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FROM THE PRESIDENT

JOY AND EXCITEMENT, anger and frustration, 
  inspiration and hope. These are all emotions that have 

flooded through me during my term as SPJ president.
And I wouldn't take back any of those moments for 

anything.
It has been an honor to represent all of you and speak 

out on behalf of journalists in support of a free press, gov-
ernment transparency and ethical journalism. Along the 
way I've had an opportunity to meet some of you and hear 
from more of you. For those I haven't connected with,  
I hope our paths will cross soon. 

I’ve noticed common themes emerge from meetings 
with fellow journalists and members of the public.

The public's trust in journalists is low — very low — and 
some of us are just not getting it. This is our reality. I hope 
it is not a reality that lasts for a long period of time, but we 
must recognize it is the current reality. We can continue to 
debate why people don't trust "the media" or how we got 
here, or we can accept it and try to make it better. I am going 
to choose the latter and hope I'm followed, but the reality is 
some of us are out of touch. Not only are we out of touch, but 
we don't even recognize we are out touch. To address this, 
we have to talk to and work to understand the communities 
we are covering. This includes all of America, those outside 
the beltways and miles away from the coasts.

The tension in the relationships between government 
officials and journalists is similarly high. If you're a journal-
ist interacting with government officials in any way, you 
already know this. It was never more clear how serious an 
issue this was than when I attended a recent training semi-
nar. The room was filled primarily with journalists and law 
enforcement employees. The conversation was supposed 
to be focused on policing the police, but it quickly turned 
to accusations from both sides, questioning the integrity 
of each profession and the intent behind each others’ ac-
tions. Basic answers are sometimes hard to get because 
we are bombarded with questions in return. In the end it's 
the public that loses.

Gaining access to government officials and information 
is hard, very hard. Last year we saw a bill pass to improve 
the Freedom of Information Act. While what was promised 
there is still making its way toward implementation, we 

are far from accessing information with ease. There are 
exceptions, but generally speaking, obtaining information 
from government agencies and officials is not a simple 
matter of request and receive. In addition, speaking to 
public officials, on the record with attribution, including 
those with titles of "spokesperson" or "communications of-
ficer" or "public information officer" is becoming harder and 
harder. SPJ has and will continue to take a stand against 
this form of censorship, and we hope you will too.

Attacks against press freedom and First Amendment 
rights are real. We've seen threats of violence turn into ac-
tual violence. We've seen threats of no press briefings from 
the top office in the country turn into a reality. We've seen 
embargoes added to official press releases. These attacks 
against press freedom are real and they are happening. 

If you know me, you know I think there is always a solu-
tion. You probably also know I tend to err on the side of 
positivity. Below are some ways I think we can address 
these issues. 

COMMUNICATE WITH THE PUBLIC
We must talk to and engage the public. Explain what 
journalism is and why it's important. Show them how you 
gather news. 

BE TRANSPARENT
This goes hand in hand with communicating. Explain why 
you chose not to cover something, why you chose not to 
share the identity of someone in your story. Show them 
how you communicated with the people in your story. 

DON'T GIVE IN TO PRESSURES FROM  
PIOS AND SPOKESPEOPLE
Granting anonymity is needed in some situations. Talking 
to government employees at a press briefing is not one 
of those. Provide the names of spokespeople whenever 
possible, don't just attribute to an office or department.

SUPPORT AND FIGHT FOR ACCESS
When you are not given access to information or a pub-
lic official, let the public know that access to their infor-
mation and their officials was denied. Fight against PIO 
censorship and blockades to public information. Don't let 
public information requests go unfulfilled. Follow up, file 
appeals and fight back. 

INFORM
We need to explain why a free press is important to de-
mocracy. Inform the public and your communities about 
our rights under the constitution.

It's been my pleasure serving you. I am grateful to have had 
the opportunity. From the bottom of my heart, thank you!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

Lessons from the ‘Enemy of the People’

We can continue to debate why 
people don’t trust “the media” or 
how we got here, or we can accept  
it and try to make it better … but the  
reality is some of us are out of touch.



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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Journalist, mentor, educator, country girl at heart 

SPJ REPORT

BY RACHEL SEMPLE
At a young age, Nerissa Young filled a few pages with scribbles to proudly show her mother 
she was a writer. The urge to do journalism, not just writing, came while she worked for 
WMTD-FM, a mom-and-pop radio station in Hinton, West Virginia, thanks to the excitement 
of covering her community and the strange but true things that happen.

While pursuing a master’s degree in journalism at Marshall University, Young joined SPJ 
thanks to the suggestion of her mentors, George Arnold and Ralph Turner. She fondly says 
that SPJ has allowed her to keep ahead of the curve in the industry, meet people from around 
the world and develop new best friends and closest confidants.

Now Young mentors students at Ohio University, where she teaches and advises first-
year students and helps lead the two-time national outstanding SPJ campus chapter. She 
said that her work as an SPJ chapter adviser extends naturally from her job as a faculty 
member and keeps her reinvigorated about the journalism business because "SPJ’ers rock!” 

The E.W. Scripps Journalism School SPJ chapter isn’t the only thing that is outstanding. 
In 2015, Young was named SPJ’s Eshelman Outstanding Campus Chapter Adviser, and she is 
still doling out words of wisdom and encouragement to students every day. 

In her experience, an outstanding student chapter depends on students who are dedi-
cated, committed to SPJ’s mission, organized and ready to work. She sees her role as getting 
students moving to accomplish their plans, providing guidance and contacts, and making 
sure the big picture isn’t forgotten. 

She loves to see her students succeed, whether it’s getting regional and national Mark 
of Excellence awards; running a successful campaign for Kate Hiller to be elected student 
representative on the national board; receiving two outstanding campus chapter awards; or 
bringing unique experiences to campus, like the Freedom Sings band, Mary Beth Tinker and 
9/11 photographer David Handschuh. She said it’s exciting to see students’ reactions when 
their work is published.

“I really do get as jazzed seeing my students’ work published as I did when my own work 
was published," Young said. “I’ve had my time, and I remember that feeling. It’s terrific to be 
there with them when they have that feeling.”

One of the other projects Young is passionate about is teaching journalists about covering 
suicide. Before being an educator, she covered the suicide of a young man in her community 
whose family she knew personally. She struggled with grief and lack of resources on how 
reporters should write about a very sensitive and complicated topic.

She left daily journalism because depression and sadness weren’t commonly accepted 
or understood in the field, especially for a journalist who was covering the story. She later 
learned that those experiences mirror what first responders — including firefighters, police 
officers, paramedics and combat veterans — go through.

“I began to understand those feelings meant I was human, and that I couldn’t tell the 
story of humanity if I lost my own,” Young said. “I don’t want journalists or anyone to go 
through that and feel like something is wrong with them. We see the worst of humanity, and 
we’re liars if we don’t admit it affects us in negative ways.” 

It also worries her that in the college age group, suicide is the second leading cause of 
death. In response, Young helped develop resources and trainings for journalists who are 
struggling with those same issues. These sessions focus on the fact that it’s normal and 
acceptable to be overwhelmed when covering traumatic events, and that help is available.

(The suicide reporting resources are available at bit.ly/ReportingOnSuicide) 
A descendent of Scottish mountain people and West Virginia settlers, Young said she is 

proud that a country girl from little Forest Hill, West Virginia, would be able to do so much in 
her career. She said she considers herself successful when her students know she’s always 
believed in them.t 

On the set of CNBC's "Mad Money" with business reporting  
students in November 2016. Front row, Haley Dake. Back row, 
from left, Briana Ekanem, Nerissa Young, Kaitlyn Roman, Ann 

Jacob and Michelle Mwaura.

Courtesy N
erissa Young

“I really do get as jazzed 
seeing my students’ work 

published as I did when 
my own work was pub-

lished. I’ve had my time, 
and I remember that  

feeling. It’s terrific to be 
there with them when 
they have that feeling.
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SIGMA DELTA CHI 
FOUNDATION 

BOARD OF DIRECTORS 
2016-2017

Robert Leger, president
Leger Strategies

Irwin L. Gratz, vice president
Maine Public Broadcasting Network 

Hagit Limor, secretary
University of Cincinnati

Howard S. Dubin, treasurer
Manufacturers’ News, Inc.

Sonny Albarado
Arkansas Democrat-Gazette

Rebecca Baker
New York Law Journal

Dr. Battinto L. Batts Jr. 
Scripps Howard Foundation

Fred W. Brown, Jr.
Retired, Denver Post

David E. Carlson
University of Florida

Jay Evensen
Deseret Morning News

Paul Fletcher
Virginia Lawyers Weekly

Todd Gillman
Dallas Morning News

Kelly Hawes
Indiana Media Group, CNHI

Evelyn Hsu
Maynard Institute

Alex Jones
Retired

Bill Ketter
CNHI

Jane Kirtley
University of Minnesota

Sue Kopen Katcef
University of Maryland

Al Leeds
Retired, Washington Post

Sally Lehrman
Santa Clara University

Bill McCloskey
Retired

Gordon “Mac” McKerral
Western Kentucky University

Dana Neuts
Freelance Journalist

Patricia Gallagher Newberry
Miami University

Russell Pulliam
Indianapolis Star

Sonya Ross
Associated Press

Kevin Z. Smith
Ohio State University

J. Alex Tarquinio
Freelance Journalist

Lynn Walsh
KNSD/NBC

The nonprofit Sigma Delta Chi Foundation supports the 
educational programs of SPJ. Learn more and make a 

tax-deductible donation at spj.org/sdx.asp.KEEP UP WITH SPJ BLOGS: BLOGS.SPJNETWORK.ORG
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In an effort to better execute its mission and better serve 
its members, the SPJ Board of Directors has engaged in 
a process of self-examination over the past year. 

As a result, the board has endorsed the recom-
mendation of its Governance Task Force to assemble 
a new, smaller board — one that is best suited to pro-
duce shared short- and long-term strategies for SPJ’s 
ever-increasing vitality and viability into the future. 
The first step toward that new future calls for a change 
in bylaws, up for vote at the Excellence in Journalism 
conference in Anaheim Sept. 7-9, 2017.

If delegates approve the bylaws changes, SPJ will 
be governed by a board of nine members, down from 
23, to include:

• Three officers, including a president, president-
elect and secretary-treasurer, each to be elected for 
one year.

• Four at-large directors, each to be elected for two 
years with staggered terms.

• Two appointed directors, each to be selected by 
the board to serve one-year terms, to provide specific 
expertise.

Regional directors would continue to serve in the 
same capacity but as non-board members to be known 
as regional coordinators.

Under this new structure, the SPJ board would con-
tinue to implement long-standing board responsibilities, 
as laid out in existing bylaws. Additionally, it would:

• Draft and enact a strategic plan for three to five 
years, setting annual goals to ensure that work toward 
planned priorities remain on track. 

• Adopt a new organizational chart to ensure fruit-
ful communication between board members and SPJ’s 
many constituencies.

As part of its work, the Governance Task Force 
also drafted samples of policies to guide a smaller, 
more strategically focused board. The sample policies 
— subject to revision by current and/or future board 
members — include documents related to board posi-
tions, board appointments, the nominations process, 
and reimbursement for board expenses.

The Task Force invites SPJ members to learn more 
about these important proposed changes in SPJ gov-
ernance by:

• Reviewing Frequently Asked Questions about 
the proposals.

• Participating in an online discussion for EIJ17 
delegates, date TBA.

• Participating in an online discussion for any SPJ 
member, date TBA.

• Attending an SPJ membership meeting while in 
Anaheim, set for 8 a.m., Sept. 9 in the Orange County 
2 room at the Anaheim Marriott.

• Attending the closing SPJ business meeting to 
vote or listen to discussion about this issue, set for 
Sept. 9, 2:30-4:30 p.m. in the Orange County 2 room at 
the Marriott.

• Submitting questions or comments to the Task 
Force.

For more information on this process, and a list of 
FAQs to address inquiries, see spj.org/governance.
asp.

SPJ board proposes small board, bylaws changes

Enjoying much success in less 
than a year, Google News Lab 
and the Sigma Delta Chi Foun-
dation, the educational arm 

of SPJ, have extended their partnership to bring even 
more training to journalists.

Since late 2015, members of SPJ have trained more 
than 1,500 journalists in over 35 locations across the 
U.S. on Google’s tools for newsgathering. Based on in-
creased demand, the network has expanded with more 
training opportunities.

The training, which is free to journalists, SPJ chap-
ters, news outlets and college campuses, provides an 
overview of several Google tools, such as Google Trends, 
Google Fusion Tables, Google Public Data Explorer and 
Google Trends. 

Complete details on the program, including a link 

for newsrooms and journalism organizations to re-
quest training, are available at SPJ.org/google.asp.

The continuation of the partnership will ensure that 
more journalists across the country have access to training 
on how to effectively use digital tools to tell their stories. 

Other Google digital tools available for training ses-
sions include:

• Google Translate
• Google Fusion Tables
• Google Scholar
• Google Advanced Search
• Image Verification and Reverse Search
• Immersive 360 Photos and Video
Any SPJ chapter, newsroom, educator or other 

group looking for training on these and other free 
Google News Lab tools can find information at SPJ.
org/google.asp.

Free Google tools training available for chapters
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STAFF CONTACTS

Joe Skeel
Executive Director

jskeel@spj.org • ext. 216

Chris Vachon
Associate Executive Director
cvachon@spj.org • ext. 207

Tara Puckey
Associate Executive Director
tpuckey@spj.org • ext. 215

Scott Leadingham
Director of Education

sleadingham@spj.org • ext. 211

Jennifer Royer
Communications Strategist

jroyer@spj.org • ext. 218

Anna Gutierrez
Communications Coordinator
agutierrez@spj.org • ext. 205

Janine Wampler
Communications Coordinator

jwampler@spj.org • ext. 217

Chrystal Parvin
Membership Coordinator
cparvin@spj.org • ext. 213

Linda Hall
Office Manager

lhall@spj.org • ext. 203

Abbi Martzall
Program Manager

amartzall@spj.org • ext. 210

Katie Hunt
Fundraising Coordinator
khunt@spj.org • ext. 204

Tony Peterson
Creative Director

tpeterson@spj.org • ext. 214

Billy O’Keefe
Web Administrator
bokeefe@spj.org

Sarah Beck
Staff Accountant

sbeck@spj.org • ext. 212

Want to submit a letter? Know of a fellow SPJ’er who would make a great member profile?  
Maybe your local chapter is putting on a cool program. If so, contact Quill editor Scott Leadingham 
at (317) 640-9304 or email him at sleadingham@spj.org. 

KEEP UP WITH SPJ BLOGS: BLOGS.SPJNETWORK.ORG
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SPJ’s Ted Scripps Leadership Institute helps par-
ticipants become better leaders by offering a mix of 
sessions focused on interpersonal and organizational 
leadership skills, as well as sound chapter manage-
ment practices. Leaders can immerse themselves in 
everything SPJ, take an intuitive look at their own 
leadership style and make time for serious personal 
reflection, all while building new relationships with 
other SPJ leaders. 

Previously based in Indianapolis, the Scripps pro-
gram is now a traveling show meant to arrive in each 
of SPJ’s 12 regions over the course of three years (four 
regions per year).

Upcoming stops:
• Region 1: TBA later 2017

SPJ encourages chapters to send two to three mem-
bers of their board, from incoming president to member-
ship chair and any position in between. Members not 
affiliated with chapters but who are interested in SPJ 
leadership at the regional, community, committee or 
national board level are also encouraged to apply.

Participants in the interactive program learn:
• About their individual leadership style, its 

strengths, and how to better interact with others.
• The importance of building a sense of commu-

nity among chapter members and how that can be ac-
complished.

• The role of the leader in recruiting, developing 
and rewarding talent.

• The dynamics of group decision-making and 
how leaders can help groups make better choices.

• New insights on how to engage and motivate 
peers.

• How to effectively manage responsibilities 
while remaining focused on important goals.

Participants are responsible for their travel costs 
to and from each location, but lodging and meal costs 
are provided.

To apply, complete the online application (at spj.
org/scrippslt.asp) before the deadline for each loca-
tion. Applications will be reviewed and invitations will 
be extended to participants. A submitted application 
does not guarantee an invitation the program.t

Calling chapter leaders for Scripps Leadership Institute
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MEET THE CANDIDATES ‘17

Candidates seek positions on SPJ board

PRESIDENT-ELECT

J. Alex Tarquinio 
Current SPJ office: Secretary-treasurer, Society of 
Professional Journalists; board member, SDX Foun-
dation; SPJ representative to the #EIJ 2017 Pro-
gramming committee; member of SPJ’s LDF Com-
mittee and SDX’s Publications Committee; member 
of the Advisory Council, New York Deadline Club; 
chairwoman, New York Journalism Hall of Fame.

Current employment: Freelance journalist.
Previous SPJ experience: Officer of The Deadline Club for a decade, 
including two terms as chairwoman, two terms as president and four 
terms as vice president of the Awards Dinner; member, SPJ Membership 
committee and Project Watchdog committee.
Past work experience: Special issues editor, The Real Deal; senior digi-
tal editor, Time Inc.; staff writer, Smart Money, the Personal Finance Maga-
zine of The Wall Street Journal; investing editor, Forbes.com; contributor to 
The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, Reader’s Digest, the Interna-
tional Herald Tribune, the San Francisco Chronicle, among others.
Education: M.S. in journalism, Columbia University Graduate School of 
Journalism; B.A. in literature and creative writing with highest honors 
in the major, University of California, Santa Cruz; Diplôme Approfondi de 
Langue Française (DALF-C1).
Honors, awards and activities: Recipient, Howard S. Dubin Out-
standing Pro Member Award; graduate, Ted Scripps Leadership In-
stitute; journalism fellow, the German Marshall Fund of the United 
States; recipient, University of California President’s Undergraduate 
Fellowship.
Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: As America’s largest and most 
broad-based journalism organization, we need to engage in a conver-
sation with the public about why journalism is important. The chal-
lenge is becoming more imperative by the day, as reporters are heck-
led, harassed and told they are peddlers of “fake news.” And that’s by 
elected politicians.

We need to push back when secretive governments try to limit re-
porter access to elected officials or to public information — and we need 
to explain to the public how and why hard-working journalists are fight-
ing on their behalf.

SPJ is well-suited to make this case. Our widely cited ethics code is 
a model for the profession. We support journalists fighting legal battles 
to defend free speech and advocate against government restrictions to 
access public information. 

As president, I will work to strengthen our ties with other journalism 
groups nationally and internationally and will seek opportunities to take 
our message directly to the public. I look forward to meeting with as 
many of you as possible in Anaheim to discuss how we can keep moving 
our journalism society and our profession forward.
Links: atarquinio@spj.org; twitter.com/alextarquinio; linkedin.com/ 
in/tarquinio/

Jason Parsley 
Current SPJ office: Membership chair and con-
test chair of SPJ Florida.
Current employment: Executive editor of South 
Florida Gay News.
Previous SPJ experience: Past president, trea-
surer and director of SPJ Florida; member of the 
National Governance Task Force; member of sev-

eral national committees including bylaws, awards and diversity.
Past work experience: Reporter.
Education: Bachelor’s degree from Florida Atlantic University.
Honors, awards and activities: Howard S. Dubin Outstanding Pro 
Member Award, 2016.
Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: SPJ is the largest journalist organi-
zation in the country. But our membership is declining and so my focus, 
if elected, will be on membership. I served as membership chair of my 
chapter and made it a priority to engage the unaffiliated list and move as 
many of them as I could to our roster so they would have representation. 
During my term as president I launched the “no journalist left behind” 
initiative expanding our territory to include all areas in Florida in order to 
make sure that all journalists in the state had SPJ representation. I have 
a proven track record of success here in Florida and I am ready to take my 
determination and tenacity to the national level.

SECRETARY-TREASURER

Patricia Gallagher Newberry 
Current SPJ office: Chair, SPJ Governance Task 
Force, summer 2016 to present; board member, 
Sigma Delta Chi, fall 2015 to present; Region 4 
director and SPJ national board member, fall 2013 
to present; campus adviser, Miami (of Ohio) Uni-
versity SPJ Chapter, fall 2000 to present.
Current employment: Senior lecturer, coordina-

tor of special events and internships, chair of Committee on Student 

SPJ MEMBERS WILL SOON HAVE THE OPPORTUNITY to shape the future of SPJ. During the Excellence in Journalism
 2017 conference, members will select the board of directors candidates for 12 open seats. These elected board members will help 

lead SPJ by guiding national policy and setting priorities for the coming years.
Following is a list of candidates who have come forward to run for an open seat. Information about the election process can be found 

on the SPJ Election Central page at spj.org/elections.asp. Interested individuals may still declare their candidacy until Sept. 2 by contact-
ing nominations committee chairman Paul Fletcher at spj@virtuallyyourz.com.
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Media Organizations, Miami (of Ohio) University Journalism Program, 
1997 to present.
Previous SPJ experience: Co-chair, joint Region 4/5 spring confer-
ences, 1990, 2005, 2016; co-chair, Region 4 spring conference, 2014; 
programming chair, joint Region 4/5 spring conference; president, vice 
president of programming, treasurer, newsletter editor, board mem-
ber, Queen City (Cincinnati) SPJ, 1986-94; president, treasurer, board 
member, University of Nebraska-Lincoln chapter, 1980-83. Also serve 
as annual judge for Mark of Excellence and Sigma Delta Chi contests 
each year.
Past work experience: Freelancer, Cincinnati Enquirer and Cincin-
nati magazine, 1997 to present; business reporter and editor, Fort Col-
lins Coloradoan, Indianapolis News, Cincinnati Enquirer, Crain’s Chicago 
Business, 1983-94; news intern, North Platte Telegraph, Omaha World-
Herald, Fort Worth Star-Telegram, Lincoln Journal, 1980-1983.
Education: Bachelor of Arts in journalism, University of Nebraska-
Lincoln, 1983.
Honors, awards and activities: Region 4 Campus Chapter of the Year, 
2003.
Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: At a time when the press is under 
extraordinary attack, I endorse the Washington Post’s 2017 mantra, 
“Democracy Dies in Darkness.” Never, in my lifetime, has the press 
been more vilified. Never has good journalism — and defenders of 
good journalism — been more important. I seek the position of sec-
retary-treasurer of SPJ to join the leadership team that has, in recent 
years, made major strides in positioning the Society as one of leading 
advocates of journalism in the country. I seek the job, too, in hopes that 
I can help implement a “remake” of the board’s size and focus — a 
proposal I helped craft as the chair of the SPJ Governance Task Force 
over the past year. 

Democracy does, indeed, die in darkness. Journalism provides the 
light. I hope to be among the SPJ leaders this coming year and going 
forward to promote and protect journalism in ever-more effective ways.

Daniel Axelrod 
Current SPJ office: N/A.
Current employment: Business reporter, Times 
Herald-Record, Middletown, New York.
Previous SPJ experience: SPJ Board can-
didate, 2014; Keystone Pro Chapter president, 
2009-11; vice chairman, Digital Media Committee, 
2009-10 (authored strategic report "Will SPJ Re-

main Relevant in the Digital Age,” wrote SPJ’s congressional testimony 
for FCC and FTC committee hearings, assisted SPJ website redesign and 
oversaw creation of popular instructional digital media booklets); SPJ 
Ted Scripps Leadership Institute graduate, June 2009.
Past work experience: Six years as a full-time newspaper reporter 
throughout northeast; two years in PR; five-plus years as part-time college 
journalism professor.
Education: Ph.D. in journalism, University of Florida, 2016; M.A. in 
journalism, Syracuse, 2003; B.A. in history and communications, SUNY  
Cortland, 2002.
Honors, awards and activities: University of Florida Graduate School 
Fellow, 2011-16; Knight Digital Media Center Fellow, UC Berkeley, 2010; 

Society of Professional Journalists’ Outstanding Chapter Award, 2010; 14 
state press association awards for public service journalism, 2004-09.
Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: I passionately believe in making the 
world a better place through journalism. Few callings are as high. I love 
reporting so much that I went back to it with a doctorate. 

We’re in SPJ because we believe in our collective power to better our 
fields and ourselves as journalists, educators, students and communica-
tions professionals. But not all of us has the time to be an SPJ leader. 
Now that I have the time and the experience, I’m humbly hoping you’ll 
give me the chance to help our organization and our fields.

VICE PRESIDENT FOR
CAMPUS CHAPTER AFFAIRS

Sue Kopen Katcef 
Current SPJ office: Vice president, Campus 
Chapter Affairs; SPJ National Awards Commit-
tee member; Univeristy of Maryland SPJ Student 
Chapter Faculty Adviser.
Current employment: Broadcast bureau director, 
Capital News Service, Philip Merrill College of 
Journalism, University of Maryland.

Previous SPJ experience: Chair, SPJ National Awards Committee; na-
tional SPJ campus adviser at-large; D.C. SPJ Pro Chapter corresponding 
secretary; president, Maryland SPJ Pro Chapter.
Past work experience: Reporter/anchor, WBAL Radio, Baltimore; re-
porter/producer, Maryland Public Television; reporter, WJZ Television, 
Baltimore; reporter/anchor, WCBM Radio/Metromedia, Baltimore; press 
secretary, Congressman Ben Cardin; press secretary, Maryland House 
Speaker Ben Cardin; ABC Radio, D.C. Bureau; Associated Press Radio, 
Washington, D.C.; WMAL Radio, Washington.
Education: B.S., journalism, University of Maryland.
Honors, awards and activities: Inducted into the Silver Circle of the 
National Capital Chesapeake Bay Chapter of the National Academy of 
Television Arts and Sciences, March 2017; D.C. SPJ Pro Chapter Distin-
guished Service Award, 2010; SPJ Distinguished Teaching In Journalism 
Award, 2002-03; SPJ David L. Eshelman Outstanding Campus Adviser 
Award, 2001-02; Omicron Delta Kappa, National Leadership Honor Soci-
ety. Other awards include ABA Silver Gavel Award; Maryland State Bar 
Association Gavel Awards; multiple awards from the Chesapeake Asso-
ciated Press Broadcasters Association and multiple regional awards from 
the Radio-Television Digital News Association.
Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: Passion. If there’s one word that 
sums up my reason for staying involved with SPJ since my days as a 
student at the University of Maryland, it’s passion. Passion about good 
journalism. Passion about making a difference. Passion about helping to 
grow and shape the next generation of professionals. And, yes, passion 
for SPJ and wanting to help with directing it towards the future for BOTH 
professionals and students. 

I have tried to make certain that the interests of students and ad-
visers are always taken into account as we develop new programs.  
I want to continue to be that voice and help with shaping SPJ’s course 
for the future.
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Keem Muhammad 
Current SPJ office: National Board of Directors, 
campus representative, September 2016 to present.
Current employment: Full-time NYU Tisch student.
Previous SPJ experience: Student member, 
January 2016 to present.
Past work experience: Digital media consul-
tant at The Associated Press, May to November 

2016; contributor at TheHill.com, July 2016 to September 2017; edito-
rial director at EqualityforHER.org, March to September 2016; editor-in-
chief at LSU Legacy Magazine, March 2015 to April 2016.
Education: New York University, performance studies, art and public 
policy; Louisiana State University, English (creative writing), communica-
tion studies and linguistics.
Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: I spent the past year serving as cam-
pus representative to SPJ's National Board of Directors, where I have 
helped revitalize the diversity fellowship, assisted in the selection of 
scholarship winners, established new relationships with other associa-
tions, brainstormed new ways to include student members in SPJ gover-
nance and begun chartering an all-new student chapter in New York City. 

Active and unbiased inclusivity is an integral part of 21st-century 
journalism. In the coming months, I intend to help rebrand Quill, as well 
as grow SPJ's student and institutional chapter ranks with bold and inno-
vative ideas. As 2017-19 vice president of campus chapter affairs, I will 
continue helping marginalized millennial voices find an intersectional 
platform in the Society of Professional Journalists. 

AT-LARGE DIRECTOR

Elle Toussi
Current SPJ office: Co-chair of SPJ Interna-
tional Community.
Current employment: Freelance and founder of 
In One Minute.
Previous SPJ experience: Co-chair of SPJ In-
ternational Community, 2015 to present.
Past work experience: National Geographic 

Channels, Screen International, CBS Local, freelance.
Education: Bachelor's degree in international relations, University of 
California, Irvine; journalism, University of California, Los Angeles; so-
cial impact leadership, Haas School of Business at the University of 
California, Berkeley.
Honors, awards and activities: SPJ Member of the Month, April 2016.
Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: I am always being asked what the 
future of journalism looks like. This year, more than ever, I’ve realized 
that there is a need to embrace tradition in theory and practice. This is 
where SPJ is set apart from all other organizations. 

As the industry evolves and changes, I want to take this foundation 
that is set by SPJ and embrace the changes as they come into play. I 
would like to explore opportunities for SPJ and its members to take on 
this evolving industry. I am deeply fascinated and invested to continue 
my efforts to grow and strengthen the International Community.  

SPJ is the foundation in journalism that fights for what is right in 
journalism. If elected as the director-at-large, I will dedicate the time and 

effort necessary to continue these efforts of the SPJ to provide the com-
munity and its members with unique opportunities and support necessary 
to continue their work in journalism.

Alex Veeneman
Current SPJ office: Member of Ethics Commit-
tee, October 2016 to present; contributing SPJ 
blogger, January 2015 to present.
Current employment: Freelance journalist.
Previous SPJ experience: Community coordi-
nator, December 2014 to March 2017; chairman, 
SPJ Digital Community, July 2014 to March 2015; 

volunteer judge, Sigma Delta Chi Awards, 2014, 2015 and 2016; Quill con-
tributor, November/December 2015 and March/April 2017 issues.
Past work experience: Editor and writer, The Flyer, Lewis University, 
2011-14; intern/editor, Uloop Student News Network, 2012 — pieces 
published in The Huffington Post.
Education: Bachelor of Arts, print journalism and multimedia journal-
ism, Lewis University, 2014.
Honors, awards and activities: Member of the Month, January 2015.
Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: Journalism is in a quandary. To re-
solve that, we must expand our conversation with the public and show-
case why journalism remains quintessential, while at the same time 
assessing the industry’s new chapter in the digital age.

SPJ’s distinctive voice in promoting quality, ethical journalism is 
rooted with its members. You ensure the public is at their best, and SPJ, 
in turn, should ensure you remain at your best. 

This is YOUR SPJ, and YOU should benefit from it. As at-large director 
I will not back down from that philosophy. I will expand educational and 
training opportunities, promote industrywide partnerships and create ways 
to help SPJ promote a more transparent, ethical industry for everyone.

You help the world be at its best. Elect me and I’ll ensure the profes-
sion and the organization you love remains at its best.
Links: @alex_veeneman.  

Randy Bateman
Current SPJ office: Seeking a position as an at-
large director.  
Current employment: President of Balcones  
Investment Research and editor of The Bot Brief, 
a weekly newsletter regarding the robotic revolu-
tion and its implications on the economy, invest-
ments and employment. It is a subscription piece 

that is distributed to academia, the media, investors and economists. 
Past work experience: Have run subsidiaries of banks focusing on in-
vestment management, most recently as the chief investment officer of 
Huntington Bank in Columbus, Ohio, managing $15 billion. In the past, 
however, one of my subsidiaries produced information and written data for 
Crain’s Chicago, The Boston Globe, The Miami Herald, San Jose Mercury 
News, the L.A. Times, The American Banker, Crain’s Detroit, Crain’s New 
York, San Antonio Express News, Dallas Times Herald and Patriot Ledger. 

I have written articles published in the CFA Digest (cover story, fall 
edition 2015), Pension World Magazine, Trust and Estates Magazine, and 
The Texas Bar Journal. 
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Education: B.A. in economics, North Carolina State University. Chartered 
Financial Analyst designation.
Honors, awards and activities: Only two-time recipient of The Ameri-
can Banker’s Masters of Mutual Funds award; Barron’s Magazine’s Top 
100 Fund Managers; Lipper’s No. 1 performing small cap fund; frequent 
guest on CNBC, Fox Business and Bloomberg News; managed 5 Star 
Morningstar mutual fund; shared speaking podium with Louis Ruykeyser, 
Ben Stein and Art Laffer; rang the opening bell at the NYSE. Member of 
American Economic Association, Chartered Financial Analyst Society, Ro-
botic Industry Association, Society of Professional Journalists and United 
States Press Agency.
Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: The robotic revolution will have pro-
found consequences — both positive and negative — on our economy, 
taxes, employment, health care, monetary policy and virtually every aspect 
of our future lives. Unfortunately, policy makers and the general public 
don’t sense the urgency of adapting to this bellwether irrevocable change. 

If Moore’s Law can be applied to robotics, the geometric expansion 
of automation will rapidly spread before we can prepare for its inevitable 
consequences. SPJ has an opportunity to serve as a catalyst to address 
these issues and facilitate preparation for this potential new world order.

Melissa Allison
Current SPJ office: None.  
Current employment: Reporter at KPCW in Park 
City, Utah, 2016 to present. 
Previous SPJ experience: None.
Past work experience: Reporter at KVNU News 
in Cache Valley, Utah, 2015; and intern at Utah Pub-
lic Radio in Logan, Utah, 2014-16. 

Education: Bachelor’s degree in journalism with a minor in arts from 
Utah State University. I also am a licensed esthetician.
Honors, awards and activities: Named first Media Scholar at Utah 
State University 2016.
Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: Ethics, diversity and trust are threads 
that have been woven throughout my life. Ethics as a licensed esthetician 
and how I cared for my clients. Diversity in the sources I use and stories I 
cover. And trust, a quality that every relationship, be it personal or profes-
sional, must be built on in order to be sustained.

I see this position as an opportunity to give back to an industry that 
has changed my life. A community that garners much respect yet is under 
attack for simply doing that which it was designed to do: cover the news.

As director at-large, I want to build bridges and cast a spotlight on 
those areas that are ignored or forgotten. I am all ears and am ready to 
hear what you have to say.
Links: melissaallison.world; @melissaaallison; facebook.com/
marvelissa.

Michele Boyet
Current SPJ office: Director, SPJ Florida; co-chair, SPJ National Com-
munications Committee.  
Current employment: Digital marketing manager, The Breakers Palm 
Beach, 2010 to present. 
Previous SPJ experience: SPJ Florida vice president, 2010-11; presi-
dent, 2011-12; past president, 2012-13; VP of programs, 2013-15; VP of 

membership 2015-16; director, 2016-present; award 
judging for chapter contests and MOE Awards, 
2010-present; SPJ National member of SPJ Day of 
Giving Committee, 2017; Resolutions Committee; 
2016-present), SPJ Digital Community, 2015-pres-
ent and Chapter Grant Committee, 2012-2013.
Past work experience: Associate homepage pro-
ducer, South Florida Sun Sentinel, 2008-10; assistant 

convention director, College Media Advisors, 2011 and 2012 conferences. 
Education: Florida Atlantic University, 2005-10; editor in chief, University 
Press, 2007-09.
Honors, awards and activities: Board, SPJ Florida Chapter of the Year, 
SPJ National, 2010, 2014 and 2016; personal, Robert D.G. Lewis First 
Amendment Award, SPJ National, and Eisenhower First Amendment 
Award, Freedoms Foundation, both in 2010.
Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: Some say the current political climate 
is devastating journalism. I say it’s the best thing to happen to us. 

It’s brought journalists together. It’s urged supporters of journalism to 
step up. It’s put ethical, good journalism at the forefront. We’ve banded 
together to fight for press freedom and protect the First Amendment 
rights we value so very much. 

And SPJ has led that charge — but we can always do more. I’m run-
ning for at-large director to join that fight and help take it to the next level. 

As part of SPJ’s new Communication Committee, I had the honor of 
joining the national board in San Diego this January. Together, we took 
a critical eye to the organization’s five-year plan and SPJ’s role in today’s 
climate. We redefined our goals, outlining next steps to continue the fight 
for press freedom, mobilize journalists to educate the public, ensure SPJ 
dedicates itself to the inclusion of all who practice and support ethical 
journalism, and lastly, to provide the support and services that make 
membership essential. 

Together, we can continue to support SPJ’s mission to inspire, encour-
age and support the act of journalism. 

Are you ready to join the fight? 
Links: about.me/micheleboyet; @mboyet

Lauren Bartlett
Current SPJ office: Ethics Committee member.  
Current employment: Blue Shield of California, 
Corporate Communications. 
Previous SPJ experience: Director at-large, 
2010-12; Ethics Committee member, 2010 to pres-
ent; Finance Committee member, 2011-12; Com-
munications Committee chair, 2011-13; Public Out-

reach Committee chair, 2009-10; Public Outreach Committee vice chair, 
2008-09; SPJ/LA Board of Directors, 1996-2014; president, SPJ/LA, 1998, 
1999 and 2007; president, UCLA chapter, 1984.
Past work experience: Media relations, Southern California Edison; 
media relations, UCLA; reporter, Los Angeles Daily Journal; reporter, City 
News Service; reporter, The Associated Press, Los Angeles bureau. 
Education: UCLA, bachelor’s degree in political science.
Honors, awards and activities: SPJ national, President’s Award for 
Distinguished Service, 2011; Howard S. Dubin Award Outstanding Pro 
Member Award, 2001.
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Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: Ever since I was in the sixth grade 
and toured the newsroom of my regional daily newspaper, journalism has 
been my passion. 

I was honored to serve the Society as a director at-large from 2010 to 
2012. It’s disconcerting that many of the same issues facing journalists at 
that time have become even more critical today. And now the industry is 
facing attacks for “fake news,” making the need for the Society greater 
than ever. 

My broad experience in SPJ, which includes campus chapter presi-
dent, pro chapter president, national committee chair and national board 
member, uniquely qualifies me to help the Society achieve its goals. 

If elected, I would:
• Increase public education about what journalists do on behalf 

of the Society. Partnerships with other journalism organizations and a 
strong push for media literacy will help us achieve that goal.

• Continue SPJ’s good work enhancing our standing nationally 
among journalists and the public as THE authority on journalism matters.

• Keep the spotlight on the importance of ethics, which are crucial in 
our ever-changing media landscape.

I would like to return to the national board and use my knowledge 
of what works and what doesn’t to achieve the Society’s goals. If del-
egates this year approve a proposal for a smaller, more strategic na-
tional board, I would apply my experience toward the most effective 
transition possible.

As a great admirer of Walt Disney’s creative accomplishments, I take 
to heart one of his company’s most popular maxims: If you can dream it, 
you can do it. I ask for your vote to enable me to serve the Society with 
the enthusiasm I have brought to the organization since my college days. 
Links: LaurenBartlettLA.com; @LBartlettLA.

Mikal Belicove
Current SPJ office: N/A.  
Current employment: Freelance business and 
brand journalist. 
Previous SPJ experience: SPJ Region 11 
Spring Conference attendee, 2013; SPJ Journ-
Camp-Las Vegas attendee, 2016; SPJ member, 
2016 to present; Excellence in Journalism Confer-

ence Presenter, 2017.
Past work experience: Director of membership and conferences, 
Association for Experiential Education, 1992-97; executive director, Ad-
venture Travel Trade Association, 1997-98; publisher and editor-in-chief, 
The Outdoor Network, 1998-2002; acquisitions editor, Penguin Group 
USA and John Wiley and Sons, 2002-05; freelance business and brand 
journalist, 2005-17; columnist, Entrepreneur Magazine, 2009-16; con-
tributing blogger, Forbes Magazine, 2012-14; columnist, Today’s Campus  
Magazine, 2012-14. 
Education: Keystone College, hotel and restaurant management, A.S. 
1986; University of Houston, hotel and restaurant management, 1991; 
Keystone College, honorary Doctorate of Humane Letters, 2012.
Honors, awards and activities: Member of the Board of Regents, 
Southern California University of Health Sciences, 2017-20; Advisory 
Board member, Cottonwood Institute, 2006-17; member of the Board of 
Trustees, Keystone College, 2013-16; SXSW Accelerator Advisory Board, 

2013-15; Keystonian of the Year, Keystone College, 2013; commencement 
keynote speaker, Keystone College, 2012; student body president, Univer-
sity of Houston, 1989-90.
Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: Simply stated, I am interested in see-
ing SPJ — through its membership offerings, Code of Ethics and ranks 
— become the leading resource for those whose work now encompasses 
brand journalism; and, as a governance wonk, I want to support SPJ at the 
board level through servant leadership. 

As media continues to evolve, and as the job outlook for those in-
terested in traditional journalism careers becomes even more competi-
tive, businesses and brands are seeking and finding value through the 
adoption and inclusion of freelance and in-house brand journalists. More 
than PR or corp comm professionals, these specialists possess journal-
istic training and knowhow but have no home per se when it comes to 
professional affiliation and development. This error of omission is SPJ’s 
opportunity, and I’d like to work behind the scenes to get us up to speed 
and prepared for the next wave of journalists needing our values, ben-
efits and fellowship. 

Finally, my philosophy on board leadership is this: In large organiza-
tions like SPJ, goals are created and monitored by boards of directors; 
whereas objectives, strategies and tactics are developed and worked on 
by staff, and then reported on back to the board as evidence of support 
and progress on meeting goals. In other words, I want to support SPJ at 
the board level by making sure we're giving staff the space and resources 
they need to do their jobs.

REGION 2 DIRECTOR

Andy Schotz 
Current SPJ office: Region 2 director.
Current employment: None; laid off in April. Was 
night city editor at The Frederick News-Post in 
Maryland.
Previous SPJ experience: Finishing second 
term as Region 2 director. Chairman of SPJ Awards 
and Honors Committee. Three consecutive terms 

as president of Washington, D.C., Pro chapter. On SPJ Ethics Committee, 
2004-11, including three years as chairman. Ran unsuccessfully for at-
large national director in 2012.
Past work experience: Reporter/editor at The Altamont Enterprise, 
weekly paper in upstate New York, 1992-2000; reporter at The Herald-
Mail, daily paper in Hagerstown, Maryland, 2000-13; an editor at The 
Gazette, chain of weeklies near D.C., 2013-15 (chain folded); night city 
editor at The Frederick News-Post, 2015-17 (job was cut).
Education: Bachelor’s degree, University at Albany, New York; Ealing 
College, London, one semester.
Honors, awards and activities: 2013 Howard S. Dubin Outstand-
ing Pro Member Award, large chapters; 2014 SPJ Regional Director 
of the Year; reporting, photography and editorial writing awards from 
The Associated Press, New York Press Association, International So-
ciety of Weekly Newspaper Editors, Maryland-Delaware-D.C. Press 
Association, Society of Professional Journalists, Local Media Asso-
ciation; on International Society of Weekly Newspaper Editors board 
of directors.
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Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: I’m a firm believer in SPJ and its 
mission. As a board member, I speak out, keep all SPJers informed and 
challenge the organization to be better, such as through a new governance 
structure being considered this year, a concept I support. I’m responsive 
and have thick skin. I’m proud of working to switch SPJ to a democratic 
representation model through One Member, One Vote, overcoming years 
of resistance. Now, all members directly choose SPJ’s leaders. My latest 
project is getting the First Amendment on everyone’s back — through an 
awesome inexpensive T-shirt that will be sold at this year’s convention.
Links: facebook.com/SPJRegion2/; @spjregion2; LawnGyland@
aol.com; blogs.spjnetwork.org/region2.

REGION 3 DIRECTOR

Michael Koretzky
Current SPJ office: Region 3 director.
Current employment: Debt.com editor.
Previous SPJ experience: SPJ Florida board 
member, 2005-07; national at-large director, 2008-
10; SPJ Florida president, 2011; Region 3 director, 
2011 to present.
Past work experience: Athens Daily News re-

porter, 1989-90; Sun Sentinel reporter, 1990-92; iCE Magazine editor and 
publisher, 1992-94; XS Magazine entertainment editor, 1994-97; Palm 
Beach Free Press editor, 1998-2000; FAU University Press adviser, 1998-
2010; Jazziz Magazine associate editor and managing editor, 2000-08; 
Globe, Star, National Enquirer copy editor, 2002-09; Money Talks News 
editor, 2010-12; Life Magazine Group editor in chief, 2012-13.
Education: University of Florida, 1983-89, didn't graduate.
Honors, awards and activities: 2015 SPJ Regional Director of the Year. 
And in 2012, SPJ President John Ensslin gave me an empty cigar box with 
one cigar scotch-taped to the top. He called it the “Thinking Outside the 
Box Award.” But he never told me what happened to the other cigars.
Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: I want to change SPJ’s name and 
expand its mission and membership. I want SPJ to wield media innova-
tions as deftly as it encourages its members to. I want to create, support 
and pimp programming that goes far beyond speeches, lectures, panel 
discussions and symposiums. I want SPJ to do more for diversity than 
dump mundane tasks on its Diversity Committee. Finally, I hear there are 
groupies. And because no one ever reads these candidate statements, 
the first person to email me at journoterrorist@gmail.com receives 
a free SPJ T-shirt. 

REGION 6 DIRECTOR

Joe Radske
Current SPJ office: Region 6 director.
Current employment: News director, KVRR Fargo, 
North Dakota.
Previous SPJ experience: Region 6 director, 
2013 to present, SPJ Madison Pro vice president, 
2010-13.
Past work experience: News director, WKOW-

Madison, KPTM-Omaha, WVTV-Milwaukee.

Education: B.A., University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee.
Honors, awards and activities: Walker Institute, UW-Madison Busi-
ness School, 2015; Carol Kneeland, 2005; Midwest Emmy for Best Spot 
News, 1994; RTDNA member; FBI Citizens Academy, Milwaukee/Omaha.
Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: I'm not done. I'm not done making a 
difference every day. I've committed myself to being voice of Minnesota, 
Wisconsin, North Dakota and South Dakota on a national level for SPJ. 
While I've been for incredible highs executed by Minnesota Pro, Madison 
Pro and UW-Eau Claire campus chapters. I have struggled to keep other 
chapters active and starting chapters in areas underserved by SPJ. The 
voice I respond to and care about is the journalist who wants to know, 
"What do I get from my membership in SPJ?"

I don't have all the answers, but together we can find the solutions. 
Being an SPJ member is a privilege. Being your Region 6 director is 
my honor.

REGION 10 DIRECTOR

Ethan Chung
Current SPJ office: Region 10 director.
Current employment: Senior editor for custom 
media, SagaCity Media.
Previous SPJ experience: Past president, West-
ern Washington Pro, 2014; president, Western 
Washington Pro, 2013; president elect/VP, 2012, 
Western Washington Pro; Executive Board member, 

2011-12; Western Washington Pro, Region 10 director, 2015 to present.
Past work experience: Associate editor, 2015-16, SagaCity Media; 
deputy editor, 2012-15, Premier Media Group (425 and South Sound 
magazines); assistant editor, 2006-12, Premier Media Group (425 and 
South Sound magazines).
Education: University of Puget Sound, 2004, B.A. in English (writing, 
rhetoric and culture) .
Honors, awards and activities: Scripps Leadership Institute graduate; 
multiple-time winner of the annual Northwest Excellence in Journalism 
awards.
Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: I am seeking re-election as the 
Region 10 director to help build on the work our chapters have ac-
complished over the past few years. I’d like to continue to foster strong 
relationships with chapter leaders, chapter members and non-affiliated 
members in Region 10. 

As Region 10 director, I led the charge to plan, develop, market and 
execute the annual Northwest Excellence in Journalism competition, 
which helps raise thousands of dollars for programming, scholarships 
and more. The process is notoriously difficult and full of pitfalls but is 
a vital fundraiser for our region. I also planned and executed the 2016 
regional conference in Seattle and served as a panel member and helped 
facilitate the 2017 regional conference in Portland. One of my biggest 
goals if re-elected is to have SPJ in Region 10 better serve unaffiliated 
members and student members.  

I bring years of institutional knowledge to the position, plus strong 
relationships with chapter and national leaders and the passion (and pa-
tience) required for the role and organization.
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Donald W. Meyers
Current SPJ office: Board member, William O. 
Douglas Chapter.
Current employment: Reporter/multimedia report-
er with the Yakima (Washington) Herald-Republic.
Previous SPJ experience: Region 9 director, 
2010-14; Utah Headliners Board member, 1996-
2013; Utah Headliners chapter president, 2002-

04; Utah Headliners chapter vice president, 2000-02; graduate of 2012 
Scripps Institute; served on SPJ’s national Freedom of Information 
committee.
Past work experience: Site manager, Utahsright.com, 2012-13; re-
porter, Salt Lake Tribune, 2007-13; editorial page editor, Daily Herald, 
Provo, Utah, 1998-2007; reporter, Daily Herald, Provo, Utah, 1993-98; 
reporter, Greater Media Newspapers (New Jersey), 1988-93.
Education: Brookdale Community College, majored in journalism 1982-
85; Brigham Young University, majored in communications/print journal-
ism, 1985-87.
Honors, awards and activities: 2013, third place in business report-
ing in the Utah Headliners Chapter, Society of Professional Journalists’ 
annual contest; 2011, first place in spot news in the Utah Headliners 
Chapter, Society of Professional Journalists’ annual contest; 2006, first 
place in editorial writing in the Utah Press Association’s annual con-
test, first and second place in editorial writing in the Utah Headliners 
Chapter, Society of Professional Journalists’ annual contest; 2005, first 
place in editorial writing in the Utah Press Association’s annual contest, 
first place in editorial writing and second place in columns in the Utah 
Headliners Chapter, Society of Professional Journalists annual contest; 
2004, first place in editorial writing and personal columns in the Utah 
Headliners Chapter, Society of Professional Journalists’ annual con-
test, third place in best editorial and best editor’s column categories 
in the Utah Press Association’s annual contest; 2003, third place for 
editorials in the Utah Headliners Chapter, Society of Professional Jour-
nalists’ annual contest and honorable mention for personal columns; 
2002, third place for coverage of Tom Green polygamy trial from the 
Utah Headliners Chapter, Society of Professional Journalists and the 
Utah Press Association’s annual contests, third place for editorial writ-
ing in the Utah Headliners Chapter, Society of Professional Journalists’ 
annual contest, first place for breaking news in the Utah-Idaho-Spo-
kane Associated Press Association’s annual contest for breaking news; 
2000, third place in the Utah-Idaho-Spokane Associated Press Associa-
tion’s annual contest for opinion column writing; 1996, Environmental 
Excellence Award from U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Region 8 
for comprehensive coverage of air quality issues in Utah County, first 
place for best editor’s column in Utah Press Association’s annual con-
test; 1995, first place in the Utah Press Association’s annual contest for  
best editor’s column.
Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: For nearly 30 years, SPJ has given 
me the opportunity to meet with and learn from some of the best minds 
in journalism. I also know SPJ stands behind journalists when facing 
fights to open access to meetings and records.

Serving in SPJ is a way to give back.
I bring a rich trove of experience in both journalism and SPJ. I know 

the challenges the “digital first” world brings to our industry. I have 

seen firsthand what is happening to newsroom staffs.
But economic challenges are not the only things facing our profes-

sion. Journalism is under assault as never before. In our own region, a 
journalist was physically attacked by a political candidate for no other 
reason than just doing his job.

These challenges make it even more important to stick with jour-
nalism’s core values, which are so eloquently stated in SPJ’s Code  
of Ethics.

As your regional director, I will work to help SPJ uphold those values 
and defend the press’s role in our system of government. I will actively 
work with our chapters to better serve their members and make their 
concerns known on the national level. I will help organize chapters where 
there are none currently and work with at-large members.

I will make sure our regional conference is a place where profession-
als and students can come together to share knowledge, network and 
inspire each other to do better journalism.

I thank you for your consideration and ask you for your support.
Links: @votemeyersrd; votemeyersrd17.blogspot.com; facebook.
com/votemeyersrd17.

REGION 11 DIRECTOR

Matthew T. Hall
Current SPJ office: Region 11 director since 2014.
Current employment: Editorial and opinion director, 
The San Diego Union-Tribune.
Previous SPJ experience: Former president, 
vice president and secretary, San Diego Pro Chapter;  
2015 SPJ/Google News Lab trainer; 2014 Ted Scripps 
Leadership Institute graduate.

Past work experience: Former reporter at The Derry (N.H.) News, The 
Concord (N.H.) Monitor, The (San Diego) Daily Transcript and The San 
Diego Union-Tribune, where I was also city columnist and public engage-
ment editor.
Education: 1994 English/journalism degree, University of New Hamp-
shire; 2005 Western Knight Center fellow at USC Annenberg School for 
Communication and Journalism; 2017 Donald M. Murray Visiting Journal-
ist at UNH.
Honors, awards and activities: Proud president of San Diego Pro 
Chapter when it was named national chapter of the year in 2015; past 
recipient of blog and column of the year awards from the San Diego Press 
Club; past recipient of blog, feature story and criticism of the year awards 
— as well as the Herbert Lockwood "Woody" Award for humor writing 
— from the San Diego Pro Chapter; four-time San Diego Union-Tribune 
Golden Shoe winner as the newsroom’s fastest male finisher in a compa-
ny-sponsored 8k road race, 2007, 2008, 2009 and 2010.
Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: More than ever, journalism needs 
experienced, ethical leaders who understand that credibility is what mat-
ters most in the public eye and that creativity is what matters most in a 
disruptive digital age. I love journalism and the West, and I want to keep 
building on SPJ's successes nationally and in our four states. 

In my first two terms, I improved regional communication by talk-
ing regularly with professional chapter leaders, strengthening college 
chapters, building new Region 11 Twitter and Facebook communities 
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and helping to plan successful regional conferences in San Francisco, 
Phoenix and San Diego. We’re already planning next year’s regional con-
ference in the Los Angeles area, and I'm working closely with national 
board leaders to ensure SPJ stays relevant and respected worldwide. I’d 
be honored to continue celebrating, improving and protecting journalism 
with you.
Links: @SDuncovered; linkedin.com/in/matthewthall/; facebook.
com/matthewthall.

REGION 12 DIRECTOR

Kelly Kissel
Current SPJ office: Treasurer, Arkansas Pro.
Current employment: News editor, The Associ-
ated Press, Little Rock.
Previous SPJ experience: Region 12 director, 
2011-12; past president of Arkansas Pro, 2015-16; 
longtime local board member and also active during 
college years.

Past work experience: AP posts in Louisiana, Mississippi, West Vir-
ginia, Pennsylvania and Oklahoma; The Advocate, Baton Rouge; several 
radio and pair of TV jobs.
Education: B.A. in journalism from LSU, 1984.
Honors, awards and activities: Winner, William Randolph Hearst  
National Collegiate Writing Championship; handful of internal AP honors; 
several Katie Awards and SPJ chapter journalism awards, but that’s not 
why we do what we do.
Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: I’ve spent more than half my career 
in a Region 12 state and believe I understand the issues that arise here 
and know enough of the principals involved that I can effectively represent 
the journalism community on a national stage.

STUDENT REPRESENTATIVE (choose two)

Rahim Chagini
Current SPJ office: None.
Current employment: Student at Columbia Jour-
nalism School and copy editor at Ismaili magazine 
and theismaili.org website.
Previous SPJ experience: Student member.
Past work experience: Web producer and 
multimedia journalist for TED Talks; senior corre-

spondent at IT COMM Week and Journal; contributory writer at Voices 
of New York, Gotham Gazette and Mott Haven Herald; an investigative 
reporter at adaptny.org; social media strategist and content editor at Big 
Idea Brands – Flow Society; sub/copy editor at two national newspapers 
(The Times of India and The Hindu); youngest associate editor for a city 
lifestyle magazine; English professor at IL& FS, India.
Education: Master of Science in journalism, Columbia Journalism 
School, Columbia University; Bachelor of Arts in mass communication 
and journalism, St. Joseph’s Degree & P.G. College, Osmania University, 
Class of 2014, Hyderabad, India; and diplomas with "A" grade in Adobe 
Photoshop, PC Hardware and Software and Quantitative Reasoning  
and Aptitude.

Honors, awards and activities: Echelon Award in recognition of 
excellent achievement; valedictorian in the undergraduate degree in 
mass communication and journalism and subject topper; nominated for 
a national award — Youth Awards for Excellence — under creative 
expressions and leadership category; appointed organizing head of col-
lege film festival, “CinEvolution — Best in the World” and president 
of Presenters Club; awarded second prize in essay writing competi-
tion and science cartoon contest of Public Relations Society of India; 
presented at SIGNIS National Conference on the topic “New Media, 
New Generation”; my film “Aashayein” was selected in Top 20 and 
screened in “Kala Ghoda” National Film Festival. Member of the South 
Asian Journalists Association, Asian American Journalists Associa-
tion, Overseas Press Club of America and Society of Professional Jour-
nalists Deadline Club.
Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: This is the time for youth journalists 
to take a stand and report on the current happenings around the world, 
including the #trumpphenomenon, speculation of NASA’s discovery and 
many hidden secrets of the government.

Due to false reportage and the false accusation of the consumers, it's 
time that we educate them. Reporting the TRUTH of the truth. We need 
to stop reporting on others' reporting. 

As a student representative, I’ll do my very best to bring forth ideas 
that can help bring about good journalism to the consumers. I’ll try and 
make sure to organize as many programs and workshops for student jour-
nalist so that they can be updated with the skills needed. In short, I’ll do 
everything in my power to help co-student journalists. It’s our fight and 
struggle. Let’s put our heads together and fight for our justice!

• All current, paid SPJ members are eligible.

• Voting takes place in conjunction with 
the Excellence in Journalism conference, 
Sept. 7-9, 2017.

• You do NOT need to be at the conference 
to vote.

• Voting is done online.

• You must have current email contact  
information on file. Check to see if yours 
is correct at spj.org/members_edit.asp
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Katherine Rosenhammer
Current SPJ office: Ashford University Chapter 
president.
Current employment: Self-employed, full-time 
college student, career volunteer.
Previous SPJ experience: Second-year member, 
board member for the SPJ Freelance Community, 
local SPJ Ambassador for AfterDeadline and Uni-

versity Chapter vice president.
Past work experience: Employed in the corporate world until 2008, 
ambassador, regional director and executive board member for various 
national nonprofit organizations.
Education: Bachelor's degree in journalism and mass communications 
and English, Ashford University, graduating in January 2019.
Honors, awards and activities: Golden Key International Honor Soci-
ety, Alpha Sigma Lambda Honor Society, Delta Alpha Pi Honor Society, 
Dean’s List, Catholic Charities Volunteer of the Year 2010, co-founder and 
president of Omega Rho Lambda Upsilon.
Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: I am seeking the student representa-
tive position to further spread the awareness of SPJ and all the benefits 
that the organization offers. As a student and officer of one of the few 
online college SPJ chapters, I believe it is important to offer an online 
student perspective and challenges to other chapters. Being an older col-
lege student, I can relate to both the older generation and the younger 
student body.

As a non-traditional adult college student, I know how important it is 
for like minds to connect and how organizations such as SPJ can enhance 
not only the learning process but also how networking is invaluable.

Hayley Harding
Current SPJ office: Immediate past president, 
Ohio University chapter.
Current employment: Digital managing editor, 
The Post (Ohio University's independent student 
news outlet); data/investigations reporting intern 
through Dow Jones News Fund, McClatchy DC.
Previous SPJ experience: President, Ohio Uni-

versity chapter, 2016-17; treasurer, Ohio University chapter, 2015-16; 
freshman liaison, Ohio University chapter, 2014-15 (helped plan Region 4 
conference); delegate for Ohio University SPJ during 2016 .
Past work experience: Digital intern through Dow Jones News 
Fund, The Denver Post, June to August 2016; assistant managing edi-
tor, The Post, March 2016 to March 2017; intern, Mental Floss, May to  
August 2015.
Education: BSJ, news and information-gathering track, E.W. Scripps 
School of Journalism at Ohio University, anticipated May 2018; B.A., politi-
cal science, College of Arts and Sciences at Ohio University, anticipated 
May 2018.
Honors, awards and activities: National Outstanding Campus Chap-
ter of the Year, Ohio University, 2015-16; Lasher-Evarts Quality of Writing 
Scholarship, awarded by E.W. Scripps School of Journalism, April 2017; 
Mark of Excellence, Region 4 Finalist, April 2017; James W. Faulkner 
Memorial Scholarship for Political Reporting, awarded by Central Ohio 
Pro Chapter, April 2017.

Why I’m seeking this SPJ office: I share a birthday with both James 
Madison and National Freedom of Information Day, so for the past two 
years, I’ve celebrated with SPJ by giving others cake. On days that aren’t 
my birthday, I’ve helped arrange a regional conference, hosted several 
grammar competitions and been a part of nearly 100 programs. SPJ has 
shaped my college career, and I’m thankful to have been a part of it since 
my third week of college. 

Now I’m entering my senior year, and I’ve learned SPJ is more than 
just geeking out about FOIA with people who just get it. In my three years 
of collegiate SPJ executive board experience, I've watched freshmen in 
college fall in love with an organization I know they will continue to cher-
ish for a lifetime, and I want to advocate for that to continue even as 
journalism is under attack. 

I want to help explore new ideas, such as how to expand our digi-
tal presence and recruit for the internet age, and promote the SPJ I 
know and love to students across the country. It's a tricky time to be 
getting into journalism, but with the backing of the Society of Profes-
sional Journalists, student journalists have the opportunity to become 
some of the best out there, holding people accountable and keeping our  
profession strong. t

TO BECOME A MEMBER AND JOIN 
THOUSANDS OF JOURNALISTS
IN OUR FIGHT, PLEASE VISIT 

SPJ.ORG.
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NARRATIVE WRITING

Tom Hallman Jr. is a Pulitzer-
winning reporter for The 
Oregonian. His latest book, 
"Dispatches from 1320," is 
available at Amazon. Email 
him at tbhbook@aol.com.

TOM
HALLMAN JR.

WHEN I STUDIED MARTIAL ARTS, I spent 
hours practicing technique. In a controlled environ-

ment, it was magic. But each student wondered if it would 
work on the street. 

And so it is with narrative storytelling. At writing con-
ferences, we study handouts and discuss stories that have 
been reported, written and published — what happens 
back in the newsroom. In my next two columns, I want to 
deal with the “real-world” by looking at the storytelling 
process used by two writers who’ve heard me speak. 

Erin McIntyre, a reporter with the Daily Sentinel in 
Grand Junction, Colorado, offered to take me to the Den-
ver airport after my recent seminar for the Colorado Press 
Association. The airport was about 45 miles from the ho-
tel, and I was certain I’d miss the flight.

On the way, we talked about a story she was working 
on, one featuring a birth mother, a foster mother and a 
baby. I asked McIntyre to tell me how she was planning 
to write the story. I’d interrupt to ask questions I hoped 
would make her see the story differently. 

“I learned a lot from you at 80 mph,” she told me later. 
“It’s important to have a focal point to build a story around. 
The story can take different directions depending on who 
becomes the central character.”

During a recent phone call, McIntyre told me she 
had begun thinking differently about the story while we 
were on the freeway. No wonder we nearly missed the 
airport exit.

“I looked at it like choose your own adventure novel,” 
she said. “If I take this path, there’s no way to get back to 
something else. Where I start determines the course of 
the story. Talking with you, helped me decide to build the 
story around the child. That was the center of the story.”

I knew what she meant, but I wanted her to explain.
“I’d thought the main character would be the biologi-

cal mother,” McIntyre said. “I’d open the story with her 
in jail, where she found out she was pregnant. But that 
forced me into a chronological storyline. Also, the reader 
would need background for that opening to make sense. 
Why was she in jail, what was her history? Your questions 
made me realize the best way would be to build the story 
around the baby.”

She decided with my help that the baby tied the moth-
er and the foster mother together.

Here’s how McIntyre opened her piece:
Jonah has no idea that the past seven months have 

been unusual at all. He’s an observant, active little guy 
who just learned that shaking his head “no” is the best 
thing in the world and he’s been hinting at his urge to walk 
by pulling himself up using furniture around the house.

His big, brown eyes take in everything and to him, ev-
erything is normal.

And that’s exactly how everyone wants it to be.
“The central theme of the story, I realized, was love,” 

McIntyre told me.
She said thinking about the story before writing is “not 

something journalists are trained to do.”
“The inverted pyramid is beat into us,” she said. “In 

many stories, that’s perfect. But I’ve learned to take a mo-
ment to think about the story. Previously, I’d start a story 
and get stuck in the middle because I used up all my good 
quotes. The way a story is structured supports the quotes 
and scenes. I want to plan my choices for each section of 
the story.”

She used that same thinking in a recent story, one of 
those simple stories that doesn’t need to be written but 
changes the way people think and feel because a writer 
found something with meaning.

McIntyre said she’d heard that a man who shined 
shoes at a stand in the bank had died. She went to the 
bank and found a memorial set up around his chair. She 
thought about writing a tribute to the man, having custom-
ers tell stories about him.

“But when I was there, I decided I should focus on the 
chair,” she said. “I wouldn’t have done that before. I would 
have written a straight-news opening. But I thought about 
what you’ve talked about.”

Here’s how she opened that one:
This chair held the most important people.
It didn’t matter if they were famous actors or janitors, 

bank presidents or bank robbers, anyone who sat in this 
chair felt valued by the man who owned it and treated 
them each with care and respect.

This chair held Sammy Hudson’s customers. Anyone 
who needed a little sprucing up and an expert’s touch, and 
maybe a sympathetic ear, some lighthearted conversation 
and a laugh or wise advice to go along with a shoeshine 
would find it here.

Now, this chair holds dozens of bouquets of flowers, 
notes and mementos in tribute to the man who spent de-
cades making people look and feel just a little bit better.

Last week, this chair held Sammy himself, who ap-
peared to be taking a nap but had in fact died at his favor-
ite place — at work — on Friday morning. As the lobby of 
the Alpine Bank building around him buzzed with people 
heading to the gym downstairs, to the teller line or offices 
upstairs, Sammy passed away doing what he loved most, 
being at his shoeshine station.

Those who loved him say they’ll miss having a bright 
spot in their day, a friend and an all-around classy guy. 

Good in theory and in practice

CONTINUED ON PAGE 29
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RICKY JOHN BEST, Taliesin Myrddin Namkai-
Meche and Micah David-Cole Fletcher were stabbed 

May 26 when they attempted to stop a man from harass-
ing two teens with racist and anti-Muslim rants on a train 
in Portland, Oregon. Best and Namkai-Meche died.

A lot of the attention on social media following the at-
tack centered on the news media’s use or avoidance of the 
word “terrorism” in discussing the events. People rightly 
pointed out that media organizations are quick to bring 
up the words “terrorist” and “terrorism” unless the sus-
pected perpetrator is white. A rational person may wonder 
whether the terms are inherently racist.

The inconsistency of their uses, their vagueness and their 
divisiveness should make journalists and news organizations 
question their use of the words “terrorism” and “terrorist.”

The purpose of journalism is to provide people with 
accurate, reliable, truthful information. If people spend a 
large chunk of their time debating the use or misuse of a 
word or two in that reporting, there is a problem.

Similar issues exist for terms like “fake news” and “il-
legal immigrant.” Many stories containing those words 
end up being less effective due to many people debating 
the terminology.

As happened in the Portland attack, a lot of public time 
and attention focused on the use of “terrorism” instead on 
other details in the story. Additionally, invoking the term 
may confuse people about the actual events.

Journalists and news organization should describe 
events and the perpetrators’ motivations as specifically 
as possible, such as white supremacy or religious extrem-
ism. When those factors aren’t known, journalists and 
news organizations should be forthright with the public. 
They shouldn’t speculate about the motivation, and they 
shouldn’t throw around the word “terrorism.”

There is precedence for avoiding the terms.
Reuters, the international news agency and my em-

ployer, says its journalists may refer generally to terrorists 

and terrorism, “but do not refer to specific events as ter-
rorism.” Some other organizations issue similar guidance 
to their journalists.

One issue surrounding the terms “terrorism” and “ter-
rorist” is the lack of a universal definition shared by news 
organizations. The terms may vary by style book, diction-
ary and country. Again, this leads to confusion.

For example, the U.S. government breaks the definition 
of terrorism into international and domestic, but it broadly 
defines the act as something that jeopardizes human life. 
Additionally, it must be an act that intimidates or coerc-
es people, influences government policy through those 
means or disrupts government through killing, kidnapping 
or destruction.

As a result of the U.S. government and other countries 
having their own definitions of terrorism, it’s appropriate 
to use the term —  with proper context — when quoting 
officials or citing documents.

The words journalists use can obviously become hot-
button issues. In fact, SPJ is targeted from time to time 
by people on social media over how journalists report on 
mass casualty events and whether they should be de-
scribed as “terrorism.”

The avoidance of the words “terrorism” and “terror-
ist” should not be interpreted as protecting the feelings 
of people who commit terrible acts of violence. Instead, 
avoiding  those words should be seen as a way to improve 
the stories journalists are producing for the public — to 
provide clarity and accuracy.

People need to be informed about the world around 
them, especially if public safety is compromised. One of 
the factors journalists and news organizations must keep 
in mind is how to get that message across accurately, 
compassionately and as directly as possible. If people are 
focused on the words “terrorist” or “terrorism,” it’s often 
difficult to accomplish that goal.t

Clarifying terrifying terms

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

One issue surrounding the 
terms “terrorism” and “terror-
ist” is the lack of a universal 
definition shared by news 
organizations. The terms may 
vary by style book, dictionary  
and country. Again, this leads 
to confusion.
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SIGN OUT OF SOCIAL MEDIA
This is one of my techniques for keeping procrastination 
at bay — especially for Facebook, which I find to be the 
strongest vortex. 

I use a password manager and make a point not to 
learn my password for Facebook. I log out every time I 
close the website and therefore have to jump through 
a couple of hoops every time I want to log back in. 
Even when I choose to engage with that platform in the 
course of my workday, the added steps make it a more 
deliberate diversion.  

PRE-SET YOUR SCHEDULE
This was Hazel Becker’s strategy when she began freelanc-
ing full time after 29 years as a staff reporter and editor. 
Now semi-retired and chair of SPJ’s Freelance Communi-
ty, Becker said she would start every workday reading up 
on her beats, then scouring websites for gigs. She aimed 
to send at least one query every day. She spent most 
Fridays taking care of business, marketing and learning  
new technology. 

The routine came easy, she said. “In those days I had 
to use the Jedi mind tricks to get in my workout every day. 
Now that's my day-starting routine, and actually looking 
for gigs is what I have to convince myself to do.” 

Becker’s role reversal is instructive. As you explore and 
deepen your sense of yourself as your own boss, remember 
to be a good one, and also to stick up for yourself as an 
employee. Consider negotiating a late start time or a long 
lunch break for exercise, for example.

Because no matter who the boss is, a happy, healthy 
employee makes for good business.t

Shutterstock.com
 

FREELANCE

Putting on the boss hat

Hilary Niles is a freelance 
data journalism consultant, 
multimedia investigative sto-
ryteller and award-winning 
researcher based in Vermont. 
She’s secretary of the SPJ 
Freelance Community, a 
member of the FOI Com-
mittee and an alum of the 
Missouri School of Journal-
ism graduate program. Her 
reporting has been featured 
in The Boston Globe and 
on Vermont Public Radio; 
NPR’s "Only a Game," "Here 
and Now" and "All Things 
Considered"; and the BBC 
World Service.

HILARY NILES

AUTONOMY is part of the appeal of freelancing. As 
  independent journalists, we work with editors as our 

clients, not our supervisors. We choose our projects and 
set our own schedules. We may or may not work in our 
pajamas, or from a lawn chair in the backyard. We’re our 
own bosses. 

But sometimes, that means bossing yourself around. 
The joy of working on what you want, when you want 

doesn’t always translate into getting done what needs do-
ing; autonomy can also be a pitfall. Successful freelancing, 
as much as it offers freedom, requires self-discipline. 

And sometimes, self-discipline requires a Jedi mind 
trick — a particularly artful maneuver when you must play 
both the tricked and the trickster. 

As freelancers, we try to take on only work we like. 
But even great projects often involve tedious phases. 
Other assignments may serve merely as stepping stones 
or financial necessities more than they fuel our passions. 
And aside from reporting, there’s networking, negotiating, 
public appearances, accounting. Even if you love running 
your own business, that doesn’t mean you’ll always feel 
like doing what work requires of you. 

This is when I put on the “boss hat” — my term for 
the ruse I employ to get out of my own skin and into the 
mindset of a business owner. 

Technically, I do play both roles: I am both the sole 
shareholder and the sole employee of my business. As an 
employee, I earn a salary. As the shareholder, I may get a 
bonus if my employee performs well throughout the year. I 
set up this legal and financial arrangement on the advice of 
my accountant, and I’ve noticed it facilitates the Jedi mind 
trick rather well, too. 

But you don’t need to engineer a complete internal 
bureaucracy in order to don the boss hat. Here are a few 
techniques from my own experience, as well as members 
of SPJ’s online Freelance Community: 

DEVELOP COMPANY POLICIES
Rebecca Weber, a full-time freelance writer and writ-
ing coach based in South Africa, said she channels most 
business and marketing decisions through a paradigm of 
“company policies.” With her business hat on, she insti-
tuted certain rules, which now she just has to follow, rath-
er than reconsider perennial issues every time they arise. 

“For example, as a norm I ask for more money on the 
first assignment,” Weber said. “I’m not naturally inclined 
to negotiation, so knowing ahead of time that I’m going to 
ask means that I can skip the stage of deciding if I should 
ask or not. These policies increase my income and elimi-
nate a lot of stress around money.” 
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NOTES ON:
October 1989

SUBSCRIPTION RATE:
$22 per year / $2.50 for single copies

FUTURE OF THE FIRST
Justice William Brennan was known as a strong First Amend-
ment supporter on the Supreme Court. His tenure, sometimes 
described as the Brennan Era, was marked by several deci-
sions where he was a leading voice in favor of First Amend-
ment rights.

Author Tony Mauro described an exemplary First Amend-
ment and freedom of speech case: In Texas, Gregory Lee 
Johnson had been arrested, sentenced to a year in prison and 
fined $2,000 for burning the American flag at the 1984 Repub-
lican National Convention. The case hadn’t received national 
attention until it reached the Supreme Court. 

Brennan’s decision described how Texas’ law against 
flag-burning violated First Amendment rights. He noted: “The 
way to preserve the flag’s special role is not to punish those 
who feel differently about these matters. It is to persuade 
them they are wrong. … We do not consecrate the flag by 
punishing its desecration, for in doing so we dilute the free-
dom that this cherished emblem represents.”

Mauro pointed to this decision as a key reason that 
Brennan had been one of the best allies for press freedom 
and First Amendment rights throughout his years on the 
court. The vote for this case would have split equally without Brennan’s vote. But, at age 83, Brennan couldn’t remain the leading First 
Amendment scholar on the Supreme Court forever.

Analysis of other cases and past positions of other judges on the court left the author unsure that anyone on the court would step up 
to fill Brennan’s shoes. The future of the Supreme Court at the time saw many issues arising at the intersection of technology, privacy 
and First Amendment rights. Without a strong First Amendment scholar, many worried that landmark cases in those uncharted waters 
could narrow the Supreme Court’s views on the First Amendment, affecting the press forever.

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

• Ad for “The Stylebook of Choice for America’s Journalists,” 
The Associated Press Stylebook and Libel Manual.

• Discussion about the process of crossing the United States-
Canada border, and the effects of the new “rapid-entry” 
language that headed toward defining and licensing jour-
nalists.

• Analysis of recent Supreme Court decisions relating to the 
delicate balance between public information and individual 
privacy rights.

ALSO IN THIS ISSUE:
• An article discussing the privatization of public records and the 

costs that come along with that process — costs that can be-
come prohibitive to news organizations, thus restricting their 
access to information.

• An opinion column by a 10-year graduate journalism instruc-
tor advocating for admissions criteria to focus more on ma-
turity, writing ability and commitment to the profession than 
undergraduate GPA, which he argued had no correlation to 
success in the field after graduate school.t
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Why did you get into journalism? That might depend on what segment of the very wide 
journalism field you currently occupy. Ask 100 journalists, and though you’ll get a lot of different 
answers, you’ll likely see some themes: I’m curious. It gives me an excuse to talk to strangers.  
I like telling stories of other people. I want to hold powerful people and institutions accountable.

For as much as we talk and train on the “future” of news and the many technology trends and 
skills journalists must know, the fundamentals of the craft hardly change. Effective reporters 
must not only be tenacious but have reliable sources. They must be not only curious but open 
to learning new perspectives.

Here we get reminders on these journalism fundamentals: What highly effective journalists 
do in their jobs to better themselves and land interviews that produce memorable stories.  
The articles from Jane Elizabeth and Dean Nelson are based on educational sessions each  
author will present at the 2017 Excellence in Journalism conference, Sept. 7 to 9 in Anaheim.

For more on their sessions — and all the other conference training — visit Excellence 
inJournalism.org.
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ou might know the American Press Institute 
for its deep research on a variety of issues in 

journalism, something we’ve done for years as 
a think tank based in the Washington, D.C., area. 

Recently, though, we decided to study something a 
little different: people.

Here’s how it happened. While working on our on-
going accountability journalism project, we met journal-
ists around the country whose work seemed particularly 
influential in their communities. They were engaging 
audiences, encouraging action and conversation, and 
writing stories with impact.

We were intrigued. We wanted to know: Why are 
some reporters and editors more effective than others? 
How does their work seem to have more resonance in 
their communities? 

And most relevant here: How can you be one of them? 
We decided to bring a group of those highly effective 

journalists to D.C. for two days, where we bombarded 
them with questions, surveys and group conversations. 
However, first we needed to come up with a methodol-
ogy for selecting that group of journalists.

We turned to data from Metrics for News, a content 
analysis program created by API specifically for news-
rooms. With more than a half-million pieces of content 
in our database created by newsrooms enrolled in Met-
rics for News, we were able to track the most engaging 
authors. We also examined the work of four newsrooms 
enrolled in the Knight-Temple Table Stakes project, a 
yearlong effort to advance the digital transformation of 
local newsrooms. 

What were our criteria? We wanted journalists who:
• Focused on accountability journalism: Reporting 

on public officials and institutions of all types, and hold-
ing them responsible for their actions and statements.

• Routinely interacted with their audiences through 
social media and comments.

• Presented facts and told stories in impactful, non-
traditional formats.

• Wrote with authority, context, understanding and 
compassion.

• Produced stories that had not only a large number 

of readers relative to their newsroom’s total audience 
but a high percentage of reader interactivity such as 
commenting and sharing on social media.

Through data, conversations, and an examination of 
their work and reader reaction, we identified 17 journal-
ists from Florida to Washington state. While large news 
outlets were represented in the group — The Washington 
Post and the Miami Herald, for example — we also includ-
ed a public radio station and a 12,000-circulation family-

owned newspaper. You can find the full list of 17 journal-
ists at the end of our report on americanpressinstitute.org.

That report, titled “7 characteristics of effective ac-
countability journalists,” was published in December. 
Today we’ve got some suggestions for those who want 
to improve their effectiveness and “remake” themselves 
(or their staffers) into top accountability journalists. 

Here are the seven characteristics, and some specific 
ways to help cultivate them.

Effective accountability journalists exhibit broad curiosity, 
eagerly adapt to new technologies and platforms
Our group of journalists clearly were “early adopters” 
in their newsrooms, ready to try new tools and unique 
ways to reach their audiences. Get more familiar with 
new technologies and platforms by:

• Seeking out in-person and online training. There 
are many free and reduced-cost opportunities.

• Attend top digital conferences like Online News As-
sociation and SXSW. Yes, they can be expensive, but look 
for scholarships and financial assistance. Check for live 
streams if you can’t attend in person. And be willing to share 
your knowledge with your co-workers after the conference.

BY JANE ELIZABETH

JOURNALIST MAKEOVER:
Becoming a more effective accountability reporter

If you think you’re getting questionable  
assignments from editors, don’t hesitate 
to have a conversation about story choices 
and priorities. A good beat reporter has a 
better view of the landscape than anyone 
else in the newsroom.



24 Quill JULY/AUGUST 2017

• Stay up to date on technology and newsroom initiatives 
by subscribing to newsletters such as API’s “Need to Know” 
or the INN Nerds; and follow media technology posts like the 
Poynter Institute’s “Innovation” blog posts. 

• Connect with other journalists in your region for informal 
meetups about new technologies. If there isn’t already such a 
meetup, start your own using Meetup.com or a similar service.

Effective accountability journalists  
think about multiple audiences
How well do you know all of your audiences? If you’re an edu-
cation reporter, for instance, you think about several audienc-
es: parents, taxpayers, students, teachers, school boards and 
elected officials. Learn more about your readers, viewers and 
listeners by:

• Studying the latest census data, especially the American 
Community Survey and the American FactFinder.

• Meeting with your advertising and marketing depart-
ment for a summary of their audience data.

• Finding and following the top influencers in your audi-
ence segments on social media. 

• Holding town hall meetings or other public events 
related to your community’s ongoing issues and your 
newsroom’s big projects. Make sure the event is designed 
around listening, not speeches from newsroom managers, 

so you can learn more about the specific interests of vari-
ous audiences. 

Effective accountability journalists work hard to create  
context for their audiences
Don’t assume the consumers of your work know or remember 
all the background material for ongoing stories. It may be all 
too familiar to you, but underlying facts and history should be 
provided with each story. Try these ideas:

• It may sound obvious, but don’t skip the hyperlinks. Use 
them liberally, and make sure they open in a new tab to keep 
your audience connected to your story. 

• Use Genius or the non-profit Hypothes.is to annotate your 
stories.

• Create Vox-style “cards” as backgrounders. You can cre-
ate your own using Explaain and other tools.   

• Design an easy-to-use template for your content manage-
ment system that can display previous articles, documents, 
videos and other multimedia. 

Effective accountability journalists smartly balance  
their time on story choices and audience interactions
There’s no denying the fact that newsrooms continue to shrink 
with no end in sight, and that journalists who do keep their 
jobs are required to take on more responsibilities. Prioritizing 

Some discounts, coverages, payment plans and features are not available in all states or all GEICO companies. GEICO contracts with various membership entities and other organizations, but these entities do not underwrite 
the offered insurance products. Discount amount varies in some states. One group discount applicable per policy. Coverage is individual. In New York a premium reduction may be available. GEICO may not be involved in a 
formal relationship with each organization; however, you still may qualify for a special discount based on your membership, employment or affiliation with those organizations. GEICO is a registered service mark of Government 
Employees Insurance Company, Washington, D.C. 20076; a Berkshire Hathaway Inc. subsidiary. GEICO Gecko image © 1999-2017. © 2017 GEICO

Distinguished Savings
Society of Professional Journalists members 

could save on car insurance with a special 

discount from GEICO.

1-800-368-2734  |  geico.com/disc/spj 
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your work, tackling only the stories that really matter, while 
still focusing on your audiences are key skills. 

• Use your newsroom’s metrics and analytics to help decide 
which topics and stories should move to the top of your list. 

• Reconsider traditional coverage of every routine govern-
ment meeting. Are you getting a reasonable return on invest-
ment by sitting through four hours of Robert’s Rules of Order in 
a nearly empty meeting room? If not, find your audience and 
spend time with them instead.

• Use technology to occasionally help with routine tasks 
such as posting to social media (like HootSuite or Buffer); 
scheduling meetings (Doodle or Calendly, for example); video 
conferencing instead of phoning, emailing or texting (try ap-
pear.in or join.me); and keeping up with like-minded groups 
(Slack or Workplace by Facebook might help). 

• If you think you’re getting questionable assignments 
from editors, don’t hesitate to have a conversation about story 
choices and priorities. A good beat reporter has a better view 
of the landscape than anyone else in the newsroom. If you arm 
yourself with data and your own knowledge of your audience, 
you can make reasonable arguments about spending more 
time on some stories and less on others. 

Effective accountability journalists spend considerable time 
building relationships with sources, readers
Good advice from our group of journalists included this: Estab-
lish relationships with readers and sources before you need 
them for stories. 

• Create Twitter lists for groups that hold shared interests:  
tax reform, politics, residents in favor of that new shopping mall.

• Find out how the influential people in those groups keep 
in touch with each other — NextDoor? Facebook Groups? 
Slack? — and try to join. 

• Every couple of months, park yourself in a popular local 
coffee shop for the morning and let people know you’re there 
for conversation and questions. 

• Do you use “call-outs” on social media when you need 
input from readers? But first you need to establish a solid pres-
ence on Facebook or Twitter; otherwise, don’t expect much au-
dience response.

Effective accountability journalists build connections  
and teamwork within their own newsrooms
One of the unexpected lessons we learned from our group of 
effective accountability journalists was their efforts at build-
ing relationships throughout their news organizations. They 
understand that expertise exists outside their group of report-
ers and editors.

• The traditional “wall” between the marketing/advertis-
ing department and the newsroom can be a barrier to full un-
derstanding of the business of journalism. Get to know people 
who work in other divisions of your news organization; soak 
up their knowledge about readers, viewers and listeners. Have 
coffee with them; invite them to news planning meetings.

• Who are the problem-solvers in your news organization? 
Learning exactly who can fix a problem — with a story, a read-
er, equipment, whatever is broken — is far more efficient than 
complaining and waiting for the right person to hear you. 

• You’ve heard it before: Include your colleagues from so-
cial media and visual teams at the very start of a big project. 
Now, think about how including marketing, technology, circu-
lation and other departments could enhance your project.

Effective accountability journalists find their own way  
and direct their own work
Good editors won’t shudder when they hear that the most ef-
fective reporters tend to make their own decisions and work 
independently. Journalists who hold the characteristics de-
fined above don’t need constant direction — and that’s a good 
thing for newsroom managers who are struggling with staff-
ing cuts and shrinking resources. 

For those managers fortunate enough to write a job posting for 
new employees, standard phrases like “self-starter” and “adept 
at social media” don’t quite describe the most effective account-
ability journalists. Let’s end with some key words and phrases for 
your next job posting that can help identify the best candidates:

• Innovative and independent thinker.
• Won’t hesitate to jump into the technology sandbox.
• Proven use of social media to enhance beat and story cov-

erage.
• Knows how to dive deep into newsroom metrics and com-

munity data. 
• Uses innovative presentations to bring context to ongo-

ing issues.
• Understands the business of news and how to leverage 

the skills of those outside the immediate newsroom.
• Great listener who knows how to find the people who 

should be listened to.
Learn more about effective accountability journalism by 

connecting with API’s 17 test group journalists on Twitter. Go 
to bit.ly/The17.t

Jane Elizabeth is senior manager of the American Press Institute’s  
Accountability Journalism Program. She was previously a reporter and editor 
at the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette and Washington Post. On Twitter: @JaneEliz.

You’ve Read It, Now Hear It In Person
“Seven Habits of Highly Effective Accountability Reporters”  
is among the 60+ training sessions at the Sept. 7- 9 Excellence in  
Journalism Conference. See more at ExcellenceinJournalism.org



I love the movie “Almost Famous.” It has a compelling sto-
ry about a kid who wants to write about rock music; it has 
good acting (Kate Hudson, Billy Crudup, Philip Seymour 
Hoffman, Francis McDormand, Zooey Deschanel, Jimmy 
Fallon, and a one-second appearance by Mitch Hedberg); 
early scenes are shot in my home town of San Diego; it’s 

based on an experience of a local celebrity (Cameron Crowe); 
it has good music and more.

But one of the main reasons is it’s also an instructional mov-
ie about interviewing.

Early in the film you see the 15-year-old William Miller char-
acter get rejected for the interview he wanted, but he improvis-
es when another band shows up and he sees an opportunity to 
interview them. 

“Hi, I'm a journalist. I write for Creem Magazine,” he says, 
holding a copy of the publication in the air.

“The enemy!” one of the musicians yells. “A rock writer!” 
“I'd like to interview you or someone from the band,” Wil-

liam says.
One of the band members dismisses the young journalist 

with a pointed expletive, and they keep walking toward the 
stage door. 

William, however, wasn’t just any 15-year-old kid. 
“Russell. Jeff. Ed. Larry,” William says to the band members, 

instantly gaining credibility. “I really love your band. I think 
the song ‘Fever Dog’ is a big step forward for you guys. I think 
you guys producing it yourselves, instead of Glyn Johns, was 
the right thing to do. And the guitar sound was incendiary.”

The backstage door opens and they pull him in with them.

For 22 years I have conducted interviews with great writers 
at the annual Writer’s Symposium by the Sea in San Diego. 
The writers include Dave Eggers, Mary Karr, Amy Tan, Anne 
Lamott, Ray Bradbury, George Plimpton, Rick Reilly, Garrison 
Keillor, Barbara Bradley Hagerty, Bill Moyers, Nikki Giovanni, 
Chris Hedges, Bill McKibben, Michael Eric Dyson, Tracy Kid-
der and dozens of others. 

I have also written for The New York Times, The Boston 
Globe, USA Today, Voice of San Diego, San Diego Magazine 
and several other magazines, websites and newspapers, 

where I have interviewed a lot of people from all walks of life. I 
have interviewed the famous and obscure; I have interviewed 
those I admire and those I despise.

This experience (and watching “Almost Famous” a few 
times) has helped me reach some conclusions about the process 
of interviewing. There are reasons why they work and why they 
don’t, why you get a good-spirited conversation and why you 
get crickets, why you get great quotes and why you get clichés.

Despite the importance of data journalism and all other on-
line methods, there is still a fundamental need to tell stories 
that involve human beings as sources. Our stories need their 
analysis, perspective, tone, insight, detail, nuance, color or 
shared humanity. Regardless of whether our sources are shy 
or outgoing (and whether we are shy or outgoing), all journal-
ists need to know how to talk to people.

And no matter how many or how few interviews you have 
conducted, there are some universal points to consider that 
will make your interviews better. You may even get a source 
to say to you, as the band member did to William, “Well don’t 
stop there!” even when he had just called you the enemy a few 
moments before.

IT STARTS IN YOUR HEAD. WHO DO YOU WANT TO INTERVIEW?
When a magazine hired me to write about a contentious race 
for district attorney in San Diego, I made a list of who I would 
need to talk to. The incumbent DA and the challenger, of 

BY DEAN NELSON

No Danger With Strangers
Conduct — and prepare for — interviews that will get even the haters to talk
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Gay Talese, left, with Dean Nelson
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course. I would need their perspective on their own qualifica-
tions and on their opponent. Who were the other stakeholders? 
People in the DA’s office, people who used to work for the DA 
and the challenger, other attorneys, police officers, the previ-
ous DA, local politicians, people who experienced the court 
system under this DA. 

That’s a pretty big list, but they all didn’t need to be lengthy 
interviews; only a few did. What made this manageable is that 
I thought through who I wanted for this story and why I wanted 
their perspective. When I do big, complicated stories, I cast a 
wide net, but I know what kind of fish I’m looking for. They all 
serve a particular purpose to the story.

THEN IT GOES TO YOUR HANDS AND FEET.  
HOW DO YOU GET THEM TO TALK?
Some people are easy to line up. You appeal to their expertise 
and tell them the story wouldn’t be complete without their per-
spective. But remember, unless you’re talking to a PR person, 
no one factors time into their day to conduct interviews with 
reporters. You’re always an interruption. So you have to make 
it worth their while. If that means getting up at 4 a.m. on the 
West Coast to accommodate a phone interview on the East 
Coast, then that’s what you do.

Sometimes sources are happy to talk to you. Sometimes they 
do everything they can to avoid you (or their gatekeepers do).

When I heard the science fiction writer Ray Bradbury at a 
conference years ago, I knew he would be a great person to 
interview at our annual Writer’s Symposium by the Sea. But 
how do you even get to this guy, I wondered? I stood in line for 
an hour at the book-signing table just so I could ask him the 
best way to reach him so I could invite him to the symposium. 
He wrote a number on a piece of paper. “It’s my fax number,” he 
said. “You need but ask!”

Hunter Thompson said that when he needed to interview 
politicians, he called in the middle of the night, hoping to 
wake them out of a deep sleep. That way they weren’t as prone 
to lie to him, he said. Hey — you do what you have to do.

Flattery and sleep interruption may not always work, 
though. I confess that I have, on occasion, resorted to shaming.

In San Diego, a few mayors ago, our city politics were in 
more disarray than Francis Underwood’s in the last season of 
“House of Cards.” The sniping and backstabbing among the 
different power groups was breathtaking. San Diego Maga-
zine hired me to do a story that was to answer this singular 
question: Who is running the city? 

The city council loathed the city attorney, and the city at-
torney despised the mayor, and the mayor (our former police 
chief) was doing some dumb — maybe illegal — things. Each 
of the three branches believed it was the true power base 
and presumed it was filling the vacuum left by the other two 
branches. Business interests were panicking because they 
didn’t know who to approach. No one could get a good grip on 
whether everyone was stupid, corrupt, inept or brilliant. 

For a story like this, everyone wanted to talk to me.

Except the mayor.
I could not get past his gatekeeper, and for weeks I made it 

clear that it was in the mayor’s best interest to talk to me. Ap-
parently this gatekeeper was under the illusion that if he just 
kept ignoring me, I would go away and there would be no story.

On a day very close to my deadline, I had one more inter-
view in City Hall, and when I was done I got on the elevator 
headed down to the parking garage. A few floors down, the 
elevator stopped and a guy got in; we immediately recognized 
each other. He graduated from the university where I teach, 

and I asked him what he was doing in City Hall.
“I work in the mayor’s office,” he said.
“Too bad your guy won’t talk to me for my story about city 

politics in San Diego Magazine,” I said. “Everyone else was 
willing to talk. The mayor, though is going to look like he’s a 
coward for avoiding me. Readers will wonder why. ”

The elevator door opened and the former student asked for 
my cell number. I walked to my car and he headed back up. 
Before I was to my car, my phone rang and the former student 
said, “The mayor can see you tomorrow at 9 a.m. I assume you 
can make it?”

THEN YOU DIG
This is what will make or break your interview. If you are pre-
pared, you have a good chance that the interview will go well. 
If you aren’t, it won’t.

For interviews that are more than getting eyewitness ac-
counts to events (“What happened? What did you see? What 
direction did that meteor come from?), preparation matters. 
When William talked to those band members at the stage 
door, he knew their music well enough to call them by name, 
mention an individual song and who produced it, and even 
describe one musician’s guitar licks. THAT’S preparation. 

When I lived in Minneapolis in the 1980s and wrote for Mpls/
St. Paul Magazine, I was assigned the cover story to profile the 
new University of Minnesota football coach, Lou Holtz. He was 
coming from a successful program at the University of Arkan-
sas to a program that hadn’t had success since the 1960s. Holtz 
was the messiah. And when I scheduled my interview with 
him, his assistant gave me the maximum amount of time: 20 
minutes. I knew I needed to make them count.

Some people are easy to line up. You appeal 
to their expertise and tell them the story 
wouldn’t be complete without their perspec-
tive. But remember, unless you’re talking to a 
PR person, no one factors time into their day 
to conduct interviews with reporters. You’re 
always an interruption. So you have to make  
it worth their while.
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I talked to everyone I could think of and read everything I 
could get my hands on. I even found out what his favorite book 
was � a motivational book called "The Magic of Thinking Big" 
— and I bought it. When I was ushered into his office and we 
exchanged initial pleasantries, I pulled out that book and set 
it in front of me on his desk, and my recorder on top of it.

I was giving him two messages: 1) I am ready for you. I have 
done my homework; and 2) Don’t even think about lying to me. 
I already know the answers to these questions.

It was one of the most fun interviews I’ve ever done.

THEN YOU PLAN
Interviews have their own trajectory. Putting together a good 
interview is like putting together a good story. It needs to have 
an interesting beginning. One question (like paragraphs in a 
story) should logically follow the next. There should be a cul-
minating question or topic where the interviewee is forced 
to think seriously about the response. There should be “cool 
down” questions leading to a conclusion. 

This is similar to a story because a story’s arc usually goes 
from an interesting beginning, rising and falling action, then 
a critical or crisis point (will William get his story published?), 
then a falling off of the action toward a resolution. Good 
interviews often follow that same pattern. You don’t want 
to start a story with all of the climactic action. You want to 
build up to it and create a sense of expectation in the person  
you are interviewing.

Regardless of your planning, though, it won’t always work 
out perfectly. When I interviewed a Border Patrol supervisor 
about an incident where an officer standing on the U.S. side 
shot an 11-year-old boy on the Mexico side for throwing rocks, 
I didn’t start with whether the supervisor felt that shooting 
the kid was an overreaction. I knew I was going to ask it (and 
he knew I was going to ask it) — but the time had to be right. 
I asked several questions about how the officers are trained 
and finally built up to whether the shooting was justifiable. 
He leaped across his desk, grabbed my shirt with one hand 
and a glass ashtray with another and faked like he was go-
ing to smash my face with it. “Wouldn’t you strike back if 
someone did that to you?” he screamed. No cool down ques-
tions that day.

JUST BEFORE YOU START
But even before the actual interview begins, there are more 
things to consider. If you are interviewing a person in his or 
her office, get there early. It might gain you a couple of minutes.

Dress appropriately. If you dress extremely casually, you 
communicate that you don’t take the interview seriously. If you 
dress extremely formally, you communicate that you’ve never 
done this before or that you don’t pick up on social cues. Busi-
ness casual is almost always the best call, even if you’re in-
terviewing the person in a surf shop. You want to be seen as a 
professional.

Where should the interview take place? A person’s home, 
car or office? A coffee shop? When I interviewed Vicente Fox, 
the former president of Mexico, he seemed stilted and aloof in 
his office. But when we started walking around his presidential 
library, or his family ranch, he loosened up considerably. Do 
enough preparation to know where the person is comfortable.

And this may sound bizarre, but hear me out. I try to make 
sure I have gone to the bathroom just before I arrive. On big 
interview days, I usually drink a lot of coffee and get amped 
up for what I know could be inspiring, combative, adversarial, 
ugly, fabulous — at any rate, emotional. I know I need to be 
hyper-aware and quick on my feet. When you have just 20 min-
utes, you don’t want to have to interrupt the interview for a 
bodily function. Besides, it’s tacky.

OK, GO
It may seem obvious, but the best questions are the open-end-
ed ones, where the source has a chance to explain something 
and even provide an anecdote. If you prepared properly, then 
you won’t need to ask a question like “Where did you serve in 
World War II?” or, “What is voodoo?” 

But you don’t want to ask questions that are SO open-ended 
that they paralyze the interviewer into giving meaningless an-
swers. My father was in a weather station on the Arctic Circle 
for a year during World War II, and if you want to see him hem 
and haw around awkwardly, ask him a question like, “What 
was it like being on the Arctic Circle for a year?” 

That kind of question won’t get much of a response other 
than something vague, like “Cold.” Why? Because NOTHING 
is like being on the Arctic Circle for a year. Ask it differently. 
Something like “What did you do for food up there?” Or, “What 
was the most difficult part about being there?” Or, “What was 
the most fun part about being there?” “Did you date any of the 
indigenous women while you were there?” I really did ask him 
that. He gave me a politically incorrect response. Those kinds 
of questions will get you into topics such as loneliness, seeing 
polar bears, trading cigarettes for ivory carvings — something 
that will provide insight, not just an obvious fact.

Questions that begin with “Why” or “How” will get you far-
ther than “When” or “What” or “Who.”

During the interview, pay attention to what the person is 
saying, not just to your next question. 

And pay attention to your body language. Don’t be afraid of si-

You’ve Read It, Now Hear It In Person
“Talking To Strangers: Craft Interviews That Will Get 
Even the Haters to Talk” is among the 60+ training sessions 
at the Sept. 7- 9 Excellence in Journalism Conference. See more at 
ExcellenceinJournalism.org
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This side of the lobby feels a little bit emptier now without his smile.
That’s storytelling.
“The reaction to the story was tremendous,” McIntyre said. “I got a call 

that someone wanted to see me in the newspaper lobby. I was a little ner-
vous. It was Rita Hudson, his widow.”

McIntyre said Hudson cried, hugged her and told her how much she ap-
preciated the story.

“Then she handed me a plate,” McIntyre said. “It was Sammy’s favorite 
dessert. I kept thinking that her husband had just died and she made me a pie.”

And then she gave McIntyre the highest tribute a journalist can receive.
“She told me that when she missed her husband she was going to read 

my story again.”t

NARRATIVE WRITING
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 17

lence. Politely stop the person if he or she is going too fast. Don’t 
be afraid to ask the person to repeat something. If something is 
unclear, guess what will happen when you write about it? 

ASK THE HARD QUESTION(S)
Simply put, you have to ask tough questions. You know that. 
All journalists should. If you have prepared properly, you 
should already know the answer, but remember: The reason 
you are doing the interview is to get the person’s perspective, 
not just the facts.

I had to ask author Tracy Kidder about trusting people’s 
memories. So much of his work depends on people telling him 
the truth and recalling incidents and personal histories — how 
does he know these things are accurately recalled? He was 
expecting the question.

The Border Patrol supervisor knew I was going to ask about 
whether it was an overreaction by the officer to shoot a kid 
who had hit him with a rock. He still leaped across his desk 
and acted as if he was going to  hit me, but  it wasn’t because 
he was surprised. He was angry and wanted to make a point.

At about the two-thirds point of an interview with a writer 
recently, I asked one of those “tough but fair” questions, and 
he stared at me for several seconds. Then he smiled.

“You just warmed the water before drowning the cat,” he 
said. Then he answered the question. 

Your sources are expecting you to ask the difficult ques-
tions, and so is your audience. It may feel a little awkward, but 
they know it’s coming.

YOU’RE NOT DONE YET
If the interview’s purpose is to get information, such as for a 
hard news story, I always try to ask these three questions at 
the end. If you do the same, you will be surprised at the re-
sponses you’ll get:

1) “Can you give me the exact spelling of your name?” One 
source’s name was, I thought, Amy. But when I asked this ques-
tion, she nearly jumped out of her chair in gratitude. It sounds 
like Amy, but it is spelled Ami. Believe me, when you see your 
name misspelled in a story, it makes you mad. It’s the most get-
table fact in the story, and you didn’t get it right? Why should I 
believe anything else in your story?

2) “Is there anything I should have asked you that I didn’t ask?” 
This one can create a dimension you didn’t even know existed.

3) “May I contact you later once I write this in case I need 
some more information or some clarification?” Leaving the 
door open with your source will pay off in many ways. 

LEARNING LESSONS
William Miller learned some tough lessons in “Almost Fa-
mous.” He learned the value of preparation. He saw the dan-
ger of getting too close to his sources. He saw that he needed to 
record his interviews. He saw the value of mentors like Lester 
Bangs. He saw that his obligation was to tell the story he saw, 
not the one that his sources wanted him to tell. He saw that 
telling a true story can create enemies. And he saw that the 
truth will emerge.

For me, the takeaway from “Almost Famous” is that most of 
the time, people will talk to you when you’re prepared, when 
they trust you and when you listen to them. When you do those 
things, the interview could even be, as William Miller would 
note, incendiary.t

Dean Nelson’s book on interviewing, “Talk To Me,” will be released by Harper 
Collins in 2019. He is the founder and director of the journalism program at 
Point Loma Nazarene University in San Diego, and the founder and director 
of the annual Writer’s Symposium by the Sea. His interviews with writers 
can be seen at at deannelson.net. Email: deannelson@pointloma.edu.

Dean Nelson practices his interview skills with a rapt subject.
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PAULA  
LAROCQUE

Handle quotations with care, not obligation

Paula LaRocque is author 
of five books, among them 
“The Book on Writing.”  
Her latest fiction is a mys-
tery novel, “Monkey See,” 
available on Amazon.com

Email:  
plarocque@sbcglobal.net

Blog and website:  
paulalarocque.com

Empower Yourself
Visit SPJ’s reading room for 
more articles that will help 
you on your path to be-
coming a better journalist.
spj.org/rr.asp

THE RIGHT QUOTES can enliven and humanize 
a story and help make it clear, credible and dramatic. 

Yet many quotations in media writing are dull, inscrutable 
and even ungrammatical. (The writer’s defense? Well, 
that’s what he said.)

Overall, as with writing in general, the good quota-
tion’s worst enemy is wordy, arcane phrasing:

“The term originated in the early 20th century,” he 
said, “when evolutionary theory had it that most genes 
had a good variant that was by far the most common in 
the population, and one or a very few, very rare, harm-
ful forms.”

Simplify and paraphrase: The term originated in the 
early 20th century, when evolutionary theory supposed 
that good genetic variants were common, and harmful 
forms were rare. 

Sometimes poorly executed mechanics create “whip-
lash” writing — for example, when writers mix such 
elements as paraphrase, direct quote, narrative, tense  
and pronouns:

Murdoch said there had been a "cover-up" at the paper, 
but that he was a victim rather than an accomplice. He 
added that the phone hacking scandal will be a "blot on 
my reputation" for the rest of his life.

Restore consistency with a paraphrase: Murdoch said 
there had been a “cover-up” at the paper, but that he was a 
victim rather than an accomplice. He added that the phone 
hacking scandal would be a blot on his reputation for the 
rest of his life.

More tense problems:
Shadid’s father said in an interview after the book was 

published he was "so overcome with emotion when he 
looks at his son’s words that he can read only a few pages 
at once.”

Again, paraphrase to fix pronouns and garbled tense: 
Shadid’s father said after the book was published he was 
so overcome with emotion when he looked at his son’s 
words that he could read only a few pages at a time.

Blather is always unwelcome:
He agreed with his star player in terms of the tough 

season the team had to endure. "It was tough in terms 
of adjusting and juggling all the positions. We didn’t 
have many easy games. It was a struggle every night," 
he said.

Prune quotes tightly so they further the story line. Avoid 
restating the quote in the narrative — even if it’s restated 
in different words. Every paragraph should advance a story 
with fresh information. That kind of compression has en-
ergy: He agreed the season was hard. “Juggling all the po-

sitions . . . was a struggle every night,” he said.
When asked if there might be a possibility of a return 

performance in Dallas, she simply shrugs her shoulders 
and responds: "I go where the money is.”

Shrugs her shoulders: What else could she shrug? 
Avoid such redundancies as “nodded his head” or “winked 
his eye.” We shrug, nod, wink. Period. Better: Will she re-
visit Dallas? She shrugs. “I go where the money is.” 

Another common mechanical problem is repetition in 
quote and exposition:

He said he saw red when she told him he was a nui-
sance. "She told me I was getting to be a nuisance," he 
said, "and I admit I saw red.”

Is there an echo in here? Let whoever says it best say 
it once, whether source or writer.

Yet another problem in mechanics is the odd split: “I 
want,” she announced at their anniversary dinner, “a 
divorce.”

There’s no shortage of errors in quotes: “They arrested 
him at his hotel after he tried to pass counterfeit $18 bills, 
she said.”

No $18 bill is genuine. All are counterfeit. Delete “coun-
terfeit” through ellipsis, or paraphrase: She said police ar-
rested him after he tried to pass $18 bills.

“She said he confessed when the cops placed a metal 
calendar on his head and wired it to a photocopier, then put 
a note that read ‘False’ in the copy tray and made a copy 
whenever they thought he was lying. They said it was a  
lie detector.”

They put a colander on his head, not a calendar.
He said, "I'm also loathe to hold up anonymous com-

ment as representative of anything but the transformative 
power of anonymity.”

Loath is the adjective; loathe is the verb.
“What's wrong with our country is we've lost any sense 

of spree décor," he said.
Well, pardon our French. It may have sounded like 

“spree décor,” but what he said was surely “esprit de 
corps” — a group’s sense of solidarity or camaraderie. On 
reflection, this is probably a spellchecker “correction.” (Ar-
tificial intelligence is wonderful, yes. But sometimes we 
need the real thing.)

In short, the major problems with quotations are the 
same as with writing in general: wordiness, muddiness, 
pretentiousness. Speech is notoriously wordy; that’s why 
we prune quotes. After all, everything that is in our story is 
in our story. But we never have to accept poor quotations. 
We always have the paraphrase.

More on that next time.t

WORDS & LANGUAGE
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CHOCOLATE MILK. Capri Sun drink pouches. 
Snickerdoodles. Sugar cookies. Pipe cleaners. Glit-

ter glue. Colored feathers. The checkout clerk asks, “Looks 
like a fun party — kid’s birthday?”

“No,” I answer. “Just supplies for a journalism design 
class. College kids.”

And so it went almost every week this past school 
year: snacks and crafts and lots of learning. I had been 
assigned the editing and design course after a 16-year 
absence from teaching something similar. In 2000, it was 
all about designing a newspaper front page. What to do?  

I needed to get up to speed on the latest design tech-
nology, and my students and I needed to learn three Adobe 
products: InDesign, Photoshop and Illustrator. I did a free 
eight-week Adobe “Train the Trainer” online course last 
summer. The instructors’ teaching made me think about 
creativity and how my students seemed to lack it. 

All of my students received artist berets, sketch pads, 
drawing pencils and charcoal on the first day of class. I 
also had them complete an information form about their 
design skills and what they believed to be their creativity 
level. Many students had said on the first day of class that 
they were not creative and were “worried.” That worry 
soon ended, though.

The university where I teach is a “Tree Campus USA,” 
so I had all 16 students choose one of the many trees, 
give it a name and photograph it over the fall semester as 
the seasons changed. The students then used the photo-
graphic images in assigned projects. They also drew the 
tree and its leaves or branches and did bird crafts to place 
in their trees. I said the students needed to “know the 
tree, be the tree.”

Of course, those first two weeks were fun, but my stu-
dents also began to relax and share their work willingly 
with others. They laughed and created wonderful things 
such as clay birds with googly eyes that they placed in 
their trees and photographed.  

Then, after the first two weeks and through midterm 
time, the students learned the three Adobe products using 
their tree photos and drawings for the assignments. We 
did “little planets” with Photoshop, Tree Campus posters 
with InDesign and tree logos with Illustrator. 

As long as the students made it to class, tried the as-
signments — and didn’t whine — they received an A for 
the first half of the course. (Everybody gets an A!) I should 
note that no templates were allowed in this course; every-
thing had to be created from scratch. 

I discussed basic design principles every week — the 
use of typography, color, white space and so on. I printed 

their assignments and taped them to the white board at 
the front of the classroom; we then held critiques. The 
food became more sophisticated — hummus, pita chips 
and carrots (although Capri Sun was always a hit). The 
next half of the semester, I assigned graded projects such 
as magazine double spreads and covers, complete with 
simple grading rubrics.

I asked the students what they wanted to create that 
wasn’t on the list of projects. Because many of them were 
looking for internships or their first jobs, they wanted to 
learn how to do an infographic resume, not the brochure 
assignment I had planned. This is an example of when I 
needed to bring in a professional graphic designer, who 
was happy to receive an Amazon gift card in exchange. 

The students in my classes, both fall and spring, liked 
the course, according to course evaluations. They looked 
forward to it. It was a space where they wouldn’t fail — 
and could get something to eat at the same time.

Students had to learn to plan their projects or designs 
in their sketch books, not just jump in with no thought 
(which many tended to do at first). As they moved from 
my lectures into creating their own work, I learned that I 
needed to be a tour guide, not “a sage on the stage” — 
something I learned from my Adobe training course.

Adobe emphasizes three steps for the instructor to use 
in the classroom:  

• Do direct instruction, remembering that students’ at-
tention spans are short.

• Do guided practice, where students help each other 
and the instructor helps, too.

• Do independent projects, which were my students’ 
graded projects.

The MIT Media Lab, now in its fourth decade, pro-
motes “The 4 P's of Learning”:

• Projects: Learn by doing
• Peers: Learn from others and by teaching others
• Passion: Do/create things in which you are interested
• Play: Make it fun and make time to play
I incorporated the 4 P's of learning without knowing it. 

I came across the 4 P's this spring. I think these can be uti-
lized in many journalism courses, though — not just design.

As one student said in a course evaluation: “I liked that 
Dr. Peck focused on helping us further develop a sense of 
creativity. A lot of the classes that we take in this program 
are about rules, theories, methods, etc., and it was nice to 
have a class where you could do anything.” 

Give the students the tools they need, then let them 
experiment. You might be surprised with what they cre-
ate. I was. t

EDUCATION

Students and design: a return to kindergarten

Lee Anne Peck is a professor 
of journalism in the School 
of Communication at the 
University of Northern  
Colorado, Greeley, where 
she teaches media ethics, 
media writing, and editing 
and design courses. Peck 
serves as a member of SPJ’s 
Education Committee. 
Twitter: @lpeck80 Email: 
leeanne.peck@unco.edu

LEE ANNE PECK 

Resources for inspiration 
and/or online classes

• Adobe Education Exchange: 
adobe.com/education/
creativity-in-education.
html

• Udemy: Many $10 design-
based courses, among 
others, that can be tackled  
at one’s own pace:  
udemy.com

• MIT’s Media Lab’s “Lifelong 
Kindergarten”: llk.media.
mit.edu/mission
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Arguably, SPJ needs a strong FOI presence in every 
state because each state’s open-records and open-meet-
ings issues are different, even as they are all similar be-
cause they keep the public in the dark.

So, what about Sunshine Chairs?
According to SPJ’s page on Project Sunshine, each 

state chair should be someone in a position to learn about 
FOI problems and be able to alert other SPJ leaders or 
allied groups.

“At its core, Sunshine is a team-building program 
aimed at establishing a state network of FOI resources to 
focus attention on the access problem of the hour. That 
network often is called into service to work on other im-
mediate problems, including access problems common to 
campus press.”

In this sense, Project Sunshine has been a success 
over its 27-year history. In its first decade, Sunshine Chairs 
helped organize broad open-government coalitions in their 
states. Many chairs remain very active and at the center 
of struggles to protect state FOI laws or to enhance them.

Tennessee Press Association Public Policy Director 
Frank Gibson, who was SPJ president when Project Sun-
shine was created, remains a strong advocate for open 
records and open meetings. And Deborah Fisher, who suc-
ceeded Frank as executive director of the Tennessee Coali-
tion for Open Government, is also an SPJ member.

Both of them are reliable point persons for FOI ques-
tions and issues in Tennessee.

But it is disappointing that Tennessee has no Sunshine 
Chair listed. Perhaps one isn’t needed.

But what about Louisiana, where the person listed 
as Sunshine Chair, retired more than two years ago? And 
what about other states where the public’s access to infor-
mation and public officials is under siege?

First, it would be helpful to know if Project Sunshine 
continues to be relevant to you and your state. What’s 
been your experience, what’s worked, how can it be im-
proved, what kind of support would be most useful?

Email one of us — FOI Chair Gideon Grudo (ggrudo@
gmail.com), committee member Hilary Niles (h@niles 
media.com) or me, Sonny Albarado (spjsonny@gmail.
com) — with your thoughts.

As your FOI Committee continues updating the state-
by-state FOI pages, you can also help by going to SPJ’s FOI 
page and clicking on Find FOI In Your State. Check out the 
listings for FOI contacts and let the committee know if you 
spot seriously out-of-date information. 

Committee members already have gathered a lot of 
up-to-date info, but it doesn’t hurt to have a backstop.

And keep fighting for the public’s right to know.t

SONNY 
ALBARADO

Sonny Albarado is projects 
editor at the Arkansas 
Democrat-Gazette in Little 
Rock. His journalism career 
of more than 40 years 
includes lengthy sojourns 
in Baton Rouge, La., and 
Memphis, Tenn. He has 
been a reporter, an assistant 
city editor, a business editor 
(twice), a projects editor 
(twice), a news editor and 
a city editor. He has been 
involved in the defense of 
the First Amendment and 
the free flow of information 
since his days as editor of his 
college’s student newspa-
per. A member of SPJ since 
1979, he is a past national 
president of SPJ and a cur-
rent member of the Sigma 
Delta Chi Foundation.

Weeding the FOI garden

FOI

WHEN MEMBERS of SPJ’s own Freedom of In-
formation Committee have never heard of SPJ’s 

Project Sunshine or know who their state’s Sunshine Chair 
is, can we call the effort a failure?

Or at least in serious need of an overhaul?
The current FOI Committee, under Gideon Grudo’s guid-

ance as chair, undertook an update of SPJ’s state-by-state 
FOI resource guide this spring. Early on, committee mem-
bers encountered issues with out-of-date phone numbers, 
contact names and web addresses. It hasn’t been a simple 
process of verifying the information on our website.

In many instances, we discovered that the person list-
ed as Sunshine Chair had either retired, was no longer ac-
tive in FOI issues or had died. This led to questions about 
what Sunshine Chairs do or are supposed to do. For some 
this led to questions about Project Sunshine itself.

Project Sunshine began in 1990 as a volunteer-driven 
effort “to identify threats to public access and government 
and to organize efforts to resist those threats,” according 
to the Project Sunshine page.

Where state-based FOI coalitions exist, the project’s 
“goal is to organize and mobilize SPJ resources to assist 
those efforts.”

In several states, FOI and open-government coalitions 
grew out of Project Sunshine activities, but it seems that 
in some states, the Sunshine Chair’s role and presence 
has withered as the FOI garden has grown with new or 
repurposed efforts that arose to meet specific challenges.

Sh
ut

ter
sto

ck
.co

m



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.




