 

Brands, they write, are “social entities,” and communities 
are created as much by consumers of the brands themselves 
as they are by marketers. In other words, readers of The New 
York Times want to meet and hang out with other readers of 
The New York Times. And by hanging out or going to events, 
they may also develop a deeper affinity for the paper itself in 
addition to each other.

It’s easy for us to write off engagement as a “buzzword” or 
the latest amorphous trend that tends to captivate news orga-
nizations. But here’s the point: Developing these kinds of deep, 
meaningful, two-way relationships clearly pays off. By listen-
ing to communities and by including them in the storytelling 
process, newsrooms can ensure that their product “reflects (the 
community’s) experience and meets their needs,” as Andrew 
Haeg notes. It’s also likely to build trust with your community, 
a necessary task at a time when few U.S. adults trust the infor-
mation they get from their news organizations. 

In other words, we should engage with and listen to our au-
diences because it’s not just a trend; it means better stories, 
better sources, more loyal audiences and better ideas to help 
us sustain journalism in the United States.t

Melody Joy Kramer is a Peabody Award-winning journalist and digital 
strategist who spent a decade in public media helping stations and NPR 
reach and better understand audiences. A former Visiting Nieman Fellow, 
she currently leads audience growth and engagement for the Wikimedia  
Foundation, writes a weekly column on news innovation for the Poynter  
Institute and helps news organizations all over the country develop strat-
egies for better reaching and engaging their audiences. Email: melody 
kramer@gmail.com On Twitter: @mkramer.

“She called Melissa, who lived three blocks away. After she arrived, they 
gathered in the living room and made small talk. Then, from a shirt pocket, 
Steve pulled out his handwritten notes.

Mom and I saw a neurologist. I have a spot in my brain. I am being hon-
est. If this progresses into Alzheimer's, I know what it is like. I saw my mom. 
I experienced the pain of her personality changing, her being unkind to me 
and saying hurtful things.

If I ever do or say anything hurtful, I want you to know that I am sorry.
No matter what I do and say, you are my little girl and I love you.”
This is an example of what I call a Steve section, using his words from a 

letter to illustrate communication with his family, and therefore to readers:
My music is my soul.
At first, I could play fluently.
Then I struggled to play the song.
Then I struggled to remember that I used to play the song.
Then I struggled to remember I was the person who wrote the song.
Before you ever begin writing, pause and reflect: How and who is the best 

way to tell this story?t

NARRATIVE WRITING
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 9

It’s easy for us to write off engagement as a 
“buzzword” or the latest amorphous trend 
that tends to captivate news organizations. 
But here’s the point: Developing these kinds 
of deep, meaningful, two-way relationships 
clearly pays off. By listening to communi-
ties and by including them in the storytelling 
process, newsrooms can ensure that their 
product “reflects (the community’s) experi-
ence and meets their needs.”
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MISTAKES WITH MODIFIERS are common in 
media writing. But they’re also easy to recognize 

and remedy. Most can reside comfortably under the head-
ing “misplaced.” That’s what usually goes wrong with er-
rant modifiers, whether they dangle or squint: They end up 
in the wrong place.

Modifiers are optional words, phrases or clauses that pro-
vide description in sentences by modifying (changing) other 
words, phases or clauses. Modifiers can add detail, limit or 
otherwise alter the meaning of another word or phrase. 

Because modifier placement is essential to clarity, 
careful writers keep modifiers as close as possible to 
whatever they modify — usually directly before. For ex-
ample, “only” is the modifier below. Watch how its place-
ment dictates the sentence’s meaning:

• He only had a few bucks.
• Only he had a few bucks.
• He had only a few bucks.
The first two examples misplace the modifier. In the 

first, can “only” modify “had”? How can we “only have”? 
In the second, is it only HE who has a few bucks? Everyone 
else is broke? Is that the sense of the sentence? The third 
example — “only a few bucks” — correctly places the 
modifier directly in front of the phrase it modifies. 

“Only” is a commonly misplaced modifier. So is “sin-
gle” (as in single best, single worst, single most): 

• It was the single best event of the summer.

• His description of the murder was the single worst 
account I’ve heard in 50 years of policing. 

• They said the discovery was the single most impor-
tant result of their research.

The problem is that “single” doesn’t modify such super-
latives as “best,” worst” and “most.” It modifies something 
else in the sentence — and it’s worth it in grace and preci-
sion to discover what that something else is. In these ex-
amples, it’s the best single event, the worst single account 
and the most important single result.

A squinting (or two-way) modifier confuses because 
it’s placed in the sentence in such a way that it could 
sensibly modify two elements. In the examples below, 
“rarely,” “recently” and “almost” are squinting modifiers:

• Adults who napped rarely were tired.
•The diamond necklace Mary inherited recently was 

stolen.
• John almost failed every part of the physical fit-

ness test.
Is it that adults who rarely napped are tired? Or adults 

who napped are rarely tired? 
Did Mary recently inherit the necklace? Or was it re-

cently stolen? 
Did John almost fail every part of the test? Or did he 

fail almost every part of the test?
The dangling modifier is another common placement 

error. Danglers often set up ridiculous or amusing situ-
ations by misplacing words or phrases so they seem to 
modify the wrong element in the sentence. 

A reporter wrote, for example, that a suspect “was of 
medium height with curly blonde hair weighing about 200 
pounds.” And a film critic wrote: “The movie reminded me 
of a Spencer Tracy film I saw with Katharine Hepburn.” 

We know that the suspect weighed about 200 pounds, 
not his hair. And that Hepburn did not attend the movie 
with the critic; rather, she starred in it. More:

• Witnesses said the officer repeatedly hit the sus-
pect with the nightstick.

• After discussing it with the surgeon, the prognosis 
was less daunting.

• Having said that, his career in business has not 
helped him meet the challenges of high office. 

Who has the nightstick, the suspect or the officer? 
Did the prognosis discuss something with the surgeon? 
And does “having said that” modify “his career”? We see 
with the last two examples that some modifiers dangle 
because what they actually modify is not present in the 
sentence. Fixing such danglers means providing the miss-
ing element. Here, we need a subject for the discussion 
with the surgeon and for the phrase “having said that”:

• After discussing it with the surgeon, he found his 
prognosis less daunting.

• Having said that, I want to add that his career in 
business has not helped . . . 

Aside from keeping modifiers as close as possible to 
whatever they modify, the best defense against modi-
fier mistakes is reading our work aloud. If we’ve crafted 
a sentence that says something we didn’t intend, chances 
are we’ll catch the error if we hear it. “Neighbors said she 
walked the dog in an abbreviated halter top” might get 
past our writer’s (and our editor’s) eye. But if we listen as 
well as look, we’ll probably understand that it’s the dog 
who seems skimpily attired — rather than the dog-sitter.t

WORDS & LANGUAGE

Because modifier placement is 
essential to clarity, careful writers 
keep modifiers as close as possi-
ble to whatever they modify — usu-
ally directly before.
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HILARY NILES

UNLESS YOU KNOW exactly what you want, 
you’re sure not to get it.” 

I could attempt to diagram that sentence. Instead, I’ll 
explain how this nugget of advice became a cornerstone of 
my freelance business — and how it can help yours. 

Those words stuck with me for years after meeting 
a friend of my in-laws. Bill is a self-made millionaire — 
twice so, actually, having lost everything around mid-life 
and rebounding. I know Bill as intense, charming and 
generous. In telling me his story, he shared the secret of  
his success. 

Perhaps the awkwardness of the sentence syntax is 
part of why it stuck with me. But more so, the advice reso-
nated. It articulated in a new way something I had long 
admired in others and tried to cultivate in my own life: 
self-direction. A sense of agency. Firm rooting. Clear goals. 

It was on my mind years later as I reluctantly realized 
my staff reporting position wasn’t satisfying crucial ele-
ments of my drive for journalism. I kept returning to those 
words as I grappled with the question: If this job isn’t what 
I want, what do I want instead?

“Unless you know exactly what you want, you’re sure 
not to get it.” 

I knew I wanted to get it. But I didn’t know what “it” 
was. But I’m a journalist, a storyteller. We find and choose 
details that illustrate and symbolize the deeper concepts 
we report on. So I got to work. 

I journaled. I talked with my husband, family, close 
friends and professional mentors. I compared options, 
breaking down the good/bad/ugly elements of each.  
I ignored what “it” might look like and focused instead on 
the values underlying my sense of success. Going back to 
the options I had researched, I checked off whether they 
got me any closer to the “it” I was after.   

No matter where you are in your freelance business 
— successful and loving it, thinking of striking out solo, or 
somewhere in between — here are some resources I’ve 
found helpful in any stage. These may help you formulate 
a vision, bring it to the next level with an action plan, tap 
the collective wisdom of the SPJ Freelance Community, 
or simply find the camaraderie we often miss not working 
from a newsroom: 

• “Lean” business planning is a pared-back approach 
in which you can invest as much or as little time as you’d 
like. The internet is riddled with this. I’ve found Tim Berry’s 
template at leanplan.com helpful. 

• A 12-month cashflow lays out the big picture of 
your financial cycles. SCORE offers a great template (see  
tinyurl.com/scorecashflow). I’ve added fields to mine 

to help schedule my editorial calendar around my cash-
flow needs. 

• On Your Own: A Guide to Freelance Journalism is an 
ebook written by SPJ freelance members over the years. 
It covers everything from introductory issues and business 
considerations to finances, marketing and other tools. 
(Note: Access is free but only available to SPJ members. 
Visit spj.org/freelance-guide.asp) 

• SPJ’s Freelance Community is also a phenomenal 
brain trust. Our Facebook group is 550-plus strong, and 
we host occasional old-school, online chats about a vari-
ety of issues. Please join us and chime in! (spj.org/free 
lance.asp.)

If looking for clarity about what you’re after, here are 
some prompts to help you get started. 

• If money were no object, how would you want to 
spend your time? 

• If you could live anywhere, where would you want to be? 
• Where are you “at” with work now — whether free-

lance or other employment? List specifically what you like 
about it and what you don’t. 

• How much money do you actually need? How much 
do you really want? 

• If you were to diversify your offerings — perhaps by 
working in different mediums — what would be the per-
fect blend? 

• If you could focus on only one project, what would it be?

The clarity and support I’ve found from those resources 
and reflections have helped me stay firmly rooted in my 
freelance business plan. I've even turned down work when 
money was tight — because some “opportunities” are ac-
tually distractions in disguise, and if they lead you too far 
astray, it can be hard to get back on track. 

I got to see Bill again last year. He beamed when I told 
him that his single sentence had helped me so much. He 
knew exactly what I was referring to, and even completed 
the sentence in unison with me as I recited it back to him. It 
turns out, that’s one of the first lessons he instills in anyone 
he mentors. 

He then told me the second: Knowing exactly what you 
want doesn’t mean you’re always going to get it! Be pre-
pared for disappointments. Just return to the drawing board 
when you meet them and keep going after your goals. 

As freelancers, we enjoy latitude to chart our own 
course. Give your work the respect it deserves by staying 
actively engaged with your business. The more you do so, 
the more likely it will achieve true success — as a reflec-
tion of you.t
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M
aybe they’re right. 

Maybe we all need someone to 
blame. 

Maybe it is the Mexicans’ fault 
the factories have closed and you can’t go to your 
old doctor and kids are rude and someone broke 
the passenger window of my brother-in-law’s 
pickup truck. Hell, maybe the Islamic Brotherhood 
broke Duane’s window and stole three bucks in 
meter change.

And maybe we should find someone to blame 
too — for the election, for the death of democracy 
and American ideals and language, and, you know,  
the planet.

W W W W W W W W W W W W W W W W W W W W W

For a while, I blamed my dipstick brother-in-law 
Duane, my wife’s sister’s husband, and a model of 
made-in-America jackassery. I knew it wasn’t fair 
blaming him, but maybe fairness is in the eye of the 
beholder now. You know, like truth?

But then I found something else to blame: 
Duane’s Dodge Ram pickup.

Duane’s Dodge Ram pickup is covered in flag-
and-eagle bumper stickers. Duane’s Dodge Ram 
pickup has a chrome grill that looks like the vil-
lain’s chest-plate from a Mad Max movie. Duane’s 
Dodge Ram has a double-extended cab and a 
truck-bed tool box, two extra back tires, a turbo 385 
horsepower diesel engine capable of 900 pound-
feet of torque, a max payload of 6,700 pounds and 

the ability to tow, should Duane feel the urge, 31,000 
pounds of assault rifles or demolition derby cars or 
dead elk.

Duane doesn’t haul anything, though. Duane 
lives in the suburbs and manages a swimming pool 
supply store. He mostly drives his massive truck 
to work and, on weekends, to my house, where he 
drinks my whiskey and cheerfully tells me all the 
things his truck could do if he wanted. “I could pull 
down a full-grown Doug fir,” he said.

“Like, for a Christmas tree?” I asked.
He shrugged. “I could grate a road.”
These were the conversations Duane and I had 

before the election. During the election, we talked 
about the people Duane insisted were “ruining the 
country … the ‘letists.”

“Who?”
“You know, the ‘letists. The government, profes-

sors, teachers union, lame-stream media.”
I reminded him that I was a newspaper copy 

editor, a member of the media, that I had a master’s 
degree from Northwestern and that he made more 
money than I did selling air mattresses and chlo-
rine. 

But it never matters what I say. Duane just smiles 
and says, “Aw, I don’t mean you, Jay. I like you.”

And honestly, I like Duane. When my daughter 
had an eating disorder, there was no more support-
ive person than Duane. When my father died, the 
first person to the house was Duane. 

No, I liked Duane. But I despised his truck.

BY JESS WALTER
PAYLOAD

NOTE: This original short story by author and former journalist Jess Walter comes as part of Quill’s  
“Journalists Not Being Journalists” series, encouraging creative pursuits by journalists outside the daily 
deadline. Walter first read it in April at the Pie & Whiskey event during the annual Get Lit Festival in  
Spokane, Washington. It is a work of fiction.
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I live in Spokane, Washington, a blu-
ish city ringed by reddish suburbs, and 
the farther out you get from the city cen-
ter, the more you see these giant trucks. 
After the election, I found myself glar-
ing at these trucks as they rumbled up 
to red lights, giving them the bird as 
they came barreling up aggressively in 
my rearview.

And I suppose that’s why I took a four-
iron to Duane’s passenger window that 
day. 

I still can’t quite explain how it hap-
pened. I was driving down Division 
Street and saw Duane’s truck at a gun 
shop, and the next thing I knew, my 
trunk was open, and I was holding a 
golf club and Duane’s alarm was going 
off and that’s when I reached in through 
the broken window, grabbed some quar-
ters, jumped in my Subaru Outback and 
drove off. 

W W W W W W W W W W W W W W W W 

Duane got the window fixed. He mut-
tered something about gangs and drugs 
and never suspected what I’d done.

But by then, I was obsessed with sep-
arating my sweet-stupid brother-in-law 
from his 12-miles-to-the-gallon compen-
sating for some of his anatomy rolling 
metaphor. 

A few weeks later I was driving home 
from work when I saw two state troopers 
staging a DUI sting in a grove of trees 
on a stretch of highway where there had 
been some accidents. 

As I drove past, the whole thing 
played out in my head — not like a plan, 
but like a dream I’d had, or a memory of 
something that had already happened.

I pulled out my cell phone and called 
Duane. We small talked. And then I sug-
gested we meet for a drink at a bar near 
there. He said, “When?” I said, “How 
about now?” He said, “That’s what I like 
about you, Jay.”

He showed up within 10 minutes. 
Inside, I bought round after round of 
Duane’s go-to drink: Jim Beam. Rocks. 
“Two more bourbons here.” 

We drank whiskey and talked about 
our daughters (mine was doing much 
better; his was turning out for the vol-
leyball team). We drank whiskey and 

When I give readings or lectures at colleges, after 
all the boring “future of the novel” talk, there’s 
always one student who looks around sheepishly 
and asks: “Would you go into journalism today?”

I have been a novelist for almost 20 years, 
but I always credit my journalism background 
for my discipline, for my innate curiosity, for 
my write-about-anything chops. I sometimes 
say that my writer friends with creative 
writing MFAs are like classically trained mu-
sicians while I grew up pulling requests from 
a dirty whiskey glass on the jangly   piano in 
a juke joint.

Of course, the student asking about journalism doesn’t care 
about my overly elaborate piano bar analogy. And she certainly doesn’t want to hear 
some old reporter pining for a world that no longer exists: Hot lead! Afternoon news-
papers! Advertising! pensions!

No, this questioner is either majoring in journalism, thinking of majoring in journal-
ism or in the unenviable position of defending to her parents why she has chosen jour-
nalism as a major instead of something more stable and lucrative like … well, anything.

The real question is: With dying revenues and competition and corporate misman-
agement and fewer jobs (that pay less) and declining public trust and social media 
echo chambers and, perhaps worst of all, a president who overtly attacks the news 
media — with all of this, would I still go into journalism? 

Yes, I tell the questioner. I would.
I loved being a reporter. I learned so much so fast — about systems and institu-

tions — and most of all about people, how they talk, what they want. In eight years 
I got enough material for stories and novels and screenplays to last a lifetime. And 
you won’t meet a better group than a roomful of reporters, that brilliant collection of 
underachievers, the smartest B students in the world. The skills you gain as a reporter 
are invaluable: the ability to write well quickly, to ask questions and deal with people, 
to handle conflict. (My wife, a former reporter, used to counsel demoralized colleagues, 
There’s a world out there that values what you can do …) 

Most of the reporters I know see it as a calling as much as a profession. And paradoxi-
cally, perhaps, the calling becomes more important as the career gets harder. This is what 
I tell the young questioner: We need good journalists now more than ever. You are 
doing something vital and necessary. Albert Camus in his book “Resistance, Rebellion 
and Death” wrote about the almost sacred power writing had against fascism during 
World War II, about the need to confront “the wager of one’s generation” and, in this 
fact-challenged world, the newspaper reporter is the writer facing the wager of our 
generation; you are part poet, part watchdog, part philosopher. Thank you, I tell the 
young journalism student. Fight for truth! Hang in there! Try not to buckle in the face 
of all that pressure! We need you!

And then, my nostalgic, self-important rant exhausted, I get the inevitable follow-
up question: “Can I get the name of your literary agent?”

Should I go into journalism, 
Mr. Former Journalist and  
Successful Novelist?

BY JESS WALTER



Whether you’re a working journalist who digs for the truth every day,
or you appreciate solid journalism that provides the information
you need to know, SPJ is the place for you. Exercise your power

by joining SPJ as a professional or become an SPJ supporter and help
in the fight for great journalism, free speech and the First Amendment.

Great journalism is a thing of

SPJ supports true, ethical, dogged reporting
that gives a voice to the voiceless.
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talked about our jobs (the newspaper 
was having another round of layoffs; 
he was expecting a big summer at the 
pool-supply store). We drank and talk-
ed politics (Duane thought we should 
“teach Kim Jong Un what crazy really 

looks like”), and it was at that point I 
got up to go to the bathroom and spilled 
my drink on Duane’s left sleeve, the one 
I imagined the state trooper leaning 
through the window to smell later.

We had five each. I stumbled leaving 
the table. 

“How about I drive you, Jay?” he asked, 

as I knew he would. “We can come back 
and get your car tomorrow.”

We crossed the parking lot and ap-
proached my enemy, the Dodge Ram 3500 
pickup, chrome teeth gleaming at me. I 
swung open the heavy door, stepped on 

the running board, climbed up and in. 
The front seat was a leather sofa. 

Duane turned onto the highway. Ken-
ny Chesney played on his truck stereo. 
Any qualms I had went away with Ken-
ny Chesney. 

As we drove past the grove of trees 
I reached out and grabbed the wheel. 

I was not nice. I was the very ‘letist Duane suspected had it  
out for good ‘Mericans like him. I was bitter and conde-
scending, the kind of ‘letist who believes in science and  
language and facts, who believes actions have consequenc-
es, and that we can do something about this insane world. 
At that moment, in fact, I was the whole Democratic Party, 
maybe the entire liberal world — angry and righteous  
and ineffective …

“Watch out!” I yelled. “Dog!”
We veered into the other lane, tires 

making a sudden chirp, before Duane 
corrected. “Did we hit it?” he asked.

“No,” I said, “it got away.”
From the grove of trees, a pair of head-

lights.
“Uh-oh,” Duane said.
And was I proud that my dark plan 

worked, that one of those state troopers 
came thundering out of the trees, his 
light bar going off, siren whelping?

Yeah. Yeah, I was. I was a little bit proud.

W W W W W W W W W W W W W W W W 

“Ah shit,” Duane said. He pulled over. 
“Shit. Shit.”

Duane doesn’t really believe in sci-
ence, otherwise I might’ve pointed out 
the relativity of time, and that the slow-
est time in the universe occurs when 
you’re sitting in your car waiting for a 
state trooper to saunter up to your door.

Duane eased his window down.
The trooper leaned into the cab. He 

sniffed the air. “License and registration.”
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Duane handed them over.
“You fellas been drinking?”
“Oh. Uh. We had one,” Duane said. 
“You swerved back there,” he said. 
“There was a dog,” Duane said. He 

looked at me for confirmation but I just 
stared straight ahead.

The trooper took a deep breath as he 
read Duane’s license. Then he backed up 
a few steps, no doubt so Duane could get 
out of the truck and begin the process of 
failing his breathalyzer test. 

“So,” the trooper said, “this is the 2016, 
huh? How you like it?”

“Oh. I love it,” Duane said. “Got it last 
spring. Had only 3,100 miles. Got it two 
grand below Blue Book.”

“That’s smart,” said the trooper, “you 
lose 5 percent driving off the lot buying 
new.” He tipped his hat back. “Diesel?”

“Yep, 385 horsepower. But still gets al-
most 18 miles to the gallon.”

I wondered if you could be charged 
with perjury for lying about your gas 
mileage.

“On the highway,” added Duane as 
he’d had the same thought.

I should’ve known what would hap-
pened next. “What kind of torque this 
baby have?” the trooper asked. The rest 
went like you’d expect (and nothing 

like if Duane was 22 and black; can you 
imagine the trooper asking, “What size 
wheels on this Jetta?”). Duane went on 
and on about the truck’s torque and its 
payload and its ability to tow, should 
Duane ever feel the urge, 31,000 pounds 
of … really, who the hell knows what?

The trooper let us go.
I sat in the passenger seat, defeated, 

dejected, dumbfounded … but maybe re-
lieved too.

“You want a drink?” I asked Duane 
when we got to my house.

“Does a dog hump your leg?”
I said, yes. Dogs often do hump legs.
“Trooper was nice,” Duane said.
I agreed. He was nice. And me?
I was not nice. I was the very ‘letist 

Duane suspected had it out for good 
‘Mericans like him. I was bitter and 
condescending, the kind of ‘letist who 
believes in science and language and 
facts, who believes actions have conse-
quences, and that we can do something 
about this insane world. At that moment, 
in fact, I was the whole Democratic Party, 
maybe the entire liberal world — angry 
and righteous and ineffective, vigor-
ously leg-humping windmills with our 
marches and our hashtags and our on-
line petitions — all the while, doomed 

to spend the next four years riding in a 
steel and chrome gas-guzzling chariot 
straight through the gates of Armaged-
don into a chapter of history so stupid 
they will have to tell it in coloring books.

W W W W W W W W W W W W W W W W 

I stood in my driveway with Duane. 
We drank more whiskey and stared at 
his Dodge Ram.

“It IS a nice truck,” I said by way of 
apology.

He nodded, but sort of wistfully. And 
that’s when he admitted he was thinking 
of trading it in. The new Ford F-350 had a 
payload of 7,350 pounds and could haul 
34,000 pounds.

I nodded. “Well, then you’d best go-‘n-
get it.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Prolly.”
I held up the whiskey bottle. “One 

more?”
Duane looked over at me, his brother-

in-law, his friend. “Does a cat lick its 
own ass?”

Yes, I told Duane, they often do that.t

Jess Walter was a reporter for The Spokesman-
Review in Spokane, Washington, from 1986 to 
1994. He is the author of eight books, most recently  
the No. 1 best-selling novel “Beautiful Ruins” and 
the story collection “We Live in Water.”
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Donor Information:
Donor Name: _______________________________________________

Donor E-mail Address: _______________________________________

Donor Address:  _____________________________________________

City, State, Zip:  _____________________________________________

The deadline for submitting auction items is 
August 4, 2017.
Please send this form with your item to:
Legal Defense Fund Auction
Society of Professional Journalists
3909 N. Meridian St.
Indianapolis, IN 46208

Questions?
Katie Hunt, Fundraising Coordinator
317-920-4782 ext. 204
khunt@spj.org

The Society of Professional Journalists collects and 
distributes contributions for aiding journalists in defending the freedom 
of speech and press guaranteed by the First Amendment of the United 
States Constitution.

Each year at the conference, auctions are held to benefit the Legal  
Defense Fund. The primary role of the Legal Defense Fund is to  
initiate and support litigation that enforces public access to government 
records and proceedings, which can be the most expensive way to  
defend the First Amendment. Please join us in our efforts by donating an 
item to the Legal Defense Fund Auction.

Item Information:
Item: _______________________________________________________

Fair Market Value: $ __________________________________________

Description: ________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________

__

2017 Excellence in Journalism Conference

LEGAL DEFENSE FUND AUCTION
September 7-9    Anaheim, California     

Please note: Auction items will not be accepted on-site. Donations are not tax-deductible.

Society of Professional Journalists
3909 N. Meridian St., Indianapolis, IN 46208      (p) 317.927.8000      (f) 317.920.4789      spj.org

Questions about items to donate? Please contact SPJ.



Contact Chrystal Parvin at 
317.361.4132 or cparvin@spj.org 
to order

Need to add some SPJ swag to your grad garb? We’ve got  
you covered with a signature blue and white cord that features 
a perfectly placed SPJ charm. 

Order today while supplies last —you don’t want to miss out!
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Quill
TOOLBOX

PEOPLE ARE TOLD since childhood to be cau-
tious about the company they keep. Parents don’t 

want their children hanging with the proverbial bad kids 
or those known to make trouble. The old adage is impor-
tant to remember as journalists and news organizations 
become increasingly involved with various collaborations.

Partnerships between journalists and news organiza-
tions are not new, of course. Collaborations and partner-
ships among the press are proven ways to lobby for more 
access and get to the bottom of a story.

After the 1976 murder of political and investigative re-
porter Don Bolles of the Arizona Republic, dozens of jour-
nalists and news organizations famously banded together 
under the name The Arizona Project to expose corruption 
in the state. The mission was to show people that killing a 
journalist doesn’t kill a story.

News organizations like ProPublica and other non-
profits now thrive on collaborations, too. One recent 
partnership earned ProPublica and the New York Daily 
News the 2017 Pulitzer Prize for public service. Similarly, 
the 2017 Pulitzer Prize for explanatory reporting went to 
the International Consortium of Investigative Journalists, 
McClatchy and the Miami Herald for their work on the 
Panama Papers.

People may have valid concerns about these proj-
ects reducing competition and decreasing the number of 
stories, but journalists and news organizations working 
together is not necessarily a bad practice. In fact, it’s a 
reality of today’s world. As newsroom resources and funds 
become more scarce, the number of collaborations and 
partnerships will increase.

Journalists and news organizations should not blind-
ly enter partnerships, however. A lot of consideration 
and examination should go into the decisions behind 
partnerships.

One good way to evaluate the worth of a partner-
ship in the world of journalism is to see how it aligns 
with the spirit of SPJ’s Code of Ethics. The Code touches 
on getting information to the public, preventing unnec-
essary harm and being independent, accountable and 
transparent. Perhaps an agreement is not in anyone’s 
best interest if a partnership takes journalists away from  
these missions.

For example, does the partnership in some way tie 
the hands of journalists and keep information or data 
from reaching the public? Does the system allow the 
journalists and news organization to maintain editorial 
control? Or, does the agreement lead journalists away 
from covering already underrepresented members of  
a community?

Journalists and news organizations should also 
realize that not all partnerships are created equal. A 
partnership with ProPublica or another non-profit news 
organization may be a proverbial no-brainer, but a part-
nership with a private for-profit company may require 
additional scrutiny.

Private companies, especially social media companies, 
are starting to interact more and more with news orga-
nizations. During the 2016 election, Sinclair Broadcast 
Group announced a partnership with a mobile video com-
pany so its viewers could share video from polling places. 
Twitter has long partnered with news organizations for 
live events. Facebook also continues to push for more en-
gagement with newsrooms.

Private companies obviously have different aims than 
their partner news organizations. A social media compa-
ny’s primary mission may not be to inform the public. In-
stead, they may be more interested in getting users added 
to platforms.

Additionally, private companies tend to be much more 
secretive than news organizations. Facebook, for example, 
is known well for its secrecy. Journalists and news orga-
nizations should be transparent with the public, but that 
might not be possible if a social media company demands 
secrecy from its partner.

Journalists involved in negotiating partnerships and 
deals need to do their due diligence when evaluating 
agreements. As they do in their day-to-day jobs, journal-
ists need to be gatekeepers to protect, preserve and de-
fend public enlightenment.t

Potential pitfalls of partnerships

ETHICS

Struggling with a dilemma 

on deadline, or just want 

to talk about a tough call 

you’ve had to make?  

Call SPJ’s Ethics Hotline at  

(317) 927-8000, ext. 208. 

Leave a message, and a 

member of SPJ’s Ethics 

Committee will soon be  

in touch.

ANDREW  
SEAMAN

Andrew Seaman is chairman  

of the SPJ Ethics Committee 

and a health/medical  

reporter for Reuters. Contact 

him at andrew.m.seaman@
gmail.com. On Twitter:  

@andrewmseaman
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NEWSPAPERS/WIRE SERVICES
DEADLINE REPORTING 
(Daily Circulation of 100,001+)
STAFF, SAN FRANCISCO CHRONICLE
“Ghost Ship Warehouse Fire”

DEADLINE REPORTING 
(Daily Circulation of 50,001-100,000)
STAFF, SAN ANTONIO EXPRESS-NEWS
"Death of a Jurist"

DEADLINE REPORTING 
(Daily Circulation of 1-50,000)
DAVID UNZE, KIRSTI MAROHN, STEPHANIE 
DICKRELL AND JENNY BERG, ST. CLOUD TIMES
“Heinrich Confesses to Wetterling's Death”

DEADLINE REPORTING 
(Non-Daily Publication)
JEN COLLETTA, PAIGE COOPERSTEIN  
AND SCOTT DRAKE, PHILADELPHIA GAY NEWS
“Philly, Nation Respond to Orlando Massacre”

NON-DEADLINE REPORTING 
(Daily Circulation of 100,001+)
JERRY ZREMSKI, THE BUFFALO NEWS
“From Burma to Buffalo”

NON-DEADLINE REPORTING 
(Daily Circulation of 50,001-100,000)
JOSH SALMAN, EMILY LE COZ  
AND ELIZABETH JOHNSON,  
SARASOTA HERALD TRIBUNE
“Bias on the Bench” 

NON-DEADLINE REPORTING 
(Daily Circulation of 1-50,000)
STAFF, THE VILLAGES DAILY SUN
“Redefining Justice”

NON-DEADLINE REPORTING 
(Non-Daily Publication)
NAOMI ZEVELOFF, FORWARD
“What Ever Became of the Children of Jerusalem?”

INVESTIGATIVE REPORTING 
(Daily Circulation of 100,001+)
LENNY BERNSTEIN, DAVID S. FALLIS  
AND SCOTT HIGHAM, THE WASHINGTON POST
“The DEA Dilemma” 

INVESTIGATIVE REPORTING 
(Daily Circulation of 50,001-100,000)
SARAH REESE AND LAUREN CROSS, 
THE TIMES OF NORTHWEST INDIANA
“Lead, Arsenic Contamination in East Chicago, Indiana's West 
Calumet Housing Complex”

INVESTIGATIVE REPORTING 
(Daily Circulation of 1-50,000)
SARAH BUTRYMOWICZ AND JACKIE MADER,  
THE HECHINGER REPORT & THE CLARION-LEDGER
"Mississippi Child Care Crisis"

INVESTIGATIVE REPORTING 
(Non-Daily Publication)
KATELYN FERRAL, THE CAPITAL TIMES
"Neglecting Wisconsin's Vets"

SEE THE WINNERS’ WORK: spj.org/sdxa16.asp

2016
The Sigma Delta Chi Awards date back to 1932, when the Society first honored six individuals for contributions to journal-

ism. The current program began in 1939 when the organization recognized excellence through the Distinguished Service 
Awards. The honors later became the Sigma Delta Chi Awards, reflecting the name of the journalism fraternity started in 

1909 that later became the Society of Professional Journalists.

This year SPJ selected 85 winners in categories covering print, radio, television,  
research, art/graphics, newsletters and online for work published or broadcast  
in 2016.

For links to the winners’ work, see the Sigma Delta Chi Awards page  
at spj.org/sdxa16.asp



MAY/JUNE 2017 Quill 35

FEATURE REPORTING 
(Daily Circulation of 100,001+)
CHRISTOPHER GOFFARD,  
LOS ANGELES TIMES
“Framed: A Mystery in Six Parts”

FEATURE REPORTING 
(Daily Circulation of 50,001-100,000)
STEPHANIE INNES,  
ARIZONA DAILY STAR
“The Hardest Test”

FEATURE REPORTING 
(Daily Circulation of 1-50,000)
SÖNKE IWERSEN,  
HANDELSBLATT GLOBAL EDITION
“Edward Snowden's Guardian Angels”

FEATURE REPORTING 
(Non-Daily Publication)
LEIF REIGSTAD, HOUSTON PRESS
“Kush City”

EDITORIAL WRITING 
(Daily Circulation of 100,001+)
SHARON GRIGSBY, MICHAEL 
LINDENBERGER AND JAMES RAGLAND,  
THE DALLAS MORNING NEWS 
“Ambush in Dallas”

EDITORIAL WRITING 
(Daily Circulation of 1-100,000/Non-Daily Publication)
BRIAN COLLIGAN, THE VIRGINIAN-PILOT
“The Jailhouse Death of Jamycheal Mitchell”

WASHINGTON CORRESPONDENCE
DAVID A. FAHRENTHOLD,  
THE WASHINGTON POST
"A Portrait of Donald Trump"

FOREIGN CORRESPONDENCE
STAFF, LOS ANGELES TIMES
"The Desperate Trek"

GENERAL COLUMN WRITING 
(Daily Circulation of 100,001+)
ERIKA D. SMITH, THE SACRAMENTO BEE

GENERAL COLUMN WRITING
(Daily Circulation of 1-100,000/Non-Daily Publication)
MARK D. HARMON, 
KNOXVILLE NEWS SENTINEL
"From Tennessee to the World"

SPORTS COLUMN WRITING 
(Daily Circulation of 100,001+)
JASON GAY,  
THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

SPORTS COLUMN WRITING
(Daily Circulation of 1-100,000/Non-Daily Publication)
TOM ARCHDEACON,  
DAYTON DAILY NEWS

PUBLIC SERVICE JOURNALISM 
(Daily Circulation of 100,001+)
STAFF, HOUSTON CHRONICLE
“Denied: How Texas Keeps Tens of Thousands of Children Out 
of Special Education”

PUBLIC SERVICE JOURNALISM 
(Daily Circulation of 50,001-100,000)
STAFF, THE SALT LAKE TRIBUNE
“Flawed Responses to Campus Sexual Assault”

PUBLIC SERVICE JOURNALISM 
(Daily Circulation of 1-50,000)
JONATHAN D. AUSTIN,  
THE VIRGIN ISLANDS DAILY NEWS
“Obfuscation and Ignorance”

PUBLIC SERVICE JOURNALISM 
(Non-Daily Publication)
STAFF, MLIVE
“Flint Water Crisis”

MAGAZINES
MAGAZINE INVESTIGATIVE REPORTING 
(National Circulation)
JORDAN ROBERTSON, MICHAEL RILEY  
AND ANDREW WILLIS,  
BLOOMBERG BUSINESSWEEK
“Bloomberg Businessweek: How to Hack an Election”

MAGAZINE INVESTIGATIVE REPORTING 
(Regional/Local Circulation)
PATRICK MICHELS AND GUS BOVA,  
THE TEXAS OBSERVER
“Who Guards the Guardians?”

MAGAZINE WRITING 
(National Circulation)
GEORGE SAUNDERS, THE NEW YORKER 
“Trump Days”

MAGAZINE WRITING 
(Regional/Local Circulation)
NEIL SWIDEY,  
THE BOSTON GLOBE MAGAZINE
“The Reckoning"

PUBLIC SERVICE IN MAGAZINE 
JOURNALISM 
(National Circulation)
SCOTT ANDERSON, PAOLO PELLEGRIN  
AND BEN SOLOMON, 
THE NEW YORK TIMES MAGAZINE 
“Fractured Lands"

PUBLIC SERVICE IN MAGAZINE 
JOURNALISM 
(Regional/Local Circulation)
NEIL SWIDEY,  
BOSTON GLOBE MAGAZINE
“Hopes, Dreams, Debt”

ART/GRAPHICS
BREAKING NEWS PHOTOGRAPHY 
(Newspaper Circulation of 100,001+,  
Affiliated Website, National Magazine)
BURHAN OZBILICI,  
THE ASSOCIATED PRESS
“An Assassination”

BREAKING NEWS PHOTOGRAPHY 
(Newspaper Circulation of 1-100,000, Regional Maga-
zine, Non-Daily Publication or Online Independent)
ALEPPO MEDIA CENTER 
AND SCOTT MC KIERNAN,  
ZUMA PRESS INC.
“Homeless”

EDITORIAL CARTOONING 
(Newspaper Circulation of 100,001+,  
Affiliated Website, National Magazine)
NATE BEELER, THE COLUMBUS DISPATCH

EDITORIAL CARTOONING 
(Newspaper Circulation of 1-100,000, Regional Maga-
zine, Non-Daily Publication or Online Independent)
ANGELO LOPEZ, PHILIPPINES TODAY

FEATURE PHOTOGRAPHY 
(Newspaper Circulation of 100,001+, Affiliated 
Website, National Magazine)
FELIPE DANA, THE ASSOCIATED PRESS
“Brazil: Living Wth Zika”

FEATURE PHOTOGRAPHY 
(Newspaper Circulation of 1-100,000, Regional Maga-
zine, Non-Daily Publication or Online Independent)
JAKE MAY,  
THE FLINT JOURNAL AND MLIVE.COM
“Flint Water Crisis”

INFORMATIONAL GRAPHICS 
(Newspaper Circulation of 100,001+,  
Affiliated Website, National Magazine)
JONATHAN KEEGAN AND WILSON ROTHMAN, 
THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
“Blue Feed/Red Feed”

INFORMATIONAL GRAPHICS
(Newspaper Circulation of 1-100,000, Regional Maga-
zine, Non-Daily Publication or Online Independent)
KENT TRAVIS, THE TENNESSEAN
“Rivers of Tennessee”

SPORTS PHOTOGRAPHY 
(Newspaper Circulation of 100,001+,  
Affiliated Website, National Magazine)
LINDSEY WASSON, THE SEATTLE TIMES
“The Save”

SPORTS PHOTOGRAPHY 
(Newspaper Circulation of 1-100,000, Regional Maga-
zine, Non-Daily Publication or Online Independent)
SCOTT MC KIERNAN AND MARK AVERY,  
ZUMA PRESS INC.
“The War Is NOT Over! ”

SEE THE WINNERS’ WORK: spj.org/sdxa16.asp
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RADIO
BREAKING NEWS REPORTING 
(1-100 Market or Network Syndication)
STAFF, CBS RADIO NEWS
“Pulse Nightclub”

BREAKING NEWS REPORTING 
(101+ Market)
LANCE OROZCO, KCLU AM/FM 
“Inferno Threatens Santa Barbara County Homes”

INVESTIGATIVE REPORTING 
(1-100 Market or Network Syndication)
HOWARD BERKES, ROBERT LITTLE, NICOLE 
BEEMSTERBOER AND BENNY BECKER,  
OHIO VALLEY RESOURCE/ 
NATIONAL PUBLIC RADIO
“Advanced Black Lung Cases Surge in Appalachia”

INVESTIGATIVE REPORTING 
(101+ Market)
DEBORAH SHAAR,  
KMUW 89.1FM WICHITA PUBLIC RADIO
“FAA Plan to Shift Weather Observations at Airport Raises 
Safety Concerns”

FEATURE REPORTING 
(1-100 Market or Network Syndication)
JAKE HARPER, SIDE EFFECTS PUBLIC MEDIA
“A Life of Predictable Emergencies: Undocumented  
on Dialysis”

FEATURE REPORTING
(101+ Markets)
MALLORY NOE-PAYNE, WVTF/RADIO IQ
“Not All Felons Want to Vote: A Community Worn Down  
by Politics”

DOCUMENTARIES
(1-100 Market or Network Syndication)
STAFF, CBS RADIO NEWS
“America Works”

DOCUMENTARIES 
(101+ Market)
PAT DUGGINS, STAN INGOLD,  
ALEX AUBUCHON AND MACKENZIE BATES,  
ALABAMA PUBLIC RADIO 
“...And Justice for All.”

PUBLIC SERVICE IN RADIO JOURNALISM 
(1-100 Market or Network Syndication)
CHRIS ARNOLD, ROBERT SMITH  
AND ELIZABETH KULAS,  
NATIONAL PUBLIC RADIO AND PLANET MONEY
"Wells Fargo Hurts Whistleblowers: NPR Investigation Sparks 
Senate Inquiry"

PUBLIC SERVICE IN RADIO JOURNALISM 
(101+ Market)
DAVID SOMMERSTEIN, LAUREN ROSENTHAL, 
BRIT HANSON AND MARTHA FOLEY,  
NORTH COUNTRY PUBLIC RADIO
“Small Town Justice: The Nick Hillary Trial”

TELEVISION
BREAKING NEWS COVERAGE 
(Large-Market Station, 1-50 market)
BILL MELUGIN, FOX46 CHARLOTTE
“Charlotte Riots: Chaos in the Queen City”

BREAKING NEWS COVERAGE 
(Small-Market Station, 51+ market)
KEVIN BARRY, AARON GERHARDT,  
MATT LARSEN AND JASON MEYER,  
KGAN/KFXA
“Flood 2016 Breaking News Coverage”

BREAKING NEWS COVERAGE 
(Network/Syndication Service/Program Service)
AMY GOODMAN, LAURA GOTTESDIENER, 
JOHN HAMILTON AND DENIS MOYNIHAN,  
DEMOCRACY NOW! 
“Democracy Now! Reports — Standoff at Standing Rock:  
Epic Native Resistance to Dakota Access Pipeline”

DOCUMENTARIES 
(Large-Market Station, 1-50 market)
TONY KOVALESKI, BRITTANY FREEMAN, 
ANDY MILLER, LINDSAY RADFORD, RYAN 
LUBY, JASON FOSTER AND PETER LIPOMI, 
KMGH-TV
“Dying for Change: Domestic Violence Victims & Law  
Enforcement Failures”

DOCUMENTARIES 
(Small-Market Station, 51+ market)
ANTHONY AALTO, MIKE HINCHEY, 
GOPINATHA HOPE DURAN AND  
RICK BLANGIARDI,  
GREEN ISLAND FILMS
“No Room in Paradise”

DOCUMENTARIES 
(Network/Syndication Service/Program Service)
VLADIMIR DUTHIERS, JUDY TYGARD,  
CHRIS YOUNG RITZEN, MICHELLE FANUCCI, 
NANCY KRAMER, RUTH CHENETZ AND 
SUSAN ZIRINSKY,  
CBS NEWS
“48 Hours — Live to Tell: The Long Road Home”

FEATURE REPORTING 
(Large-Market Station, 1-50 market)
LARA GREENBERG AND KYLE COOPER,  
WHP CBS 21
“Bringing Back Bruce”

FEATURE REPORTING 
(Small-Market Station, 51+ market)
BLAKE ESSIG AND ALBERT LUTAN,  
KTUU-TV
“Weathering the Storm of Autism”

FEATURE REPORTING 
(Network/Syndication Service/Program Service)
MARK PHILLIPS, LYNNE EDWARDS, 
THORSTEN HOEFLE AND ANDY STEVENSON,  
CBS NEWS
“The Climate Diaries”

INVESTIGATIVE REPORTING 
(Large-Market Station, 1-50 market)
MITCH BLACHER, JIM O'DONNELL, DAN LEE 
AND CHARLIE WELLOCK,  
NBC PHILADELPHIA
“Failing at Fire Drills”

INVESTIGATIVE REPORTING 
(Network/Syndication Service/Program Service)
BRIAN ROSS, JAMES GORDON MEEK,  
BRIAN EPSTEIN, MEGAN CHRISTIE AND 
RHONDA SCHWARTZ, ABC NEWS
“20/20 Brian Ross Investigates — The Girl Left Behind” 

PUBLIC SERVICE IN TELEVISION 
JOURNALISM 
(Large-Market Station, 1-50 market)
JULIE WATTS AND CONSUMERWATCH TEAM, 
KPIX
“Toxic Safety — Investigating Car Seat Chemicals”

PUBLIC SERVICE IN TELEVISION 
JOURNALISM 
(Small-Market Station, 51+ market)
LEE ZURIK, JON TURNIPSEED, TOM WRIGHT 
AND GREG PHILLIPS, WVUE-TV 
“Medical Waste”

PUBLIC SERVICE IN TELEVISION 
JOURNALISM
(Network/Syndication Service/Program Service)
VINITA NAIR, DIANA MILLER, MARTIN FINN, 
KACI SOKOLOFF, JENNA SAKWA  
AND CHELSEA SALAHUDDIN, CBS NEWS
“CBS This Morning: EpiPen Price Uproar”

NEWSLETTERS
PUBLIC SERVICE IN NEWSLETTER 
JOURNALISM
MAVIS SCANLON,  
CALIFORNIA ENERGY MARKETS 
"Challenges Facing Pacific Gas & Electric"

RESEARCH
RESEARCH ABOUT JOURNALISM 
CHARLES LEWIS, PIETRO LOMBARDI, 
DANIEL FARBER-BALL AND KELLY MARTIN, 
INVESTIGATIVE REPORTING WORKSHOP
“The New Newsrooms”

ONLINE REPORTING
DEADLINE REPORTING 
(Affiliated)
CASSANDRA VINOGRAD, DAVID WYLLIE, 
ALASTAIR JAMIESON, JASON CUMMING, 
ALEX SMITH, MATT GRIMSON AND  
LISA MCNALLY,  
NBC NEWS
“NBC News Digital: Brussels Attacks”

SEE THE WINNERS’ WORK: spj.org/sdxa16.asp
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DIGITAL VIDEO
KAIT PARKER, MARCUS STERN,  
SPENCER WILKING, GREG GILDERMAN  
AND CRAIG WILSON, 
WEATHER.COM 
“Toxic Lake: The Untold Story of Lake Okeechobee” 

EBOOKS 
DAN SILVER, XANA O'NEILL, RYM MOMTAZ, 
DALIBOR TALAJIC AND MIROSLAV MRVA, 
ABC NEWS
“Madaya Mom”

PUBLIC SERVICE IN ONLINE JOURNALISM 
(Affiliated)
STAFF, TAMPA BAY TIMES
“PolitiFact”

PUBLIC SERVICE IN ONLINE JOURNALISM 
(Independent)
RYAN GABRIELSON AND TOPHER SANDERS, 
PROPUBLICA
“Busted”

SPECIALIZED JOURNALISM SITE
STAFF, THE ASSOCIATED PRESS
“Divided America” t

DEADLINE REPORTING 
(Independent)
STAFF,  
IRAQ OIL REPORT
“An ISIS Surprise Attack” 

INVESTIGATIVE REPORTING 
(Affiliated)
TOM BURGIS, PILITA CLARK, 
MICHAEL PEEL AND CHARLIE BIBBY, 
THE FINANCIAL TIMES
“Great Land Rush”

INVESTIGATIVE REPORTING 
(Independent)
STAFF AND UW-MADISON J475 STUDENTS,  
WISCONSIN CENTER FOR INVESTIGATIVE 
JOURNALISM
“Failure at the Faucet”

NON-DEADLINE REPORTING 
(Affiliated)
JOHN LUCIEW AND JOE HERMITT,  
PENNLIVE/PATRIOT-NEWS
“The Long Walk Home From War”

NON-DEADLINE REPORTING 
(Independent)
STAFF,  
PROPUBLICA AND THE ELECTIONLAND 
COALITION
“Electionland”

ONLINE COLUMN WRITING 
(Affiliated)
MOLLY BALL, THE ATLANTIC

ONLINE COLUMN WRITING 
(Independent)
ERIC BLACK, MINNPOST
"Eric Black Ink"

AUDIO SLIDE SHOW
MARIE CUSICK, IAN STERLING,  
TOM DOWNING AND TIM LAMBERT,  
STATEIMPACT PENNSYLVANIA
“After the Boom”

DIGITAL VIDEO
MADELEINE BARAN, SAMARA FREEMARK, 
NATALIE JABLONSKI AND CATHERINE 
WINTER, APM REPORTS
“In the Dark”

SEE THE WINNERS’ WORK: spj.org/sdxa16.asp

Kevin Smith 
Becky Tallent 
Phil Todd 
Megan Toland 
Chris Vaccaro 
Alex Veeneman
Peggy Watt 
Jay Yoo 

A SPECIAL THANK YOU TO:

SPJ Florida Pro Chapter
SPJ Pittsburgh Pro 

Chapter

Paola Marizán 
Tony Mastriani
Suzanne McBride 
Patrick McGrath 
Tom McKee 
Mac McKerral
Danielle McLean 
Debbie Michel 
Taylor Mirfendereski
Patti Newberry 
Sergy Odiduro 
Jane Primerano 
Joe Radske
Christopher Ritchie
McKenzie Romero 
Sonya Ross 
Andy Schotz
Charles Sennet 
Lori Shontz 

Ginny Frizzi and  
Chapter

Chris Gallant
Carol Goldsmith 
Irwin Gratz
Matt Grubs 
Brett Hall 
Matt Hall  
Tom Hallman 
Kelly Hawes 
David Haynes 
Robert Hernandez 
Meredith Jordan 
Blake Kaplan 
Jennifer Karchmer 
Kara Kenney 
Susie Kopen Katcef
Michael Koretzky 
Robert Leger 

Sonny Albarado  
Ira Allen  
Claudia Amezcua  
Gena Asher  
Leah Betancourt 
Art Blazer  
Jim Brown  
Tyler Chance  
Amy Cherry  
Dan Close  
Aaron Cole  
Dave Cuillier  
Paul Davis  
Jigsha Desai  
Sharon Dunten  
Debra Dylan  
Jay Evensen  
Paul Fletcher  
Robert Franklin  

THANK YOU TO THE 2016
SIGMA DELTA CHI AWARDS 

JUDGING COORDINATORS
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WHEN THE CENTER FOR MEDIA & Social 
Impact asked Sundance filmmaker Laura Poitras if 

she was a filmmaker, a journalist or both, she responded, 
“It’s journalism plus.” 

The director of the Edward Snowden documentary 
“Citizenfour” is a self-professed visual journalist. In an 
ever-changing media landscape, introducing journalism 
students to the basics of documentary filmmaking can be 
a rewarding and beneficial process. Also, teaching docu-
mentary short filmmaking is an ideal way to incorporate 
video in the journo classroom.

It is also important that j-students understand that 
the viewpoints of documentary filmmakers vary just as 
greatly as the viewpoints of journalists, but there a few 
basic rules that are universal. Three of Michael Moore’s 
“13 Rules for Making Documentary Films” are worth 
sharing with j-students. 

Moore ranked these in order for IndieWire, but the 
following may be the three most relevant for journalists.

1. “Don’t tell me shit I already know.”
If j-students are going to engage in “journalism plus,” 
it really needs to have a “plus.” Like writing, documen-
tary films need to focus on telling original stories from 
a unique perspective. Students need to document some-
thing distinctive and provide the audience with something 
worth watching.

“The Silly Bastard Next to the Bed” is a great ex-
ample of the “plus” that can be found with a little dig-
ging. Scott Calonico’s award-winning documentary short 
starts off with an amusing blooper video that leads to an 
angry phone call. The call focuses on a questionable and 
embarrassing Otis Air Force Base expenditure exposed 
by The Washington Post. 

Calonico incorporates news clips, audio files, memos, 
articles and previously classified materials. The eight-
minute short provides an insight into a unique JKF story. 
Clennon L. King’s “A Passage at St. Augustine” is an-
other great illustration.

2. “The modern documentary sadly has 
morphed into what looks like a college 
lecture, the college lecture mode of telling 
a story.”
Perhaps this is one of the rules j-students already know, 
but it’s worth repeating: There is more than one way to tell 
a story. Documentary films are no different. They all don’t 
have to go from beginning to end, but each needs to tell a 
complete story. Sharing examples of expository, observa-
tional and participatory documentaries can provide j-stu-
dents with a glimpse of the range of documentary genres.

Expository documentaries have a strong connection to 
expository essays. Most people are familiar with the Ken 
Burns classics that appear on PBS and the History Chan-
nel. The documentary short “Ken Burns on Why His For-
mula for a Great Story is 1+1=3,” provides some insight on 
how to infuse emotion in the creative process. He shares 
some of the emotions that drive him to continue to “wake 
the dead,” and to stimulate a viewer’s senses.

Observational documentaries are designed to be some-
what objective and to allow the audience to hear all of the 
stakeholders in the story. The incredibly violent documen-
tary “Knuckles” is Ian Palmer’s 12-year observation of the 
secret world of Irish Traveler bare-knuckle fighting. Palmer’s 
story demonstrates how sensationalism can drive a story.

Participatory documentaries include the director or 
journalist in the film. However, the level of participation 
varies. The participation may be as simple as asking ques-
tions from behind the camera or as immersive as partici-
pating in the film. 

Participatory documentaries have a wide range of au-
diences, and pop stars and entertainers are no exception. 
An eye-catching example of what some reviewers see as 
“yellow journalism” is Julie Shaw’s “Living with Michael 
Jackson.” Journalist and news anchor Martin Bashir con-
ducted a series of interviews with the pop star that were 
viewed by millions when aired.

3.“Sound is more important than picture.”
This rule can be a tough lesson, but the massively popular 
podcast Serial and its recent spin-off S-Town demonstrate 
that sound can carry a story. Clayton’ Worfolk’s “San 
Quentin’s Giants” is a documentary short that uses narra-
tion, sound effects and the ambient noises of a prison and 
its baseball field to help drive the story. The mix of sound 
over tape and background music is as captivating to listen 
to as it is to watch.

Having students apply these rules to a project can be 
done on a shoestring or Cadillac budget. Over the past five 
years, our school’s j-students have produced an award-
winning documentary and video packages with both. 

In 2015, our j-students shot the documentary short 
“The President, the Peanut and the Pulpit” with a budget of 
$1,500 on Canon EOS 70D. Since then, we have developed 
a low-budget and a high-budget documentary package. 

For $99, the Samson Stage XPD1 delivers high-defini-
tion audio for creating videos on laptops, tablets or smart-
phones. It can be purchased with a lavalier or hand-held 
mic. For $4,999, the Canon EOS C100MK II Documentary 
Kit provides high-end gear that can use a school’s avail-
able Canon lenses.t

EDUCATION

Documentary short filmmaking for j-students

Richard F. Gaspar is a profes-

sor of mass communication 

at Hillsborough Community 

College and advises the  

student publications. He  

is the chair of the SPJ Educa-
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CMA Distinguished Two-
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and SPJ Dori Maynard  

Diversity Fellow. 

RICHARD F.  
GASPAR 
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age can also help protect data, interviews, video or photo-
graphs, even from the field or remote locations.

4 LEGAL HELP FAST:
Most importantly, have legal counsel, or manage-

ment who has access to legal counsel, on speed dial. If 
you’re on staff for a news outlet, you may have access to 
lawyers. Independent or freelance journalists may need 
to secure counsel on their own or with the help of a press 
rights group or press club the SPJ Legal Defense Fund 
(spj.org/ldf.asp), Reporters Committee for Freedom of the 
Press (rcfp.org) or local press groups.  

A reporter’s journalistic task sometimes conflicts head-
on with a police command or an arrest. Later, a court may 
very well rule that the police action was out of line or un-
constitutional. But what is a reporter to do in the field? On 
one hand, reporters know they sometimes have to go plac-
es where they are not welcome. And the First Amendment 
has never been license to trespass or commit other crimes.

Furthermore, nobody — reporter or civilian — will ever 
win an argument or a fight with a police officer on the street, 
no matter how strong your argument or facts are. Does this 
mean reporters have to succumb to every police order no 
matter how whimsical, capricious or nefarious it might be? 

Courts will question the reasonableness of both law 
enforcements’ and reporters’ actions in these high-ten-
sion, controversial cases. Even though few reporters will 
ultimately be convicted for newsgathering in public places 
and are often released from jail or custody within hours, 
arresting a reporter sends a message to other reporters 
and chills the newsgathering process. These arrests or 
harassment obstruct the news and could take important 
information out of public scrutiny.  

On the other hand, there may be legitimate concerns for 
public safety. A reporter running into a burning house would 
divert emergency resources. A reporter crossing police tape 
to invade a crime scene could damage evidence. These types 
of concerns do not accompany protest coverage, though. 

In an illustrative 1979 case, the New Jersey Supreme 
Court weighed in on a newspaper photographer’s arrest af-
ter he disobeyed a police officer’s command to leave the 
scene of a gruesome car accident on the side of a highway. 
The court wrote, “An officer should, if made aware of the 
identity and status of an individual as a newsperson en-
gaged in gathering news, be mindful that such an individual 
has a legitimate and proper reason to be where he is and, if 
possible, this important interest should be accommodated.”  

Meanwhile, the court in this case upheld the photogra-
pher’s disorderly conduct conviction. Then again, common 
sense may also go a long way toward diffusing a difficult 
situation.t

ROY S.  
GUTTERMAN  

Roy S. Gutterman is an  

associate professor and 

director of the Tully Center 

for Free Speech at the  

S.I. Newhouse School of  

Public Communications  

at Syracuse University.  

He sits on the SPJ Freedom 

of Information Committee. 

Arresting developments

FOI

REPORTERS sometimes get arrested or detained. 
 It seems whenever a big story breaks, a side issue 

of reining in reporters als pops up. Reporters have been 
harassed and arrested covering news including Hurricane 
Katrina, the Republican National Convention in 2008 and 
Occupy Wall Street. More recently, reporters have had 
their newsgathering restricted while in public places cov-
ering the Ferguson, Missouri/Michael Brown protests and 
riots and the Dakota Access Pipeline at Standing Rock. 

In some recent cases, reporters have been singled out 
and excluded from public events. And in several high-profile 
cases, reporters covering the news were actually arrested. 

Arresting or detaining reporters raises both practical 
and First Amendment concerns for reporters and editors. 
It can chill newsgathering and stymie the free flow of in-
formation. After all, not much news reporting will be done 
from a jail cell.  

Newsgathering is a gray area. In a major case on reporter 
confidentiality, Branzburg v. Hayes (1972), the Supreme Court 
wrote that “newsgathering is not without its First Amend-
ment protections, for without some protection for seeking 
out the news, freedom of the press could be eviscerated.”  

These rights are far from absolute — more qualified 
or situational — and frequently malleable in the face of 
some sort of governmental command. 

Law enforcement officials in some recent cases have 
charged that reporters were interfering with government 
operations, engaged in disorderly conduct for refusing po-
lice orders and, in at least one case, inciting a riot.  

Reporters can wear their press passes and wave First 
Amendment rights in the face of law enforcement, but 
there may be no easy answer or panacea for these con-
flicts. Here are a few quick tips:  

1 KNOW YOUR RIGHTS BASED 
ON GEOGRAPHY:

Are you in a public forum or a public place — streets, 
sidewalks, parks, government buildings? Is law enforce-
ment singling out reporters or rounding up reporters with 
a bunch of other arrests?

2 IDENTIFY CLEARLY:
Make sure law enforcement or the government of-

ficials know you are a journalist; wear your press cre-
dentials if you have them. If you do not have credentials, 
identify yourself and the outlet you represent.

3 PROTECT YOUR MATERIAL: 
Nobody has a right to confiscate or destroy your 

notes, recordings or video. Today’s journalists need to 
understand and employ encryption technology for both 
emails and their devices. Multiple backups or cloud stor-



The Eugene C. Pulliam Fellowship was established to enable a mid-career  
editorial writer or columnist to have time away from daily responsibilities for 

study and research. The cash award allows Pulliam Editorial Fellows to:

TAKE COURSES  •  PURSUE INDEPENDENT STUDY  •  TRAVEL 
PURSUE OTHER ENDEAVORS THAT ENRICH THEIR KNOWLEDGE  

OF A PUBLIC INTEREST ISSUE

HISTORY
The Eugene C. Pulliam Fellowship is a Sigma Delta Chi Foun-
dation educational program of the Society of Professional 
Journalists. The Society first offered the fellowship in 1977. 
It is funded by a grant from Mrs. Eugene C. Pulliam honoring 
the memory of her husband, one of the original members 
of the Society, which was founded in 1909 as Sigma Delta 
Chi. Eugene C. Pulliam was the publisher of The Indianapolis 
Star, The Indianapolis News, The Arizona Republic and The 
Phoenix Gazette.

WHAT THE FELLOWSHIP PROVIDES
The Pulliam Fellowship awards $75,000 to an outstand-
ing editorial writer or columnist to help broaden his or her 
journalistic horizons and knowledge of the world. The annual 
award can be used to cover the cost of study, research 
and/or travel in any field. The fellowship results in editorials 
and other writings, including books.

ELIGIBILITY REQUIREMENTS
To be eligible for a Pulliam fellowship, a candidate must:

•  Hold a position as a part-time or full-time editorial writer  
or columnist at a news publication in the United States.

•   Have at least three year’s experience as an editorial writer 
or columnist.

•  Demonstrate outstanding writing and analytical abilities.
•  Secure assurances by the editor or publisher that the  

applicant will be allowed sufficient time to pursue the  
fellowship without jeopardizing employment. (fellows do 
not have to leave their jobs.)

•  Demonstrate ability and intent to publish work within 18 
months of selection. (If selected, work must be published 
within 18 months of receiving the fellowship.)

The selected applicant must provide a post-fellowship writ-
ten report on how funds were used. Each fellowship recipi-
ent will become a mentor to the following year’s recipient.

SELECTION AND PRESENTATION
A panel of judges will review materials submitted by all the 
applicants and select the fellow. The fellowship presentation 
will take place during the 2017 Association of Opinion Writ-
ers Convention.

QUESTIONS?
For more information contact SPJ Headquarters at 
317/920-4788 or by email: awards@spj.org. 

APPLICATION DEADLINE: JUNE 22, 2017
Visit spj.org/a-pulliamfellow.asp for application information.




