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Conference planning: 
The ultimate jigsaw puzzle

Imagine 430 jigsaw puzzle pieces. Each represents a speak-
er at a national IRE conference. Each piece is color-coded for 
gender, race, geography and news platform.

Next, picture 210 mini puzzles. These represent panels, 
demos, hands-on classes or other sessions. Each puzzle needs 
one to five pieces. Oh, each puzzle also should be a mosaic of 
color — definitely no all-blue, male puzzles.

You’re not done yet. Each puzzle needs to be placed in a 
room, based on how many people you think will attend. Room 
capacities range from 30 to 800 people. Put a puzzle in the 
wrong room and you’ll end up with a cavernous ballroom with 
only 20 attendees or a room bursting with an overflow crowd.

Welcome to conference planning!
Unlike other journalism organizations, IRE hosts two mas-

sive national conferences each year — just three months apart.
As our conferences grow, we’ve realized we need to work 

further in advance to ensure high quality. This year, we post-
ed our schedules earlier than previous years, knowing many 
attendees need a tangible program to persuade their supervi-
sors to send them.

To do that, we’ve backed up our deadlines and planning. 
That’s why we’re seeking pitches through September for the 
CAR Conference, even though it’s not until March. Submit your 
ideas online at bit.ly/ideasnicar19. Typically, we receive sever-
al hundred ideas for sessions, speakers and hands-on classes 
— far more puzzle pieces than we can fit.

A larger content planning team of IRE staff now helps re-
view submissions, analyze what worked well in previous years 
and assemble the puzzles. And because the IRE staff is da-
ta-driven — OK, some of us are downright data nerds — the 
team created a planning tool we dubbed Super Grid. It’s basi-
cally a turbocharged Google Sheet with multiple tabs, formu-
las, tags and a visual dashboard. With Super Grid, we tracked 
skill levels during NICAR18 planning to ensure we had an ap-
propriate mix: 37 percent general interest, 18 percent begin-
ner, 31 percent intermediate and 14 percent advanced.

For NICAR19 in Newport Beach, we hope to post the sched-
ule in mid-January. So please get your ideas in now. If you wait 
until closer to the event, the program will likely be set. For 
IRE19 in Houston, we’ll seek ideas in December and January.

If your idea isn’t selected or you aren’t asked to be a speak-
er, please don’t feel discouraged or slighted. We’re intention-
ally working to bring new voices to our programming while 
continuing to tap longtime experts.

Our ultimate mission: producing conferences that empow-
er and equip you to thrive as watchdogs. w

Doug Haddix 
Executive 
Director of IRE 
and NICAR 

doug@ire.org, 
573-882-1984 or 
on Twitter
@DougHaddix

Contact IRE
info@ire.org
573-882-2042
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Jailed Reuters 
reporters receive 
Don Bolles Medal

Two Reuters journalists, arrested 
while reporting on human rights abuses 
in Myanmar, received IRE’s Don Bolles 
Medal.

The medal recognizes investigative 
journalists who exhibit extraordinary 
courage in standing up against intim-
idation or efforts to suppress the truth 
about matters of public importance.

Wa Lone and Kyaw Soe Oo have been 
imprisoned since December 2017.

The Don Bolles Medal was created 
last year in conjunction with the 40th 
anniversary of the Arizona Project, an 
effort led by IRE to finish the work of 
Don Bolles, an Arizona Republic inves-
tigative reporter killed in 1976 by a car 
bomb.
Read more at bit.ly/DonBollesMedal2018.

City of Atlanta wins 
2018 Golden Padlock

IRE named the City of Atlanta as 
the winner of its annual Golden Pad-
lock Award recognizing the most se-
cretive U.S. agency or individual.

Atlanta was selected for directing 
city staff to block records requests 
and for releasing false invoices that 
triggered a criminal investigation into 
alleged violations of Georgia’s Open 
Records Act.

Finalists included Texas Attor-
ney General communications direc-
tor Marc Rylander; the City of Riviera 
Beach and Councilman Terence Davis; 
the Ohio Department of Rehabilita-
tion and Correction; the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture; former Missou-
ri Gov. Eric Greitens; and Sioux Falls 
Mayor Mike Huether.
Read more at bit.ly/Padlock2018.

Seven elected to IRE 
Board of Directors

IRE members returned three in-
cumbents and elected four new mem-
bers to the organization’s board this 
June.

Incumbents Jill Riepenhoff 
of Raycom Media, Nicole Vap of 
KUSA/9NEWS Denver and Lee Zur-
ik of WVUE-New Orleans were joined 
on the board by Matt Dempsey of the 
Houston Chronicle, Jennifer LaFleur 
of the Investigative Reporting Work-
shop/American University, Norber-
to Santana of the Voice of OC and Jodi 
Upton of Syracuse University.

The membership also elected two 
members to the Contest Committee: 
Jonah Newman of the Chicago Re-
porter and Jim Polk, a retired journal-
ist.
Read more at bit.ly/IREBoard18.
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I N V E ST I GATO R’ S  TO O L B OX   By Julie Christie, IRE & NICAR

Mapping
So many stories lend themselves to a map, 
whether it's to show data or tell a story.  
Try one (or more) of these nine tools.

Census 
Geocoder
bit.ly/censusgeo

Free

Free

Free, with pay-as-
you-go

Web Map 
Maker
bit.ly/LATmapmaker

Geocode by 
Awesome Table
bit.ly/
geoawesometable

Mapbox
mapbox.com

PREPARE  
YOUR DATA

MAKE  
YOUR MAP

The Census Geocoder will convert up to 10,000 addresses at a time 
into latitude and longitude coordinates. Let the geocoder find the state, 
county, census tract and more. All you have to do is upload a CSV file 
(formatted to the Census Bureau’s specifications) and click a button to 
get the data. Export the results as a CSV and you’re ready to map.

This tool by the Los Angeles Times is great for making maps to fit 
print column widths, but you can also export vector images for online. 
Use the live preview to quickly make a map, or check out the GitHub 
repository to build a custom map maker for your publication.

This Chrome plugin allows you to geocode addresses inside a Google 
Sheet. And it allows you to drop your data onto a Google map  — no 
coding required. One warning: The plugin uses Google’s API, so you can 
only request up to 2,500 conversions per day.

Simple and clean, this tool gives you a variety of features and styles for 
your map. You can customize not only the look of the map, but also how 
the user interacts with it. The free version allows about 50,000 views per 
month before you get charged.

+1 from 
Cody Winchester,  

IRE Training Director

“More accurate than 
most open-source 

geocoders, and you 
don’t have to supply 
a credit card number 

to use the API.”

OpenCage 
Geocoder
opencagedata.com

This geocoder provides quick and accurate single-address searches. 
You can make up to 2,500 requests every day for free, or pay to 
get more. OpenCage will display your results as plain text, JSON, 
GeoJSON or XML.

Free, but paid 
options get you 
more requests

GeoJson.io
geojson.io

Free This tool works in your web browser and allows you to build the general 
structure of your map in a live preview, automatically generating the code. 
Upload your data as a CSV and use the map editor to add points, shapes 
or lines. Copy the code straight into a tool like Leaflet.js, where you can 
customize and export your work for publication.

Free

Tableau
tableau.com

Tableau Public is 
free; IRE members 
get free Tableau 
Desktop upgrades

Create interactive maps and charts with Tableau's easy-to-use interface.  
Connect your maps and other visualizations so they respond in tandem. 
Tableau Desktop allows you to develop stories in private and publish to 
the web when you're ready. IRE members: Learn how to request a free 
Desktop account at bit.ly/IRETableau.
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IRE members share their favorite 
mapping tools and examples

StoryMapJS
storymap.knightlab.com
Free

QGIS
qgis.org
Free

JAYME FRASER
Investigative reporter 
with the Malheur 
Enterprise and 
ProPublica’s Local 
Reporting Network

CHRISTINE 
JEAVANS
Data journalist,  
BBC News

Analyzing emails and data for the 
Houston Chronicle, I discovered that 
1,090 months of rent from two Texas 
housing authorities went unused in one 
year, even as hundreds of homeless 
veterans seeking help were put on 
waiting lists.

To complement the story, I used 
StoryMapJS to recreate an interview 
with a former Marine. He showed me 
and photographer Marie De Jesus the 
benches, bushes and bridges he called 
home while waiting for help.

We use QGIS regularly for flat 
maps, including choropleths, point 
data and showing shapes, such as 
Islamic State control in Syria and 
Iraq.

The Atlas function is also a great 
tool and we recently generated a set 
of 654 detailed local maps with it for 
a crime data story.

I like the way QGIS is fully 
customizable and can be used in a 
straightforward way  — like showing a 
range of data — or in a complex way, 
depending on what's needed. 

The high level of functionality 
can mean it's hard to learn at first 
(and the updates keep changing!), 
but there is a lot of online community 
support. 

The map (bit.ly/HomelessMap) 
allowed readers to follow his path 
in a narrative, interactive way. His 
personal story could stand alone without 
interruption from the policy discussions 
or my research findings.  

+1  from
Alexandra Kanik, 
data reporter and 
interactives developer 
for Louisville Public 
Media

“Clustering QGIS point 
data is a great way to 
show readers where 
events frequently 
happen. But this sort 
of analysis isn’t just 
for display. You can 
use clustering (also 
called 'hexbin analysis') 
as a discovery tool 
to help you go into 
the community and 
interview people who 
live near those high-
occurrence zones.”
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DATA  D I V E   By Julie Christie, IRE & NICAR

School supplies
Students across the country are heading back to school, which makes 
this the perfect time to tell a data-driven education story. We asked 
two reporters to deconstruct their data stories and share tips for 
replicating them in your own community.

T
he story idea was tucked in a packet of 
agendas, schedules and meeting min-
utes Sparling picked up every week 
when she covered education. One 

packet included overall discipline rates for each 

After spotting a major discrepancy in the number 
of suspensions or expulsions reported by one 
Cincinnati high school, Hannah Sparling created 
her own database of school discipline rates.  
She found that most of those punished were 
minority students and that teachers determined 
what behaviors would be punished.

Tools

Excel, Tableau

Link

bit.ly/
DisciplineAnalysis

Intermediate Level  Hannah Sparling, Cincinnati Enquirer

public school in Cincinnati, and Sparling noticed 
that Western Hills University High School was 
suspending or expelling its students at a rate of 
71 per 100 students.

Sparling requested the suspension and expul-
sion reports from schools with the highest and 
lowest discipline rates, ultimately narrowing it 
down to nine high schools for comparison. The 
reports redacted the names of students who had 
been disciplined but included their gender and 
grade.

The district wouldn’t send the reports elec-
tronically but agreed to provide printed cop-
ies. And while officials didn’t charge Sparling for 
the records, it took three trips to collect the box-
es of documents. Sparling went through more 
than 2,000 reports and built a spreadsheet that 
detailed the student’s age, gender, grade, school 
and what triggered the discipline.

Using Excel Pivot Tables, Sparling found that 
students across the district were suspended or 
expelled for the same types of offenses, but West-
ern Hills University High School disciplined at a 
rate more than six times the district average. She 
also looked at demographic data — like race and 
economic status — and used correlation analy-
sis to see if there were any relationships between 
those factors and discipline. She found that mi-
nority students were being disproportionately 
punished at West. 

To visualize the data, Sparling used Tableau 
to let readers explore the most common offenses 
and the rates of discipline in each school.

10,000

20,000

30,000

Discipline referrals per high school
In the past five years, Cincinnati Public Schools issued 
more than 153,000 discipline referrals to students. 
A referral could range from something as small as 
a documented verbal correction all the way up to a 
suspension or expulsion. Each bar represents a different 
high school.

Western Hills University High School alone issued 
more than 30,000 referrals.
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I
n 2016, FAU had the worst representation 
of female athletes in Division I schools 
at 31 percent. A year later, FAU claimed 
it closed the participation gap, report-

ing that women now made up 51 percent of the 
school’s athletes. 

 To find out what happened, Jacoby download-
ed publicly available data from the Department 
of Education. Schools receiving Title IV funding, 
which is tied to participation in federal student 
aid programs, must annually disclose data under 
the Equity in Athletics Disclosure Act (EADA). 
The database had more than 1,000 columns and 
tends to have missing records because univer-
sities self-report the numbers online, automati-
cally populating the database. Jacoby used Excel 
to clean the data, checking to see if universities 
broke down their reports by campus and making 
sure schools weren’t listed twice.

When Jacoby cross-referenced the federal 
data with the number of athletes listed on FAU’s 
website, he found most of the women’s track ath-
letes FAU reported to the Department of Educa-
tion didn’t exist. FAU reported having 98 athletes. 
The team’s own roster showed no more than 43, 

Kenny Jacoby knew something wasn’t right when 
he saw the number of female track athletes Florida 
Atlantic University reported to the Department 
of Education. A look at the school’s online roster 
showed it reported more than 50 female athletes 
who didn’t exist.

Advanced Level  Kenny Jacoby, Palm Beach Post

and the team photo showed 38. Jacoby used the 
Wayback Machine to find old FAU athletic rosters, 
which get overwritten on the university’s website 
each year.

The EADA data also contained information on 
scholarships to male and female athletes, which 
allowed Jacoby to look at the financial conse-
quences of the misrepresentation. While FAU ap-
peared to increase the number of female athletes, 
it did nothing to boost the amount of scholarship 
money awarded to women. Before adjusting the 
numbers to reflect the accurate number of fe-
male athletes, Jacoby found only 36 cents of ev-
ery scholarship dollar went to women. Male ath-
letes received the other 64 cents per dollar. An 
attorney who reviewed the numbers told the pa-
per that gap violated federal Title IX law, which 
requires schools to provide male and female ath-
letes equal access to playing opportunities and 
scholarship dollars.

The university told Jacoby the incorrect num-
bers were the result of a “clerical error” by a for-
mer employee they wouldn’t name. The report 
showed it had been filed by a senior athletic de-
partment official who was recently promoted. The 
same day the story ran, FAU released a statement 
criticizing Jacoby for using “knowingly incorrect 
numbers” and shared “revised” numbers that, 
without explanation, raised the percentage of 
scholarship dollars to be in compliance with fed-
eral law. Jacoby said the paper requested emails 
between FAU officials to dig into the “clerical er-
ror” and new numbers. In mid-July, they were 
still waiting for the records.

Tools

Excel, Tableau,  
The Wayback 

Machine

Link

bit.ly/FAUathletes

A photo retrieved using the Wayback Machine shows the FAU women's track and field team with 38 athletes in uniform during the 2016-17 school year.
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S H OW  YO U R  WO R K   By Tessa Weinberg, IRE & NICAR

Nondisclosure 
agreements aren’t 
anything new, 
but they’ve been 
in the spotlight 
recently for their 
prevalence in 
sexual harassment 
cases. Bill O’Reilly, 
Harvey Weinstein 
and Bill Cosby all 
used NDAs to keep 
settlements quiet. 
And so did Donald 
Trump. 

We reached out to Wall Street Journal 
reporters Joe Palazzolo and Michael Roth-
feld to learn more about how they dis-
covered that Trump’s lawyer arranged a 
$130,000 payment to a former adult-film 
star in exchange for her silence. Trump’s 
relationship with Stephanie Clifford, 
known by her stage name Stormy Daniels, 
was long rumored, but Palazzolo and Roth-
feld were the first to confirm the NDA’s ex-
istence.

Note: All document excerpts were taken 
from a copy of a 2018 lawsuit filed by Clif-
ford (bit.ly/TrumpNDA).

STEP 1

Confirm an NDA exists
Start by looking at who the document is 

silencing. Inevitably, the parties bound by 
the NDA will have told others about what-
ever it is the agreement is meant to keep 
secret. “Learn everything you can about 
this person who’s subject to the NDA,” 
Rothfeld said. Friends, family or associates 
won't have a legal obligation to keep quiet.

Once you identify sources, start mak-
ing calls. Rothfeld suggests explaining 
that you’re doing research and that you 
suspect they have information. If they’re 
hesitant to talk, don’t give up.

“ You can certainly ask them, ‘ What is 
it that makes you feel uncomfortable? Can 
we talk through this?’” Rothfeld said. “ You 
should always ask them for other people 
you can talk to so you can build your re-
porting outward.”

If a source is concerned about their lia-
bility, leave the legal advice to lawyers.

NDA
DECODING

THE

1

2
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Tips from an attorney
Put simply, an NDA is a 

contract between two or more 
parties not to do something or 
speak on a certain topic. An NDA 
is only binding to the parties that 
signed it, said Brian Kabateck, a 
consumer attorney and managing 
partner of the Los Angeles law 
firm Kabateck Brown Kellner LLP.

“I think the easiest first 
misconception would be that 
by receiving information that’s 
subject to an NDA you are 
committing some kind of a breach 
or some kind of a violation,” 
Kabateck said, “and you can’t, 
because you’re not a party in the 
contract.”

Here are some do’s and don’ts 
to keep you out of legal trouble:

Do ...

• Involve your editor and your 
outlet’s legal counsel from the 
start.

• Be cautious when quoting 
legal documents or making 
interpretations as to what they 
mean.

• Consult experts to ensure your 
reporting is accurate, but be 
careful when sharing secret 
documents. Weigh the amount of 
outside knowledge you need to 
be educated against the risk of 
extra eyes.

• Know that NDAs can’t prohibit 
someone from responding to 
authorities in the case of a 
subpoena or government inquiry, 
and they can’t stop someone from 
reporting illegal conduct.

Don't ...

• Worry too much about your 
own liability as a journalist. “If 
someone’s decided to breach an 
NDA, that’s the decision they’ve 
made,” Kabateck said. “It’s not 
a matter for the journalist to be 
particularly concerned about. 
There’s no civil liability or anything 
that attaches to the journalist.”

STEP 2

Decode the document
1. Validate the authenticity

As with any document, you need to make 
sure it's real. The NDA Clifford signed in-
volved three parties, not the standard two, 
and used pseudonyms to mask Clifford and 
Trump’s identities. “Peggy Peterson” was 
Clifford’s pseudonym while “David Denni-
son” was Trump’s. 

Brian Kabateck, a consumer attorney 
and managing partner of the Los Angeles 
law firm Kabateck Brown Kellner LLP, said 
pseudonyms aren’t common in NDAs, but 
you might run into them if your reporting in-
volves minors or sexual assault victims.

2. Source additional documents
A side letter agreement revealed the 

pseudonyms as Clifford and Trump. “The 
side letter is supposed to be kept separate 
from the actual contract, so that if it does 
get leaked by someone who has a copy of 
the contract, it would be harder for any-
body to find out,” Rothfeld said.

When it comes to reporting on secretive 
documents, anonymous sources are often 
part of the mix. “Even if you can’t put your 
eyes on the document, you can get your 
sources to describe the document,” Roth-
feld said. “And then you can corroborate 
that information and you can keep going 
back to them.”

You can also add pressure by explain-
ing to sources why it’s important for you to 
see the document in order to reach the in-
ternal level of verification your outlet may 
require.

3. Identify the goods
You’ll find the details of the NDA under 

“Settlement Terms.” Trump’s NDA stip-
ulated that “PP,” or Stephanie Clifford, 
would be paid $130,000 in exchange for 
her silence by Essential Consultants LLC. 
The document also outlined that Clifford 
had to turn over all documents related to 
Trump, must resolve disputes in private 
arbitration and would be fined $1 million 
for breaching the NDA.

4. Check if it’s signed
When Rothfeld and Palazzolo ap-

proached Trump’s lawyer Michael Cohen for 
comment, he denied Clifford’s relationship 
with Trump, but never the NDA itself. And 
when the duo asked Clifford for comment, 
they received a forwarded statement from 
Cohen denying the relationship.

Trump has said he was not aware of the 
payment, and the document shows he nev-
er actually signed the NDA. Instead, the 
initials for Essential Consultants LLC ap-
pear, and the line for “David Dennison’s” 
signature is left blank. w

3

4
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DuPont’s dirty secret
F

or almost a century, DuPont produced 
enough explosives at its sprawling 
complex in Pompton Lakes, New Jer-
sey, to help the U.S. win two world 

wars and provide thousands of well-paying jobs 
for generations of families.

But, over decades, DuPont simultaneously 
created a poisonous inheritance in the commu-
nity by disposing of cancer-causing solvents into 
unlined lagoons where they leached into ground-
water, migrated beneath 400 homes and vapor-
ized through soil into basements. The Pompton 
Lakes neighborhood now has elevated levels of 
lymphoma and kidney cancer.

We launched our reporting efforts in mid-

2017 to answer one question: Why did toxic 
groundwater remain under an entire neighbor-
hood almost 30 years after DuPont signed an 
agreement with the state of New Jersey to clean 
it up? 

Six months later, we published our findings in 
a four-part series called “ Toxic Secrets.”

It showed how DuPont worked since the 1980s 
to downplay the extent of contamination in the 
neighborhood, and then spent years refusing to 
test homes while residents were being exposed to 
toxic fumes. Why? We proved a long-held belief 
by many in town: DuPont feared the discovery of 
vapors in homes might aid a lawsuit brought by 
500 current and former residents. 

By Scott Fallon 
and James M. 

O’Neill 
The Record, N.J.

A six-month investigation fueled by 40 years of memos, emails and 
internal correspondence confirms a neighborhood hunch

Renee and Ron Merlino 
have lived in Pompton 
Lakes, New Jersey, for 34 
years. Their home sits above 
a plume of contaminated 
groundwater and both have 
had cancer they blame on 
pollution from DuPont’s 
former munitions facility.  

CHRIS PEDOTA / THE RECORD
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How we investigated
Using New Jersey’s Open Public Records Act, 

we examined 40 years’ worth of documents held 
by the state’s Department of Environmental Pro-
tection. We read through 100 boxes containing 
key internal government memos and correspon-
dence between DuPont and regulators — most of 
which had never been seen by residents.

It was clear from the scores of documents 
that DuPont engaged in a pattern of obfusca-
tion from the very beginning. But we focused 
most of our attention on the years after 2001, 
when state regulators and the U.S. Environ-
mental Protection Agency told DuPont to inves-
tigate whether residents were being exposed to 
vapors. It wasn’t until 2008 that DuPont began 
testing and found high levels percolating under 
homes. Only then were residents notified. 

What happened during those seven years? 
Documents show DuPont maintained there 

was no threat even though the company was 
aware of the potential for the solvents to vapor-

ize. DuPont pushed back time and again whenev-
er regulators prodded them to test homes.

Those accounts were corroborated by hun-
dreds of emails and other documents we ob-
tained from the EPA using the federal Freedom of 
Information Act. 

Among them was a September 2003 agency 
document summarizing a call between EPA offi-
cials and DuPont. It said DuPont had “adamant-
ly opposed” conducting vapor samples in the 
neighborhood because “they are involved in sev-
eral citizen suits and they are concerned that 
such an assessment could be detrimental to the 
cases.”

DuPont didn’t test homes until after it settled 
the lawsuit with 500 plaintiffs, the majority of 
whom signed a waiver prohibiting them from su-
ing the company again. 

Along with the document research, we spoke 
to regulators, elected officials and more than 50 
current and former residents who shared with us 
their detailed medical histories. 

Pompton Lakes, 
New Jersey, with 

the DuPont facility 
in background. 

DAVID BERGELAND/ 
THE RECORD
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When you begin, don’t ask the EPA or your 
state environmental regulator for a particular 
set of documents. Ask them to provide you ac-
cess to the entire case file for a contaminated 
site, which provides a thorough understanding 
of its history, especially how regulators dealt 
with polluters when crucial decisions were be-
ing made. Because the files are so voluminous, 
the vast majority of documents will likely not 
have redactions. 

A few of the best documents: 
Correspondence between regulators and 

polluters can be a gold mine. We found in-
stances where New Jersey Department of En-
vironmental Protection officials became frus-
trated with DuPont’s tactics. One email from a 
case manager to DuPont: “If you are truly try-
ing to protect human health, it should not have 
taken this long.” At other times NJDEP seemed 
to coddle DuPont, like when it set ground rules 
about an upcoming meeting: “Listen as allies. 
(We’re in this together and we get to both live 
by the decisions).”

Intra-agency correspondence often reveals 
case managers and scientists writing candidly 
about polluters and cleanup efforts (or the lack 
thereof). One document on Pompton Lakes had 
a case manager scrawl “Bull!” in pencil on the 
margins of a DuPont report asserting that pollu-
tion was not traveling offsite.

Engineering reports can show the history of 
the site, ownership transfers, geology of the re-
gion, which chemicals were used and up-to-date 
contamination levels versus samples taken in the 
past. One caution: these reports are often written 
by a contractor for the polluter and may not al-
ways be impartial. w

Scott Fallon and 
James M. O’Neill 
have covered the 
environment for 
The Record for 10 
years. Fallon pre-
viously worked at 
The Philadelphia 
Inquirer. O’Neill 
worked for The 
Providence Jour-
nal, The Philadel-
phia Inquirer and 
The Dallas Morn-
ing News.

Read “Toxic Se-
crets” at bit.ly/
dupont-secrets.

Tips for following toxic trails

Case files aren’t always complete. Once 
you’ve examined them and found holes in the 
narrative, write your records requests with 
surgical precision for the documents that may fill 
the gaps.

Get a scanning app for your smartphone. 
Almost all older government documents haven't 
been digitized and exist only on paper. It can be 
arduous scanning them yourself, but you'll save 
time in the long run by focusing on the documents 
that really matter. 

Create an internal timeline. It’s the easiest 
way to manage your documents, distill the 
information within and spot patterns.  

Find a Rosetta stone. Most of these documents 
are chock-full of agency jargon. The EPA has a 
glossary on its website of hundreds of acronyms. 
Your state regulator may use some of the same 
terms. If stumped, ask a scientist. 

Quantify the problem. Your state regulator 
will likely have a list of toxic substances and their 
safety standards when found in groundwater, air, 
etc. As science evolves, these standards often 
change, so make sure you’re comparing apples to 
apples when looking at historical data. 

Learn the health effects of pollutants. 
The Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease 
Registry has straightforward, up-to-date online 
descriptions of almost every toxic chemical and 
what it can do to humans. “ToxFAQs” can be 
accessed via the agency’s homepage. 

Using a total of 16,000 words, more than a doz-
en videos and animated graphics, we produced a 
sweeping look at DuPont’s duplicity, the plight of 
residents and the tepid response by regulators 
over the years. “ Toxic Secrets” prompted newly 
installed Gov. Phil Murphy to order his attorney 
general to look into DuPont’s handling of the site 
and his environmental commissioner to investi-
gate whether cleanup efforts were sufficient.

How you can investigate
Investigating toxic sites is a universal topic 

that reporters anywhere can tackle. Like Pomp-
ton Lakes, there is a good chance that the real 
history has been kept secret in warehouses for 
decades. And the threat of vapor intrusion from 
contaminated groundwater is a growing problem 
across the nation as more environmental regula-
tors are becoming aware of the danger.

Former Pompton 
Lakes Mayor John 
Sinsimer looks 
toward DuPont's 
former munitions 
site. In 1988 he 
was credited 
with broadening 
an investigation 
of groundwater 
contamination on 
site to the adjacent 
neighborhood. 

CHRIS PEDOTA /  
THE RECORD
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A beginner’s guide to building effective maps, plots and charts

DECONSTRUCTING
DATA VIZ
By Simon Scarr, Thomson Reuters
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W henever I teach a workshop, I ask participants to note 

three things about themselves using only visuals. Af-

ter 10 minutes, some are still busy drawing elaborate 

scenes or perfecting complicated illustrations. But the truth is, it’s a 

job that could be done clearly and concisely using simple icons. 

Clarity and readability are always key. We are conveying infor-

mation, after all. If the reader doesn’t immediately understand 

your graphic, you’ve fallen at the first hurdle. 

Before diving in, think about your message. I always start by 

making a few notes to myself that address the information and 

message I want to convey. With a simple blueprint in hand, I 

won’t stray from my original goal. 

Here’s some basic advice to help you combine data, design and 

narrative to add an invaluable dimension to your storytelling.

Third Quarter 2018    15
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THE DATA
Good charts need good data; it’s non-nego-

tiable. No amount of fancy interaction or cut-
ting-edge design can make a sub-standard data 
set compelling. The data must be clean, complete 
and, above all, well-sourced. Apply the same re-
porting and quality standards to your data as you 
would a written piece.

CHART TYPES
Now, it’s time to chart. There are dozens, if 

not hundreds, of charting types, but I’ll focus on 
some basic categories that most charts fall into.

Comparisons
Comparing values is one of the most common 

reasons to chart. Maybe you want to look at gross 
domestic product across countries or compare 
the year’s top grossing movies. 

Typically, you’ll use a bar chart with each cat-
egory represented by a bar, the length denot-
ing value. This allows the reader to glance across 
bars and gather meaning from the contrast.

Bar charts must start at zero. Readers look at 
the length of bars to compare. If some of that bar 
is missing because of its starting point, it can 
skew your data and mislead the reader.

Another important and often overlooked aspect 
of bar charts is how they’re sorted. If you want to 
emphasize value, sort them from lowest to highest. 
If they naturally fall into groups (like European and 
Asian countries), group bars together. Choose the 
sort that best conveys your point.

Time series
Sometimes we want to show change over time. 

Time series charts are most effective when there’s 
an obvious change to observe. While bar charts 
are perfectly acceptable, as the number of cate-
gories being compared increases, it can be hard 
to derive meaning. This is where the line chart 
comes in.

Line charts are perfect for any continuing se-
ries, like time. Connecting the points together 
gives the reader a sense of continuity and allows 
them to better see how one group fares over time 
and compares to others.

V I S UA L  I N V E ST I GAT I O N S  DATA  V I Z
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Composition
But what if our data isn’t strictly showing dis-

parate things? What if each category is a subset of 
a whole and our aim is to show the composition?

You clever readers out there have one deli-
cious word in mind: Pie.

Pie charts show the whole as a circle divid-
ed into slices for each individual part. This can 
be useful, but it also has limitations. Single-slice 
pies are easy to understand, but with each ad-
ditional slice it gets harder to gauge how much 
each wedge represents. When you have lots of 
wedges, a stacked bar chart can be a more leg-
ible option. 

Stacked bars have another advantage over 
pies. Suppose you are looking at multiple cate-
gories. It’s easier to see the difference between 
bars — which are right next to each other — rath-
er than multiple pie charts that force the reader 
to look back and forth for meaning.

Good charts need good data; it’s non-
negotiable. No amount of fancy interaction 
or cutting-edge design can make a sub-
standard data set compelling.

Distribution 
Sometimes the most interesting aspect of a 

data set is its spread, how points cluster, their 
ranges and obvious outliers. This is where the 
dot plot comes in. This chart type places a dot 
at each data point along a single axis. If your dots 
overlap, try adding transparency to the circles so 
you can see the density.

If you have a large data set, you can also ar-
range these points into stacked groups, called a 
histogram.

Dot plots are great for visualizing a single 
variable, but what if you want to look at multi-
ple aspects of the data? You might want the dot 
plot’s big brother: the scatter plot. These charts 
allow us to see a relationship between two vari-
ables. They can show trends and clusters in our 
data, and can highlight outliers. Incorporate a 
third or fourth variable by changing the size or 
color of the dots. 
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Geographical 
Sometimes geographic distribution is import-

ant, and a map can help us interpret this infor-
mation. To make a reliable map we need to use 
geographic information system (GIS) mapping 
software to ensure our data is displayed accu-
rately. Don’t attempt to hand-plot your points.

We can also show the geographical boundar-
ies of our data using shapes and polygons.

But remember: Just because something hap-
pens in a place doesn’t mean the location is im-
portant. For example, take a choropleth map 
of the world, which uses differences in color or 
shading of countries to visualize information. 
Because countries are different sizes, Russia of-
ten looks way more important than smaller coun-
tries. If you’re visualizing or counting countries 
that fall into certain categories, a chart may be 
more effective.

Static or interactive?
Interactivity can be a powerful feature, but if 

used incorrectly, it can make your visualization 
harder to read. Interactivity should only be used 
when absolutely necessary to convey important 
information to the reader. A good rule of thumb is 
to assume a reader won’t interact with the piece 
at all. Therefore, any information gained by hov-
ering over an item or clicking on something is bo-
nus material and not vital to your main goal. Re-
member, our aim is to make information easy to 
digest. Don’t make the reader work for it.

However, there are compelling cases for inter-
activity. One recent trend I’ve noticed involves 
personal interaction with the reader. Ask them to 
answer questions or guess an outcome. You can 
collect this data and visualize the results.

V I S UA L  I N V E ST I GAT I O N S  DATA  V I Z

Simon Scarr is Deputy Head of Graphics at 
Thomson Reuters, the world’s largest multimedia 
news provider. Simon is responsible for directing 
information graphics and data visualization 
products, managing teams in Singapore and 
London, and working on a range of graphics from 
breaking news to investigative reports.
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DESIGN
Now that you’ve picked a chart type, it’s time 

to consider design. We must give readers all the 
help we can to guide them through a piece. Lay-
out and color can go a long way here. Ensure your 
piece has an obvious beginning and natural flow. 
You can use element size and font weight to cre-
ate a logical hierarchy.

Color should form a harmonious palette — el-
ements shouldn’t fight for a reader’s attention. 
Contrast color or increase saturation to highlight 
certain parts of the graphic if necessary. Color 
can also be used to visually connect data. Add a 
key if you need to explain to readers what colors 
represent.

Avoid over-embellishment and unneces-
sary artwork. Keep additional design touch-
es to a minimum so you don’t distract the read-
er or make the chart harder to understand. You 
can still achieve a strong visual effect with sim-
ple, clean and smart touches.

Remember, the overall goal is to communicate 
a message. There’s no harm in being direct. Guide 
the reader with annotations directly on the visu-
alization or in an adjacent narrative. Don’t forget 
to state sources and any caveats with the data, 
and make sure you give the chart a clear and in-
teresting title and an introduction for context.

Before publishing, make sure your graphic 
has gone through a thorough fact check, prefer-
ably by someone else. And don’t forget to gath-
er feedback. Discuss your visualization with edi-
tors or other reporters. I also like to test a graphic 
on people who have no knowledge of the story or 
subject. If your visualization isn’t working, don’t 
be afraid to abandon it and start again. w

Interactivity should only be used when 
absolutely necessary to convey important 
information to the reader. Don’t make the 
reader work for it.
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MMJs, MSJs, backpack 
journalists, one-man-
band reporters — 
whatever you call them, 
they’re going it alone.  

By Alexis Allison, IRE & NICAR

I
t’s not unusual for an I-team 
to have no, well, team. If 
you’re the only investigative 
reporter at your station, even 

setting up a two-shot is no cake-
walk. From deciding which equip-
ment to pack, to where to place that 
third (or fourth!) camera, we’ve got 
you covered.  We asked journal-
ists who do their own camerawork 
about best practices when it comes 
to gear, lighting and setup — and 
why it might be better to DIY.

The Brendan Keefe  Requires: 4 cameras, 4 lights

Brendan Keefe chose to do his own camerawork 10 years ago. He uses four or five 
small cameras to snag his best shots and make his interviewees feel at ease. An add-
ed perk: All of his equipment fits in a case he carries with one hand. “ What I’ve 
tried to do is flip the paradigm. Instead of (working alone) is something I have to do, 
this is something I get to do. The big thing for me is the freedom that this workflow 
offers.”

THE GUIDE

Use available lights, like 
windows (1), as much as 
possible. “I will use a window 
as my key light and I’ll use my 
other lights for fill.”

In this setup, Keefe uses a 
backlight clamped to a frame 
or shelf (2), a fill light on a 
stand (3), two key lights (4) 
— one pointed at the subject; 
the other aimed at the 
reporter (5) — and a window.

The smaller the camera, the 
more relaxed your source (6). 
The f/1.4, 50-mm prime lens 
provides great focus and soft, 
cinematic backgrounds (7). 
Shoot in 4K. That way, you 
can crop down your medium 
shot and get a tight shot.

Keefe also likes a GoPro on 
an automated slider (8) and 
an iPhone (9). In this setup, 
he uses a reversal camera — 

a Sony X70 Camcorder on a 
tripod (10).

The lack of cameramen 
allows the interview to 
become a conversation, not a 
production.

In the editing stage, use Final 
Cut Pro 10 to sync multiple 

cameras. 

Whatever you use, hone your 
craft. “There is a mistake in 
believing that these tools run 
themselves," he said. "There 
is no replacement for skill, 
talent and experience. No 
tool is going to replace that.”

V I S UA L  I N V E ST I GAT I O N S  CA M E R AWO R K

The 
Solo 
Artist

light

camera

GoPro

iPhone

Key

automated slider

tripod

person

light stand

2
10

3

8

7

9

5

6 4

1

Subject

Reporter



Third Quarter 2018    23

Your Mobile Journalism  
Shopping List

Judd Slivka, assistant professor of conver-
gence journalism at the University of Missou-
ri, shared his go-to gear when it comes to mo-
bile journalism. The tools on this list compose 
his “basic advanced kit.”

“It doesn’t have to be high art,” Slivka said. 
“Most of the time it’s not. Because most of the 
time, if we’re producing something on our mo-
bile phone, we’re either producing it for the 
economic reason — we don’t have other gear — 
or we’re doing it for a temporal reason, which is 
that we need to get it out now.” 

The Basic Advanced Kit
Total cost: $560 to $715, depending on gear

  ShoulderPod S1 Professional Smartphone Rig 
($30) For stability and framing.

  Vello CB-510 Dual Shoe Bracket ($15) 
For mounting accessories, this bracket fits into 
a briefcase and works with the ShoulderPod S1.

  Taousa Universal Led Fill-in Light Clip-On 
Portable Mini Pocket Spotlight ($16) 
For fill light.

  Rode VMPR VideoMic Pro R with Rycote 
Lyre Shockmount ($215) A microphone worth 
the splurge — perfect for natural sound, clean 
ambient sound and interviews.

  Manfrotto MTPIXI-B PIXI Mini Tripod ($28) 
Excellent for interviews, sturdy and able to be 
used as a hand mount for the camera if you’re 
on the move.

  Zeiss ExoLens series ($150 total, multiple 
products sold separately)  
A set of wide-angle, macro and telephoto 
lenses.

  Shure MVL Omnidirectional Condenser 
Lavalier Microphone ($69) 
The go-to microphone for interviews.

  IK Multimedia iRigPre ($40)  
This amplifying device connects your 
microphone to your smartphone so you can 
capture high-quality sound on mobile.

  Rode i-XLR ($149)  
Similar to the iRigPre, this device connects your 
microphone to your smartphone and is best 
for gathering audio when the image isn’t as 
important.

The Triple Threat 
Requires: 3 cameras

Taeler De Haes, an investigative reporter who recently joined WEWS/
ABC 5 in Cleveland, regularly reports with two (sometimes three) 
cameras. She’s got a digital-first philosophy and makes sure her work 
always offers a public service: “The very first thing I always think of — 
how can I make the viewer smarter? There’s always a creative way to 
tell a story.”

THE GUIDE

When De Haes worked at a 
TEGNA station, the MSJs had 
kits that included a Sony XD 
camera (1), a Cube camera 
(2), a GoPro (3) and a gimbal, 
which is a stabilizer for your 
camera. “My goal is to use two 
different camera angles a day,” 
she said.

The Cube (2) is a one-inch 
camera the size of a keychain. 
“It is a really good tool for 
undercover reporting,” De 
Haes said. Pop it on the front 
of your main camera, or any 
other magnetic surface. Then, 
download the Cube mobile app 
to watch the action from your 
phone.

Don't underestimate the power 
of your phone. “These iPhones 
and Androids get video that’s 
impeccable,” De Haes said. 
Mobile video is great for 
shooting teasers in the field, 
or any time De Haes doesn't 
have time to get back to her 
computer.

Subject

Reporter
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GoPro
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Cleaning 
House

Indiana failed to test, clean or condemn 
nearly 3,000 former meth labs. 
Then families moved in.

N
o one wants to 
be the bear-
er of bad news. 
But there I was, 

knocking on doors across In-
diana to deliver a disturbing 
message: “ You and your kids 
are living in a house that’s a 
former meth lab. It’s never 
been cleaned up. And accord-
ing to state law, you’re not sup-
posed to be living here.”

It’s a conversation I had with unsuspecting 
families over and over again as photojournal-
ist Bill Ditton and I visited more than 400 con-
taminated homes during a four-month investi-
gation that took homeowners and state officials 
by surprise. 

Finding the toxic homes was surprisingly easy. 
Figuring out how local and state officials had so 
badly dropped the ball was far more challenging. 
And what WTHR found in Indiana raises ques-
tions about how other states have addressed (or 
not addressed) countless homes contaminated 
during the nation’s meth epidemic. 

The meth epidemic hits home
Methamphetamine started to explode as a 

street drug in the U.S. in the 1990s. While most 
meth hitting American streets today is shipped in 
from other countries, it used to be a local com-
modity cooked in kitchens and basements with 
a homemade concoction of over-the-counter 
pharmaceuticals and easy-to-access household 
chemicals.

That process leaves behind toxic residue that 
sticks to everything: walls, furniture, carpeting, 
clothing, toys and anything else inside a home. 
These dangerous residues can lead to a long list 
of serious health problems. That’s why cleanup 
crews are required to wear full hazmat gear when 
they enter a meth house, and it explains why 
states like Indiana started passing laws to help 
ensure residents do not live in toxic meth homes 
until they are properly cleaned. 

Indiana’s law took effect in 2005. Since then, 
the Indiana State Police have busted more than 
13,000 meth labs and listed them in an online 
registry. If a property appears on the registry, ISP 
identified it as a confirmed meth lab and the local 
health department is required to designate the 
home as uninhabitable until it's cleaned and test-
ed to ensure it no longer presents a health haz-
ard.

When WTHR’s 13 Investigates team got a tip 
that families in southern Indiana were living in 
houses listed on the state’s toxic home registry, 
we wondered how that was possible. I met with 
families who explained they discovered by ac-
cident that they unknowingly purchased a for-
mer meth lab that was never cleaned. They and 
their young children had started experiencing 
health problems, such as respiratory disease, 
headaches, chronic fatigue and rashes — all 
consistent with exposure to toxic meth residue.

V I S UA L  I N V E ST I GAT I O N S  B R OA D CA ST

By Bob Segall, WTHR-TV Indianapolis
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Building a new database
Back in the newsroom, I created a database of 

every property listed on the state toxic home reg-
istry and determined where police found meth 
on each property. (The database showed wheth-
er the meth-making activity was in the kitchen, 
bathroom, garage, backyard, etc.). I narrowed the 
list to actual homes — not cars, boats or motor-
homes, which also appear in the state database — 
where police found signs of an active meth lab in-
side. Then I sorted the properties by county and 
hit the road again to visit as many former meth 
labs as possible.

Bill and I soon discovered the state’s data was 
deeply flawed. Contaminated homes that were a 
danger to the public were lumped in with parking 
lots and fields where there were only rudimenta-
ry signs of meth ingredients, posing little risk to 
public health. Some addresses turned up empty 
lots where a contaminated home was razed years 
earlier, but no one removed the property from the 
database. But most of the addresses we visited 
were actual homes or apartment buildings and, 

sure enough, many were inhabited. 
Residents told us they moved in without re-

ceiving a warning and were surprised when we 
showed them the ISP meth lab report that de-
tailed what investigators found inside. Most of 
these reports were accessible online and includ-
ed the actual police report as an attachment. 
While Bill and I spent weeks visiting homes and 
talking with families, WTHR producers Susan 
Batt and Cyndee Hebert spent countless hours 
correcting state data and refining our own toxic 
homes database. 

Next, we visited local health departments to 
ask why they had not condemned the properties 
until they were tested and cleaned — as required 
by law. Many of the health inspectors were can-
did, admitting they were unfamiliar with the state 
law. And they told me even if they had known 
about it, they didn’t have time to enforce the law. 

“I simply have too many other things to do,” 
one of the inspectors acknowledged. During our 
interview, another inspector challenged state of-
ficials who oversee the statewide cleanup pro-
gram to “get off their rear” and provide local 

An environmental 
health inspector 
places a large 
sticker on the 
window of a 
Muncie, Indiana, 
meth house.

WTHR
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health departments help in enforcing the regu-
lations. Indiana State Police expressed shock and 
disappointment to learn local and state health 
departments were allowing unsuspecting fami-
lies to move into contaminated meth homes offi-
cials raided months earlier.  

We eventually came to the following conclu-
sions:

• Local and state health departments failed to 
test, clean or condemn nearly 3,000 contaminat-
ed homes, allowing families to live inside in vio-
lation of state law.

• Families across Indiana developed chronic 
health problems from years of living inside former 
meth labs that were not properly tested or cleaned.

• Lawmakers and state leaders who passed 
legislation to address the problem had no idea 
the solution they developed was not working due 
to a lack of enforcement.

• Many local health departments across the 
state lack the staffing, funding and education 
needed to properly enforce the state’s toxic home 

cleanup program.
• The state’s online registry of toxic homes 

was full of errors, providing local health depart-
ments and homeowners with incorrect informa-
tion about the safety status of thousands of Indi-
ana homes.

As part of our reporting, we transformed our 
refined data into a searchable online database. It 
allowed viewers to find uncleaned meth houses 
in their neighborhoods and linked to police re-
ports showing exactly what investigators found. 
Unlike the state’s neglected online database, 
WTHR’s searchable data included updated and 
corrected information gleaned from months of 
investigation and analysis.   

Results and replication
What started as bad news for thousands of Indi-

ana families yielded very positive results. After our 
report, health departments started notifying fam-
ilies they were living in former meth houses and 
informing them they had to have the homes test-

Reporter Bob Segall and photojournalist Bill Ditton visited more than 400 contaminated homes over four months.  WTHR

The investigation also triggered an emergency meeting at the 
governor’s office and prompted widespread changes.
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ed (and, if necessary, cleaned) or risk being con-
demned. Other families moved and began to feel 
better soon after leaving the toxic environment.

The investigation also triggered an emergen-
cy meeting at the governor’s office and prompted 
widespread changes. Local health departments 
initiated testing and/or remediation of contam-
inated homes and removed thousands of prop-
erties from the state’s toxic home registry. The 
governor ordered a massive shakeup in state 
agencies that oversee Indiana’s broken cleanup 
program. The state legislature also passed a law 
to formally reorganize the toxic home cleanup 
program and to give health inspectors new tools 
and resources to enforce the state’s cleanup laws.

So, how has your state handled contaminated 
meth homes?

Most states that seriously tackled the meth-
amphetamine epidemic now have an agency that 
oversees the enforcement and response, and a 
program designed to keep contaminated homes 
vacant until they are cleaned. Many states also 
maintain a list or registry of all known properties 
where authorities made a meth bust, as well as a 
list of properties that were tested and/or cleaned. 
(In Indiana, those were two separate lists main-
tained by two separate agencies.) Getting those 
lists will give you a starting point to investigate 
several important angles:

1. Are the lists accurate or does the state not 
maintain up-to-date information? If the informa-
tion is outdated, is the enforcement outdated and 
neglected, too? 

2. Have state or local health departments fol-
lowed up to ensure contaminated properties are 
adequately addressed after they are identified? 

3. What laws, if any, exist in your state to help 
ensure families are not living in properties con-
taminated by meth and who is responsible for en-
forcing those laws?

Visiting homes on the registries, speaking with 
homeowners and requesting remediation reports 
from local and state agencies will help you deter-
mine if cleanup programs are working as intend-
ed. If you find your state does not have a registry 
or central clearinghouse to monitor and track for-
mer meth labs, that might suggest poor oversight, 
which may lead to a compelling story as well. w

An analysis of state records found nearly 3,000 
Indiana meth houses have no cleanup certificate 
filed with the Indiana State Department of 
Environmental Management. 
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Taking readers to the wall

Portions of Big Bend National Park can be 
seen from hundreds of feet in the air. 

EMMANUEL LOZANO/ 
USA TODAY NETWORK

By Josh Susong, The Arizona Republic
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Five lessons from USA TODAY Network's immersive 
reporting on the border wall
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A
s we await-
ed the inau-
guration of 
a new pres-

ident in January 2017, our 
editor, Nicole Carroll, had 
a big request: Explain ev-
erything about the border 
wall to readers.

Everybody already knew about Donald Trump’s 
idea for “the wall,” of course. In Arizona, the bor-
der is almost our backyard, and we had been re-
porting on it in various ways for a long time. But 
covering the wall would be anything but easy.

First of all, the wall didn’t exist. As reporter 
Dennis Wagner would later write:

Early on, Trump indicated he wanted full re-
placement. In a February press conference, he de-
clared: “We are going to have a wall that works, not 
going to have a wall like they have now, which is ei-
ther non-existent or a joke.” … Trump's wall does 
not yet exist. Yet it looms over the border as an un-
defined idea. 

So, how do we cover something that doesn’t 
yet exist, in a space than spans 2,000 miles?

Here are five strategies we used.

 1. Think big
A lot of people had examined border fencing 

and security, including excellent research from 
the University of Texas, The Center for Investiga-
tive Reporting and others. We wanted to capture 
the entirety of the border to show the enormous 
task of walling it off, and we wanted to do so in 
a new way, not through existing satellite images. 
We wanted to see every foot of it ourselves. 

This was actually a pretty unthinkable chal-
lenge. You can imagine some of the early conver-
sations. Can we hike it? Go on horseback? Ride 
ATVs? Every idea required a reality check. It’s 
2,000 miles, including immense deserts, a huge 
river, a sovereign tribal nation and a bombing 
range. Seeing it from the air would be the only 
way unless we spent years on the ground.

Because we had the support of the entire USA 

The remains 
of an undoc-
umented 
border 
crosser at 
the Pima 
County 
Office of 
the Medical 
Examiner. 

MICHAEL 
CHOW/
USA TODAY 
NETWORK

Scores of 
reporters, 
photog-
raphers, 
editors 
and digital 
developers 
spent nine 
months 
working on 
"The Wall."

EMMANUEL 
LOZANO/
USA TODAY 
NETWORK

Reed 
Thwaits 
herds 
cattle at 
Atascosa 
Ranch in 
Arizona. 

NICK OZA/
USA TODAY 
NETWORK
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TODAY Network, the helicopter flight became a 
reality. That flight included high-definition video 
and some high-tech imaging systems. It also re-
quired some old-school all-nighters as multime-
dia editor Emmanuel Lozano, who planned the 
flight, worked to get a lot of different media ex-
ported each day so he could be ready to fly again.

2. Get data
We wanted the project to play many roles. It 

would be fundamentally explanatory (our lede 
would invite readers to “learn, discuss, debate 
and decide”). It would tell great stories. And it 
would tackle the big questions with an investi-
gative approach: Could a wall be built? Would it 
work? What would the consequences be? 

From the start, we wanted to look more close-
ly at the idea that a wall would have to be built 
somewhere. It’s one thing to demand one. It’s an-
other thing to actually dig up a piece of earth and 
build one. And in Texas, where most property is 
privately owned rather than federally controlled, 
this has always been a big question. 

A lot of reporting had been done about tak-
ing property for border fencing under the Secure 
Fence Act. We wanted to look forward. How much 
more property would be taken to build a wall? Re-
porters Kirsten Crow and Rob O’Dell worked on 
this question. It took months to pry property re-
cords out of more than a dozen counties, but our 
GIS-driven analysis showed the number of prop-
erties could be 5,000.

Rob also worked with reporter Jill Castellano 
to tally the number of border-crossers who die 
in the process. Federal authorities undercount 
and underreport the number, so we spent most 
of a year fighting to unearth local data to find the 
true toll. We know we still haven’t found every 
case, but what we did find showed some stretch-
es of border had nearly 300 percent more migrant 
deaths over five years than what is federally re-
ported.

3. Get out there
The stories, as they say, aren’t in the news-

room. Perhaps the single most effective thing we 
did was to rally reporters from every spot along 
the border. They knew their areas and set out to 
find the characters we knew would have complex, 
contrasting and controversial points of view.

What we couldn’t know was just how dramatic 
that process would become. 

Reporters Daniel Gonzalez and Gustavo So-
lis sat down — after some very tense negotiation 
— with a human smuggler. Daniel and our photo 
team of David Wallace and Nick Oza met an activ-

USA 
TODAY 

Network 
reporter 

Dennis 
Wagner 
over the 

Rio Grande 
in Texas. 

EMMANUEL 
LOZANO/

USA TODAY 
NETWORK

Kathy 
Kieliszewski 

and David 
Wallace of 

the USA 
TODAY 

Network at 
Atascosa 
Ranch in 
southern 
Arizona. 

EMMANUEL 
LOZANO/

USA TODAY 
NETWORK

Selene 
Ramirez 

(seated). 
Her broth-
er Carlos 
Martinez 

died in the 
desert of 

Organ Pipe 
Cactus 

National 
Monument 
in Arizona. 

NICK OZA/
USA TODAY 
NETWORK
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Rancher John Ladd leans on his 
truck on his ranch, which borders 
Mexico. The 16,000-acre calf/cow 
operation has been in the Ladd 
family for 121 years. 

MICHAEL CHOW/USA TODAY NETWORK

More than 30 reporters and photographers 
interviewed migrants, farmers, families, tribal 
members — even a human smuggler.
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 Josh Susong 
is senior news 
director at The 
Arizona Republic 
and was the lead 
content editor 
for “The Wall,” 
which won the 
Pulitzer Prize 
for explanatory 
reporting in 2018.

grant shelter revealed a whole new story of how 
young men were hiding in a cemetery after being 
kidnapped by border bandits. A reporter on trib-
al land, where most media had been turned away, 
happened to be waved through a tribe-only gate 
and into the world of tribe members who live on 
the other side of the line.

Because we were there, so much of this happened 
on video in ways it might never have before. There’s 
still no replacement for dropping what you’re doing, 
getting in the car and going to see it for yourself.

4. Get in there
We built this project in virtual reality for the Vive 

VR headset, a technology so new that most of us had 
never used or even seen it before. 

We gathered all kinds of material: Hundreds of 
hours of video, thousands of lines of code for posi-
tion data, and natural sound and mapping informa-
tion. But it wasn’t until I put on the headset for the 
first time that I actually understood what we could 
make.

VR wasn’t just a platform to display content. It 
was a journey where everything we reported could 
become something new. We built out a new version 
of the project just for this platform. But the same 
can be said for everything we did — the 15 videos, 
the podcast series, the documentary. Each piece be-
came its own unique story because we got inside the 
platform and understood it.

My epiphany: If you’re a content creator or a word 
editor working with a technology person, go live in-
side that technology as early as you can. Your work 
will be better for it.

5. Explain it all — fast
We published more than 40,000 words of copy, 

more than an hour and a half of video content, and 
hours and hours of audio (thewall.usatoday.com). 
But there’s no way one person consumed it all in one 
shot. So, we had to convey that this work was about 
reporting, but with a human purpose. We revised 
and rewrote, edited and debated, and it all came 
down to this:

We flew the entire border, drove it too. More than 
30 reporters and photographers interviewed mi-
grants, farmers, families, tribal members — even a hu-
man smuggler. We joined Border Patrol agents on the 
ground, in a tunnel, at sea. We patrolled with vigilan-
tes, walked the line with ranchers. We scoured govern-
ment maps, fought for property records.

In this report, you can watch aerial video of every 
foot of the border, explore every piece of fence, even 
stand at the border in virtual reality. Still, break-
through technology would mean nothing if it didn’t help 
us better understand the issues — and one another. w

ist who knew a woman looking for her brother, a 
border-crosser, who had been lost in the desert. 
They ended up going on a dramatic desert search 
with her in 110-degree heat. They didn’t find her 
brother’s body that day. But months later, when 
his remains were found, the woman called Dan-
iel, and he spent more than 24 hours with her and 
her family as they crisscrossed rural Mexico in 
the middle of the night to bring him home.  

Lots of other things happened simply by be-
ing there. Border agents who only planned to 
give us a standard tour ended up taking us on 
an ocean patrol. An incidental visit to a mi-
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The transparent 
TV studio

By Jeremy Jojola, 9NEWS

O
ur experiment with a transparent 
television studio on wheels has prov-
en to be captivating, engaging and 
sometimes controversial.

The idea behind our series “Let’s be Clear” is 
pretty simple: get fascinating people inside our 
clear TV studio and interview them at interesting 
locations — all live on Facebook — while posing 
viewer questions submitted in real-time. 

Our goal is to bring transparency to television 
news by allowing raw moments to unfold live 
with viewer questions.

The idea was born out of a TEGNA innovation 
summit where we brainstormed ways to get view-
ers involved in live news interviews. After sum-
mit attendees expressed support for the concept, 
TEGNA managers approved a budget for Denver's 
9NEWS to get “Let’s be Clear” on the road. We 
rented the truck, outfitted it with furniture and 
a camera crew, and produced two pilots which 
were tested before thousands of people as part of 
TEGNA’s research program.

While the concept sounds easy, trying to con-
vince people to sit inside a weird-looking studio 
to answer internet questions was challenging. 
There were times people backed out of interviews 
the moment they saw our strange-looking cube 
roll up. The fear of internet trolls infiltrating in-

How a clear studio on wheels is bringing 
transparency to broadcast news

terviews discouraged others. (We do weed out 
questions that contain offensive words or inflam-
matory terms.)

On the technical side, we sometimes strug-
gled with getting strong internet in remote loca-
tions. This was important for monitoring viewer 
questions and producing a quality livestream.  

Somehow, even in 90-degree weather (the 
truck didn’t have air conditioning), we managed 
to pull off some interesting and highly engaging 
interviews.

Our first interview took place in January 2017 
with a former Scientologist and, since then, 
we’ve convinced others to enter our transparent 
cube, including a person who had been addict-
ed to heroin and the general manager of an icon-
ic Denver restaurant. 

Even Colorado Gov. John Hickenlooper found 
the concept interesting enough to give it a shot, 
and we interviewed him in front of the State Cap-
itol building.  

During the interview with Hickenlooper, view-
ers drove the conversation. They asked about his 
stance on the death penalty, the potential for Am-
azon to locate its second headquarters in Den-
ver and his future political plans. We read these 
questions in real time and got some interesting 
answers from the governor.

As an investigative journalist, I added my own 
follow-up questions. At one point, I felt it was 
necessary to push the governor to clarify his de-
cision to delay the execution of a man on Colora-
do’s death row.

The most engaging and most-watched inter-
views occurred with people who held controver-
sial beliefs. We received a lot of flak from view-
ers for interviewing “flat-earthers,” people who 
reject basic science and believe the Earth is 
flat. Still, I believe our flat-earther interview ex-
posed how even the most absurd conspiracy the-
ories still thrive and grow thanks to social media 
groups and echo chambers. 

While we’re still adapting “Let’s be Clear” 
to address viewer feedback, I believe it’s giv-
en viewers an interesting way to interact with 
journalists and newsmakers. Bringing in view-
er questions as part of the news gathering pro-
cess strengthens trust and lets people know their 
thoughts and questions matter.

Since “Let’s be Clear” proved successful in 
Denver, TEGNA decided to invest more money in 
the concept by testing it at another company sta-
tion, KSDK-TV in St. Louis. The station shot sev-
eral live interviews, and I’ve been told by my col-
leagues that viewers are responding to the idea 
in that market. w

V I S UA L  I N V E ST I GAT I O N S  E N GAG E M E N T

Jeremy Jojola is 
an investigative 
reporter at 
9NEWS in 
Denver.

A clear TV studio 
on wheels allows 
journalists to ask 
viewer questions 
live on Facebook.

9NEWS
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Show, don’t tell
Surveillance videos fuel an investigation 
into Florida’s juvenile justice system

V I S UA L  I N V E ST I GAT I O N S  V I D EO

By Casey Frank, The Miami Herald
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T
he Miami Herald’s 
“Fight Club” series 
began with a tip 
about the death 

of a detainee at the 
Miami-Dade Region-
al Juvenile Detention 
Center. We were told 
Elord Revolte was 
ambushed by sever-
al of his peers, who 
stomped and slugged 
him for more than a minute. 
After the beating, he appar-
ently writhed in pain for a 
day, ignored by medical staff, 
until he was taken to a hospi-
tal, where he collapsed in the 
arms of a nurse — dead at 17.

Startlingly, we were told a guard orchestrat-
ed the assault, possibly offering snacks to the de-
tainees as a reward. Such attacks, a way of con-
trolling the behavior of would-be rebels, were so 
common they had a name: “honey-bunning,” af-
ter the gooey pastries favored by enforcers and 
sold in the officers’ break room.

When investigative reporters Carol Marbin 
Miller and Audra D.S. Burch wrote of the attack 
and included the “honey-bunning” angle, we felt 
certain some sort of legal reckoning had to follow 
— for the attackers, if not the alleged instigator. 
Nothing. Told by the Miami-Dade Police Depart-
ment and state attorney’s office that the investi-
gation was complete and no charges were war-
ranted, we requested the investigative close-out 
memo. It referenced surveillance video.

We requested the footage.
It’s one thing to quote from reports describ-

ing how a dozen youths were allowed to kick and 
punch a fellow detainee in a state-run institution 

Still shots from some of 
the surveillance videos 
obtained by the Miami 

Herald from the Florida 
Department of Juvenile 

Justice through public 
records requests.

Elord Revolte
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until he was dying. It’s quite another to show it, 
even on fuzzy, herky-jerky surveillance video. The 
video brought to mind many questions, including 
how 12 kids could do this on camera, admit their 
actions to police and prosecutors in some cases, 
leave a kid dead after car-crash-type injuries and 
not face charges for...something?

An indication of how seriously the state took 
the investigation: Authorities didn’t bother to tell 
Elord’s father no one would be held accountable. 
That task fell to Marbin Miller and Burch.

 The Elord documents shifted the paradigm 
of the “Fight Club” investigation. From that mo-
ment forward, we knew video would be a critical 
component — not just of the reporting, but of the 
presentation, branding and social media promo-
tion. Under the supervision of senior editor/digi-
tal Eddie Alvarez, video was incorporated into the 
splash page, distilled into short bites (our ana-
lytics suggest most of our audience won’t watch 
more than a minute or two) and embedded con-
textually in the stories.

Getting the videos
Despite Florida’s relatively broad public re-

cords law, getting the video was not as simple 
as saying “send us all your footage of kids being 
abused by fellow detainees or adult officers.” We 
were fishing in murky waters.

First, we requested a data set containing 
more than 20,000 allegations of abuse, neglect 
and staff misconduct from the state Department 
of Juvenile Justice. This provided the skeleton to 
much of the documentary research. 

After culling that database, reporters re-
quested more than 600 incident reports, focus-
ing on unnecessary and excessive force, sexual 
misconduct, medical neglect, failure to report 
and falsification. These incident reports, which 
often took months to arrive, led to requests for 
thousands of pages detailing investigations by 
DJJ’s inspector general.

Buried inside those documents, as well as re-
lated police reports and lawsuits, were referenc-
es to exhibits reviewed by inspector general’s in-
vestigators. In many cases, the exhibits included 
surveillance videos. That footage offered power-
ful evidence of a culture of cruelty and retribu-
tion.

It showed two detainees engaging in an 
MMA-style brawl while a guard played referee; 
a detainee punching and stomping a fellow de-
tainee in a closet-turned-gladiator-cage while 
guards observed impassively; a staffer slamming 
a boy into a metal table, costing him a kidney; 
and a detainee climbing atop a desk to disable 

a surveillance camera before a group of detain-
ees battered one of their peers. (A different cam-
era caught the attack.) The attackers had been 
— you guessed it — encouraged by a juvenile 
justice staffer, according to the file on the inter-
nal investigation.

We saw sucker punches, wall-slammings, a 
large youth officer squat on a female detainee 
for more than half an hour, and an all-out brawl.

 In still another video, from the Broward Ju-
venile Detention Center, a bulky guard body-
slammed and slugged a skinny 14-year-old 
named Andrew Ostrovsky, breaking his nose. 
Visual journalist Emily Michot showed it to the 
boy’s father and filmed his anguished reaction. 
It was haunting.

For years, the Herald has fought the Flori-
da Department of Corrections in court over ac-
cess to prison surveillance video and has only 
recently made headway. The department ar-
gues that posting any video from inside a prison 
would alert inmates to where cameras were po-
sitioned (in fact, some cameras are clearly vis-
ible) and enable prisoners and their compatri-

Andrew Ostrovsky, 14, 
was body-slammed 
and punched in the 
nose by a detention 
officer at the Broward 
Regional Juvenile 
Detention Center. The 
assault was captured 
on video. 

EMILY MICHOT/MIAMI 
HERALD
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ots to plot elaborate breakouts. This prohibition 
allowed corrections officers to abuse prisoners 
with impunity, one reason Florida prison deaths 
have reached previously unseen heights.

That the Department of Juvenile Justice gave 
up the videos without a fight was a little surpris-
ing. The department may have had little choice 
because they take the position they’re not so 
much a “corrections” agency as a rehabilita-
tive one. It may also have been due to a prece-
dent-setting ruling in 2006 in a suit brought by 
the Herald, seeking the release of video from a 
military-style boot camp where a 14-year-old 
died after being brutalized by staff.

Also, to the department’s credit, when we 
asked for a dialing back of the legally permitted 
blurring that was done to obscure the identities 
of young detainees, it did so. This back-and-forth 
process, however, took months, causing the proj-
ect to drag on far longer than we’d hoped.

The department did, however, bury us in hours 
of irrelevant footage from every conceivable cor-
ner of various compounds, forcing us to engage 
in a scavenger hunt for the relevant scenes.

Casey Frank is the 
Miami Herald’s 
senior editor for 
investigations 
and enterprise.

Impact and indignation
Although pursuing the video substantially de-

layed the rollout of “Fight Club,” the postpone-
ment paid off by enhancing the project’s impact.

And there truly was impact. State lawmakers 
toured at least three lockups and pronounced 
themselves appalled, not by the out-of-control 
fighting — there were no brawls during the visits 
— but by the wretched sights and smells.

After a decade of stagnant wages, Gov. Rick 
Scott proposed an immediate 10 percent pay 
raise for detention officers in hopes of luring 
more qualified applicants. Lawmakers matched 
that with a one-time bonus for workers at pri-
vately run youth programs. DJJ hired an om-
budsman to deal with youth and family com-
plaints. Legislators passed a law allowing them 
— as well as prosecutors and public defenders 
— to enter any juvenile facility unannounced to 
do an inspection. The department overhauled 
its screening procedures to minimize the hir-
ing of violent criminals. The Department of Ju-
venile Justice hadn’t checked the state’s own 
personnel files, resulting in the hiring of doz-
ens of former prison guards who were jetti-
soned for beating up inmates, having sex with 
subordinates, sleeping on the job — even felo-
ny arrests.

The public responded to the videos with indig-
nation, reflected in letters to the Herald and pres-
sure on lawmakers. A nice byproduct of the vid-
eos: they drew the attention of national media, 
further intensifying the project’s reach. Though 
some videos were intense, they weren’t graphic. 
We never considered content warnings. As a gen-
eral rule, we don’t like to pull our punches when 
dealing with major enterprise.

In the end, the Miami-Dade State Attorney’s 
office — the same people who said “nothing to 
see here” after initially viewing the Elord Revolte 
video — announced it would present the findings 
of “Fight Club” to a local grand jury. 

And a different grand jury — this one federal 
— stepped up and charged the detention officer 
suspected of instigating the beatdown with vio-
lating Elord Revolte’s civil rights. Antwan John-
son, the lockup guard, was himself locked up and 
awaiting trial.

But then there was this: On April 23, the Herald 
reported on the Broward state attorney’s office ver-
dict on the body-slam and punch-in-the-nose en-
dured by Andrew Ostrovsky: No crime was com-
mitted, prosecutors said. The skinny teen, not the 
stocky guard, was deemed the aggressor.

 In Florida, it’s fair to say, “juvenile justice” is 
still a work in progress. w

Uri Ostrovsky 
gets emotional 
as he watches 
surveillance 
footage of his 
14-year-old son 
being beaten by 
a guard. 

EMILY MICHOT/ 
MIAMI HERALD
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Tips for getting 
government video

In public records reporting, there’s no better 
rush than moving pictures. Journalists have pro-
duced spectacular stories by using public record 
laws to acquire videos that add punch to statis-
tics and the written word. Here are a few exam-
ples:

Fight club. The Miami Herald was a Pulit-
zer finalist this year for its investigation into ju-
venile prison abuses. In addition to analyzing 10 
years of data, the reporters obtained prison video 
showing disturbing scenes of teens pummeling 
each other on the orders of employees. The series 
spurred legislative reform and agency changes. 

Coffer crooks. Reporters at KBCI-TV in Boise, 
Idaho, investigated financial corruption in city 
government by sifting through credit card ex-
penses and acquiring City Hall surveillance vid-
eo that showed the mayor, police chief, and oth-
er subordinates hauling loot they purchased with 
tax dollars for personal use. The story won a 2004 
duPont-Columbia Award and resulted in the jail-
ing of the mayor, his chief of staff and the city’s 
human resources director.

Killing Pavel. The Organized Crime and Cor-
ruption Reporting Project and Slidstvo.Info won 
a 2017 IRE Medal for their documentary inves-
tigating the car-bomb murder of reporter Pavel 
Sheremet in Ukraine. The journalists examined 
footage from more than 50 surveillance cameras 
to identify the couple who planted the explosive 
in Sheremet’s car and revealed the license plate 
of the suspects’ car. The journalists requested 
video footage from private businesses, and some 
even provided it.

The growing prevalence of government sur-
veillance cameras empowers journalists and cit-
izens to keep an eye on those behind the lens — 
provided they can get access.

Eye on Big Brother
Virtually all state public record laws define 

“records” broadly enough to include anything 
electronically recorded, including video and au-
dio held by government agencies.

Some government videos are obvious, like re-

cordings of public meetings and agency-pro-
duced videos posted online.

Others are less evident. To find them, check 
retention schedules, which lay out how long re-
cords are maintained or archived. Or, submit re-
quests for any documents related to video camer-
as purchased or maintained by the agency.

Assume any public or semi-public venue 
might have some government camera watching 
it, including building foyers, school buses, pris-
ons, official vehicles and civic events.

Exemptions still apply, so agencies might ar-
gue that a particular video should not be re-
leased. But like any other public record, the 
agency should redact the exempt materials and 
release the rest. That might entail using software 
to blur faces. Nowhere has this been more im-
portant than in police body camera footage.

New tools, new laws
The Reporters Committee for Freedom of the 

Press posts a state-by-state breakdown of body-
cam laws, as well as guidelines adopted by cities 
(rcfp.org/bodycams). About half the states passed 
laws clarifying access to body cam footage, most-
ly for the worst.

Some states make body cam footage presump-
tively secret unless the public interest would sug-
gest otherwise. Other states made police record-
ings completely exempt. Another dozen states 
proposed various laws, and in some states case 
law dictates the ability for the public to acquire 
the footage. The bottom line is that nationwide, 
it is generally more difficult now for the public to 
view these video records, and it’s likely to keep 
moving in that direction unless journalists and 
victim-rights groups push back.

So, what can you do?
First, arm yourself with the law. More up-to-

date details about the status of electronic re-
cords will be available this fall when the Re-
porters Committee unveils its new online Open 
Government Guide, last updated in 2011 (rcfp.org/
open-government-guide).

Then, request government surveillance vid-
eo for a random recent day as a “training-wheels 
test.” This will allow you and the agency to work 
through any retrieval issues. If an agency has 
provided you footage in the past, that will make 
it harder for them to deny your request when you 
really need it.

Finally, routinely order government video to 
bolster trust and credibility in your stories. Don’t 
just tell readers what’s going on in your commu-
nity. Show them with video. w
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The perils of production

I learned a lesson about how production tech-
niques can signal our own feelings when my 
mother called me after a newscast to complain 
about my story. 

The piece was about aging inmates, and I chose 
to focus on a Tennessee man who fatally smoth-
ered his wife. It was a beautiful foggy morning 
when we went to shoot B-roll of him walking 
around the prison yard, and a singing mocking-
bird perched on the barbed wire. I added a bare-
ly perceptible piano riff to the opening scene as 
the aging man groaned his way around the yard. 

My mother said something like, “ You are try-
ing to make us feel sorry for him. He is a killer.”  
She said the beauty shots and music softened the 
horror of his crimes. My mom was right. I did feel 
sorry for the old guy, and I know now that adding 
music is just one way we reveal our biases.

Music and added noise
Academy Award-winning composer Aaron Co-

pland said music “works on” the viewer, even if 
they don’t know it. Music, he said, serves a “fully 
emotional purpose.” 

Composer John Williams is the king of the leit-
motif, a musical term for a recurrent theme asso-
ciated with a particular person, idea or situation. 
Williams used it to signal the shark in “Jaws.” 
Two notes “grinding away, coming at you, just as 
a shark would do,” he said. 

I often see investigative journalists adding 
leitmotif tones to their stories. Often it’s dark 
and foreboding. You know the guy with the dark 
music playing under him is going to turn out to 
be the bad guy. That music could be just what a 
plaintiff’s lawyer needs to pry into your state of 
mind while suing you for defamation. You can 
testify about how you tried to be fair, but just try 
to explain to a jury why you added dark music un-
der video of your main subject. 

Lighting
We alter a scene the very moment we strike the 

first light. At a minimum, we should recognize 
how lighting and shadows set a mood. Saturated 
colors like deep blues and purples add emotion. 

CO L L EC T E D  W I S D O M Muted tones tamp down emotions. Shadows add 
mystery. Hot lighting can amplify skin imperfec-
tions, oil and sweat. 

The most defensible lighting for news is the 
lighting I don’t notice. 

Location, setting and background
Right after John McCain lost the 2008 elec-

tion, Sarah Palin returned to Alaska where, just 
before Thanksgiving, she stood at a turkey farm 
and pardoned a turkey. Photographer Scott Jen-
sen, then of KTUU-TV, said he told the governor 
she might want to move over a bit. She didn’t. 
And so, while Palin told the TV crew how happy 
she was to be home, a farm worker slaughtered a 
turkey in the background, feeding the bird head-
first into a metal cone. You can watch the video 
10 times and never hear what Palin is saying be-
cause you can’t believe what you’re seeing.

If you create a backdrop, ask yourself what a 
reasonable viewer would interpret it to mean. 

The best location is one that makes a subject 
feel relaxed and helps them recall details about 
the story you’re exploring. Avoid distractions and 
pay close attention to background noise.

Slow motion and dissolves
Post-production decisions are always subjec-

tive. Slow-motion effects tend to make subjects 
appear guilty or vulnerable. If you alter the speed 
of a video, it should be obvious and it’s best if you 
explain why you did so. Just add a line that says, 
“ We slowed the video so you could see the gun in 
his left hand.”

Photojournalist Lynn French once told me, “ You 
live in cuts and you dream in dissolves.” By that she 
meant dissolve transitions signal a change in place 
and time, so don’t use them without a purpose. 

Be cautious with file video
When I was a news director, a viewer called to 

complain that his image was on TV. I asked him 
where he saw himself, and he said something 
like, “I see myself all the time.” I realized he was 
the guy we used as the “generic drunk driver” for 
a series of stories on repeat offender DUI cases. 
He was in our promos, our stories, everywhere, 
and his case was settled a long time ago. It was 
unfair and lazy for us to keep using his image. 

What recurring images are you using that are 
unfair to the people you are showing?

Editing is altering. Everything you edit involves 
subjective decisions. Context can be the first victim 
in the editing process, so preserve it knowing that 
accuracy plus context is what leads to truth. w

By  
Al Tompkins, 

Poynter

Smart editing choices preserve 
accuracy and context
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