
Journalism and the Clinton com-
munity lost a voice Saturday, Feb. 
5, when Elenora Easterly Edwards, 
79, died suddenly. 

Edwards learned her love of jour-
nalism and newspapers at an early 
age. Her father, Guy Easterly, was 
the owner/publisher/editor of The 
LaFollette Press. 

Her mother, Lucile, was also in-
volved in the newspaper business. 

They instilled a love of the 
trade early on, but also instilled in 
Elenora a sense of being part of a 
community. 

And Edwards was more than a 
newspaper person. She was a de-
voted wife, mother, and sister; she 
was a community leader; she was a 
faithful servant of God. 

Though she was born in LaFol-
lette, Edwards became a Clinton 
icon — a true Clintonian in every 
sense — serving not just as a 

voice of the community through 
her work with The Courier News, 
but through her service with the 
Clinton Timely Topics Club and 
service through Memorial United 
Methodist Church. 

“She’s one of the legendary 
newspaper veterans in the state,” 
said Doug Horne, a past president 

of the Tennessee Press 
Association and owner 
of Republic Newspa-
pers, of which The 
Courier News is a part. 

“I think Horace Wells 
probably had more 
respect for Elenora and 

was more pleased with her service 
than with anyone who worked 
with him,” Horne said. 

“And she was a super great per-
son for the community.” 

Edwards started at The Courier 
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Tennessean’s De Varenne to retire

Executive Editor Maria De 
Varenne, The Tennessean’s tena-
cious longtime newsroom leader, 
announced plans Friday, Feb. 1, to 
retire from journalism. 

De Varenne, the first female exec-
utive editor in the news outlet’s 
storied history, took the helm more 
than a decade ago and led The 
Tennessean’s newsroom at a time 
when Nashville’s unbridled growth 
increasingly put the city in the 
national spotlight. 

Her career spans nearly 35 
years, several states, and countless 
scoops, awards and accolades. 

“I fell in love with our craft 
in college. The rush of getting a 
scoop, crafting the perfect lead, 
filing right on deadline. There is 

nothing like be-
ing in the middle 
of a newsroom 
during a big 
breaking story,” 
De Varenne said 
on Feb. 11. “From 
investigative 
pieces uncover-
ing wrong-doing 
to special projects 

spotlighting issues for improve-
ment, we were and are committed 
to aggressive and fair reporting that 
contributes to the leadership and 
civil discourse in the communities 
we cover.” 

She will step down in April. 
“What an incredible blessing it’s 

been to have a partner so passion-
ate about local news and service 
to our community,” said Michael 
A. Anastasi, The Tennessean’s 

vice president and editor. “Maria’s 
insistence that good enough is not 
good enough has helped establish 
a culture of consistent excellence in 
our newsroom, and she will leave 
a legacy that will be felt for years 
to come.” 

In a meeting with staff, Anastasi 
said he anticipated announcing 
leadership changes within a few 
weeks of De Varenne’s announce-
ment. “We have built a strong team 
here. We have much talent and 
experience within,” he said. 

De Varenne came to Tennessee 
by way of California, where she 
was vice president of news at The 
Press-Enterprise in Riverside, Calif. 

Originally, she hails from Albu-
querque, N.M. She left the state 
after obtaining a bachelor’s degree 

SANDY MAZZA
The Tennessean, Nashville
February 11, 2022

Members of the Tennessee 
Press Association voted by ballot 
in favor of 12 changes to the TPA 
Constitution & Bylaws.

The ballots were counted by 
accounting firm CPA Assurance 
of Milford, Ohio and a report from 
the firm was presented at the 
Concurrent TPA Board of Directors 
Meeting and Business Session on 
Feb. 17.  Seventy-seven members 
submitted ballots and each of the 
six ballot items encompassing 12 
proposed changes received 72 or 
more votes in favor of the changes.

The membership voted to:
1.) create a new membership 

classification for online publica-
tions with full voting rights

2.) allow collegiate student pub-
lications and some online news 
sites to join as associate members

3.) allow for electronic meet-
ings

4.) set succession plans for 
vice presidents and to no longer 
require one to be from a daily and 
one to be from a weekly

5.) change the audit requirement 
to biennial audits

6.) change the word ‘magazine’ 
to ‘publication’ and to make Arti-
cle I, Section 4 of the Bylaws apply 
to all classes of membership

No online publication may 
apply for membership until the 
Board of Directors adopts a dues 
policy and application process.

The TPA Constitution & Bylaws 
will be updated with the changes 
and distributed to all members 
along with the minutes of the Feb. 
17 meeting.

De Varenne

See DE VARENNE Page 2

Edwards, longtime Tennessee editor, passes away

TPA members 
vote for 12 
changes to 
Constitution 
and Bylaws

KEN LEINART
The Courier News, Clinton
February 9, 2022

STAFF REPORTS
Tennessee Press Association
February 18, 2022

See EDWARDS Page 4

Photo by Steve Marion, The 
Standard Banner

Elenora Edwards served 
as managing editor of 
the TPA’s The Tennessee 
Press for more than 20 
years. She is seen here 
holding the next to the 
last issue she edited, in 
2013.
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Being dismissed from a job, even 
if you see it coming, never sits well 
in one’s psyche. Our gut reaction is 
to see it in the present as a sign of 
personal failure. Frankly, some-
times it’s exactly that.

But in the last 20 years in our 
industry, dismissals have more 
often been due to economic condi-
tions and/or the determination by 
take-no-prisoners hedge funds to 
squeeze every last penny out of a 
property, the quickest way being 
the elimination of jobs and the 
people who fill them.

And on occasion, dismissals 
come because an employee is 
simply no longer the right fit for 
a company. That doesn’t mean 
they haven’t had a good run with 
their employer and contributed in 
significant ways to the company’s 
success. Nor does it mean they 
can’t contribute in meaningful and 
profitable ways to another employ-
er. But companies change direction 
or need a new vision, and some 
associates either don’t share the 
vision or are unable to adapt.

Whatever the reason for a dis-
missal, it’s a tough pill to swallow. 
That’s experience speaking.

Here’s what I learned:
• It’s not personal. No matter 

how much the dismissal hurts 
and no matter who delivers the 
unwelcome news, it’s a part of 
business that no decent, caring 
manager looks forward to nor 
enjoys doing. Those of you who 
have dismissed an associate 
know what I mean. You know the 
turmoil it creates inside them and 
that your actions affect not only 
that individual but quite likely 
family members, too.

• Exit with grace and humility. 

I was dismissed from a company 
in 2010 as we struggled mightily 
to recover from the nose-dive re-
cession of 2008. After 29 years and 
50 weeks (but who was counting, 
right?) with that organization, 
how could I be bitter? Was there 
angst and a little bit of feeling of 
ungratefulness on dismissal day? 
You bet. But just a few moments of 
reflection were reminders that for 
almost three decades they treated 
me well and offered me opportu-
nities beyond my wildest dreams. 
I’m not ashamed to say that I left 
teary-eyed, but also eternally 
thankful.

• Take some time to yourself 
and carefully plan your next 
steps. If you can, some reflection 
will serve you well. Look back on 
your career with an open mind. 
What would you have done differ-
ently? What led you to where you 
are? More importantly, what will 
make you happy in your next job? 
If you aren’t happy, it will show 
in your work, and you will find 
yourself in the same predicament 
sooner rather than later.

• The old adage “When one 
door closes, another one opens” 
rings true far more often than 
not, especially in our industry 
today. Two people who I have 
dismissed in my career went on 
to better careers than they could 

have had with my organization. 
One got out of the business and 
landed in public relations, which 
was exactly the advice she got 
– but didn’t appreciate one bit 
at the time – on her way out the 
door. She came back a year later, 
hugged me, and thanked me for 
pushing her in a different direc-
tion. The other landed a job with 
another, larger company within 
days. He’s doing well; in a relative-
ly brief period, he’s been promoted 
to a regional role. It’s a bigger, 
broader job than I could have ever 
offered.

• Be ever mindful of your past. 
Sometimes a dismissal is avoidable. 
Hopefully, there are lessons learned 
in those dismissals without anyone 
reminding you to do some serious 
introspection. Other times, such as 
staff reductions or vision realign-
ment, the news might be a bit hard-
er to swallow. But remind yourself 
that you have demonstrated your 
skills and passion in past positions. 
Draw on that as you prepare for 
your next steps.

A dismissal might feel like a 
punch in the gut at the moment 
the news drops. Absorb it. Rub 
your tummy. Be rightfully sad 
that a chapter in your career has 
ended.

Then remember there’s oppor-
tunity ahead. Quite likely that 
opportunity will be brighter, more 
satisfying and more profitable 
than the position you just left.

Rick Thomason is Tennessee 
Press Association president for the 
2021-22 term. He is the publisher of 
the Kingsport Times-News/ 
Johnson City Press and president of 
Six Rivers Media, LLC.

Job dismissal can hurt at 
first, but help in long run

Your 
Presiding
rePorter
Rick Thomason

in journalism from the University 
of New Mexico. Later she complet-
ed a fellowship at the University 
of Southern California’s Knight 
Digital Media Center. 

De Varenne has served on the 
boards of The Tennessee Press 
Association, the Nashville Preda-
tors Foundation and the Tennessee 
Coalition for Open Government, 
and is a member of The Nashville 

Chamber’s Business Conditions 
Council and the Rotary Club of 
Nashville. 

De Varenne was an adjunct 
professor at Middle Tennessee State 
University, and she is a graduate of 
Leadership Nashville. 

Accolades and journalism 
awards during her tenure stemmed 
from Tennessean investigations 
into conservatorships in Tennessee 
and the state’s Department of Chil-
dren’s Services, relentless coverage 

of political corruption and breaking 
news stories in the wake of floods, 
tornadoes and Nashville’s Christ-
mas Day bombing. 

“I’m proud of the work we’ve 
done. And I’m looking forward to 
the work my colleagues will do in 
the future,” De Varenne said. “It’s 
time for the next wave of leaders to 
take the helm as I take some time 
to be with my family, work on my 
golf game and sit with my toes in 
the sand.” 

DE VARENNE from Page 1
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March 2022
8-13: 2022 Spring National 

College Media Association 
Convention, New York Marriott 
Marquis, New York, NY

11:  Deadline 2022 TPA-UT State 
Press Contests (Newsroom) 

13-19: Sunshine Week, www.
newsleaders.org

17: 2022 National Newspaper As-
sociation Congressional Action 
Team  Summit, Washington D.C.

18:  Deadline 2022 Ideas Contest 
(Advertising & Circulation)

April 2022
8-10: 2022 Women in Journalism 

Workshop, Reynolds 
Journalism Institute, University 
of Missouri, Columbia, Mo.,  
https://rjionline.org/

9-10: Family Owners & Next Gen-
eration Leadership Conference, 
in advance of Mega-Conference 
(see event listed below), JW 
Marriott Bonnet Creek Resort, 
Orlando, Fla., 
newspapers.org/family-owners

10-12: News Industry Mega- 
Conference, presented by 
America’s Newspapers, JW 
Marriott Bonnet Creek Resort, 
Orlando, Fla., 
mega-conference.com

June 2022
23-25: Tri-State Press Convention, 

Arkansas • Mississippi • Tennes-
see, to be held in Memphis.

July 2022
20-24: 2022 International Society 

of Weekly Newspaper Editors 
Convention, University of Ken-
tucky, Lexington, Ky.

August 2022
25-27: 2022 National Native 

Media Conference, Native 
American Journalists Associ-
ation in partnership with the 
Walter Cronkite School of Jour-
nalism and Mass Communica-
tion, Arizona State University, 
Tempe, Ariz.

October 2022
26-30: Fall National College 

Media Association Convention 
in conjunction with Associated 
Collegiate Press, Grand Hyatt  
Washington, Washington D.C.

For Your Calendar
Editor’s note: Please welcome 

Paul McAdoo as he makes his 
debut this month as a recurring 
columnst for The Tennessee Press. 
McAdoo is the Tennessee Local 
Legal Initiative attorney for the 
Reporters Committee for Freedom 
of the Press. He will be periodically 
weighing in (quarterly for now) 
with commentary on legal issues af-
fecting Tennessee journalists. Carol 
Daniels’ column will return in this 
space in the April issue of TTP. 

In 2019, the Reporters Com-
mittee for Freedom of the Press 
called on journalists and news 
organizations across the country 
to tell us how legal support would 
help them pursue and expand 
investigative stories in their com-
munities.

In response, the Tennessee 
Press Association and other news 
media and open government 
organizations in Tennessee told us 
about the legal roadblocks journal-
ists regularly confront as they’re 
reporting, including excessive law 
enforcement secrecy and unlawful 
denials of public records requests.

In March 2020, I became the 
first attorney hired as part of 
the Reporters Committee’s Local 
Legal Initiative, an ambitious 
effort to increase transparency 
and accountability in local and 

state government. Two years 
later, the Local Legal Initiative is 
already changing the game here 
in Tennessee.

No longer is the playing field 
tilted dramatically in favor of 
secretive government officials and 
against the journalists who cover 
them. Instead, we’re empowering 
journalists to produce more inves-
tigative and enterprise journalism 
that informs Tennesseans, and 
which helps them hold their elected 
officials accountable and ultimately 
strengthens our democracy.

We have successfully chal-
lenged the lawfulness of a state 
agency’s secret email vote, 
obtained police body cam footage 
showing an officer’s use of exces-
sive force and unsealed Tennessee 
court records revealing details 
about the business background 
of a former U.S. senator running 
for governor of Georgia. And 
just recently, when state officials 
refused to disclose records related 

to a $3 million contract with a 
consulting firm to assist the state’s 
coronavirus response, we filed a 
lawsuit on behalf of FW Publish-
ing to force the governor to make 
them public. 

A win in that ongoing case 
could do more than just shed light 
on a huge, no-bid government 
contract concerning the most 
newsworthy issue of the past 
two years. It could also make it 
harder for government officials 
to deny public records requests 
by claiming an exemption that 
doesn’t actually exist in the Ten-
nessee Public Records Act but is 
frequently invoked by agencies to 
shield records from the public.

My role as a Local Legal Initia-
tive attorney goes beyond filing 
high-profile litigation on behalf 
of news organizations. I also con-
duct legal training for journalists 
and am available via our free legal 
hotline to discuss newsgathering 
issues you might be having. 

I can help reporters fend off 
demands for their records. I can 
help photographers understand 
their legal rights at protests. And 
I can help editors push back 
against government officials 
when their reporters are shut out 
of public meetings.

I’m proud of the work we’ve 

done in the first two years of the 
Local Legal Initiative. But in order 
to sustain the program, assist 
more journalists and hold more 
public officials accountable, I need 
your help spreading the word all 
across Tennessee.

If a colleague is struggling to 
access data or documents from 
a government agency, tell them 
to contact our free legal hotline 
(1-800-336-4243). If your editor is 
looking to train new hires on the 
laws around subpoenas or obtain-
ing court records, share the Report-
ers Committee’s many free legal 
resources and encourage them to 
contact me with questions. 

My goal is to provide legal 
services to journalists in every 
corner of our state. To do my part 
to spread the word and make sure 
my work is always fresh in the 
minds of Tennessee journalists, 
I’ll be back with a column in this 
space on a quarterly basis, provid-
ing important insights into legal 
issues Press Association members 
confront every day.

Paul McAdoo is the Tennessee 
Local Legal Initiative attorney 
for the Reporters Committee for 
Freedom of the Press. He can be 
reached at pmcadoo@rcfp.org or 
615-823-3633.

News & Moves

RCFP brings pro bono legal services to journalists in Tennessee

on
the
docket
Paul mcadoo

Nanney named Carroll 
Countian of the Year

Carroll County News Lead-
er editor Shirley Nanney was 
recognized as the recipient of 
the Carroll County Chamber of 
Commerce’s Carroll Countian of 
the Year award for 2020 during a 
membership banquet.

The banquet was postponed in 
2020 due to the COVID Pandemic. 
Recognition of the Chamber’s 
2020 awards were combined with 
its 2021 awards. The Countian of 
the Year is the most prestigious 
award among several other distin-
guished awards that are presented 
during the Chamber’s special 
night each year.

Carroll County Chamber pres-
ident Brad Hurley said Nanney is 
well-known across Carroll County 
for her coverage of meetings and 
events. Come June 2022 she will 
have been writing for newspapers 
more than 60 years. She was hired 

by Dennis Richardson, owner of 
the News-Leader in 1983, and has 
been working for the Richardson 
family ever since. 

 “During that time, Shirley 

and the team at the News-Leader 
have won numerous Tennessee 
Press Awards,” Hurley said. 
“Shirley has also won recogni-
tion and first-place awards for 
her investigative reporting.” 

He added that Nanney’s foot-
prints are all over the county and 
she has definitely been a fixture 
in Carroll County’s history.

Shirley graduated from Henry 
High School as salutatorian of the 
Class of 1962. She is a member of 
Union Primitive Baptist Church. 
and resides in McKenzie with her 
husband Ray, to whom she has 
been married since 1964, and 
their son, Terry. 

In 2015 Shirley received the 
Pinnacle of Excellence Award 
from the Town of Huntingdon, the 
highest recognition given by the 
town. In 2016, she was chosen for 
the Sterling Award by the Jackson 
Chapter of Business and Profes-
sional Women. The Sterling Award 
is presented each year to recognize 

the ten most influential women 
in West Tennessee. Shirley is also 
a past board member of the Carl 
Perkins Center for the Prevention 
of Child Abuse and in past years 
was president of the McKenzie 
Jaycettes and McKenzie Business 
and Professional Woman’s Club. 

When asked about career 
mentors, Shirley said that she has 
always been interested in the news 
and looked up to the people who 
were part of the daily news scene. 
She explained that she would 
watch and study the works of other 
successful people and pay attention 
to how they managed their lives. 

She is presently a member of the 
Carroll County Coalition for Drug 
Prevention, an organization that 
works through community leaders 
to present programs and provide 
information to prevent teenagers 
from becoming drug users.

Carroll County News Leader, 
Huntingdon
Nov. 2, 2021

Submitted
Shirley Nanney and her Countian 
of the Year plaque.



Samuel, the ad manager at a 
community paper, told me about 
a simple technique his sales team 
uses at the end of meetings with 
prospects and clients. 

“I once read that people remem-
ber only about 25 percent of what 
they hear,” he said. “That’s a harsh 
reality, because we focus our 
client conversations on things we 
think are memorable. It’s painful 
to walk away from a meeting 
knowing that the person on the 
other side of the desk might forget 
three quarters of the discussion. 
Of course, we use ad examples, 
charts and coverage maps to add 
visual elements to presentations, 
but they still forget a large per-
centage of what we talk about. 

“We’ve learned that one way to 

deal with this problem is to sum-
marize at the end of a meeting,” he 
said. “It’s an easy way to repeat the 
important points in a conversation. 
And a lot of times, we find out the 
other person has completely missed 
a key fact. A summary helps us 
clarify things and make presenta-
tions a little easier to remember.” 

Samuel’s process has three steps: 
1. Restate briefly.  For example, 

a member of Samuel’s team might 

say, “Thank you for meeting with 
me today. To make sure we’re on 
the same page, let me recap what 
we’ve talked about. First, we looked 
at the target audience for your new 
Widget product, then you gave me 
a list of the most important features 
and benefits, then we talked about 
some special offers that could ap-
peal to your customers.” 

Notice how this brief statement 
hits the highlights in a logical 
sequence. There’s no need to go 
into great depth about everything 
which was discussed. 

2. Confirm the information and 
ask for input. After the summary, 
it helps to nail it down by asking, 
“Does this cover everything?” 

Even though it’s short, this is a 
crucial question. It is designed to 

give the other person permission to 
say they missed something which 
was covered – or even to say they 
would like to know something 
else. If something has been misun-
derstood, it’s better to find out now. 

3. Include an action item. For 
instance, “My next step is to start on 
that market report you want and get 
it to you by Monday. Will that work?” 

This is the time to get some kind 
of agreement and advance the sale. 
If the other person is not yet ready 
to finalize things and sign on the 
dotted line, this keeps the dialogue 
going in a helpful, low-key way. 

“An action step can make a 
conversation stick in the mind,” 
Samuel explained. “It gives the 
salesperson a specific reason to 
get back in touch. It lets the other 

person  know to expect a call by 
a certain day. When someone is 
waiting for information, an action 
step reduces the chances that an 
email or a voice mail message will 
be ignored.” 

It’s all about creating memorable 
presentations. When advertisers 
and prospects remember the key 
points, they are more likely to buy. 

Copyright 2022 by John Foust. 
All rights reserved. John Foust has 
conducted training programs for 
thousands of newspaper advertising 
professionals. Many ad departments 
are using his training videos to save 
time and get quick results from in-
house training. E-mail for informa-
tion: john@johnfoust.com

News in 1970 as a reporter. Her 
skill and dedication saw her work 
her way up to news editor of the 
paper. She worked for 12 years at 
The Courier News until her son, 
Ben, was born. 

In 1991 Edwards returned to the 
world of journalism, becoming the 
managing editor of the Tennessee 
Press Association’s “The Tennes-
see Press,” where she served until 
2013. 

“I keep thinking how her laugh 
sounded,” Robyn Gentile of The 
Tennessee Press said. “She loved 
her son, Ben. She loved God. She 
loved newspaper people.” 

Fellow journalists were shocked 
and saddened by the news of Ed-

wards’ death. 
“She was more than a friend and 

more than a colleague. Elenora had 
an encyclopedic understanding of 
the history of Tennessee news-
papers, and I never spoke with 
her without learning something 
new about our industry,” Darrell 
Richardson of the Maryville Daily 
Times said. 

“We spoke over the holidays, 
and I am beyond shocked that she 
is gone. I will continue to pray for 
her family and joyfully recount the 
numerous times our paths crossed 
— usually in regard to the many, 
many worthwhile events that have 
been sponsored over the years by 
the Tennessee Press Association.” 

“She dearly loved Clinton, The 
Clinton Courier, and working at 

the Courier with Horace Wells. Her 
contribution there alongside Mr. 
Wells was huge, I’m sure. Later, 
I felt that she was an invaluable 
addition to the entire Tennessee 
Press Association through her role 
at The Tennessee Press,” said John 
M. Jones, former editor of The 
Greeneville Sun. 

“Apart from her outstanding 
journalistic accomplishments, I 
felt that Elenora was one of the 
smartest, finest individuals I have 
known in my life. I am truly sad 
at her passing, and will miss her 
a great deal as both a professional 
colleague and a very special life-
long friend.” 

Edwards’ history with journal-
ism began with her father, but she 
soon struck out on her own and 

made a name for herself. 
She was a graduate of Maryville 

College, where she served as edi-
tor-in-chief of the student newspa-
per. She attended graduate school 
at the School of Journalism at the 
University of Missouri at Columbia. 
She worked on the city desk of the 
newspaper published at the school, 
The Columbia Missourian. 

“From the start she was an 
encourager, helping me make 

connections in Clinton, offering 
tips for stories and giving me hon-
est appraisals of my writing. I so 
appreciated her friendship, which 
we continued through the years. 
News of her death shook me. She 
and, in no small measure, Horace 
Wells, formed me as a journalist. I 
mourn her passing, as I still mourn 
Mr. Wells’ departure,” said S.L. 
Alligood, who followed Edwards at 
The Courier News. 
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Ad-libs®

John FousT

Here’s one way to make presentations more memorable

EDWARDS from Page 1

Editor’s note: The bill referenced 
in this column, which was origi-
nally published Feb. 16, might have 
already been acted upon by the 
Tennessee state legislature by the 
time you read this.

A bill that would remove the 
statutory guarantee that citizens 
cannot be charged fees to view 
public records revives an idea 
that was floated in 2015 but re-
ceived so much public opposition 
that the sponsors withdrew the 
legislation.

The bill this year, SB 2534 and 
HB 2635, at press time was being 

sponsored by Sen. Ferrell Haile, 
R-Gallatin, and Rep. Dave Wright, 
R-Knox County, at the request 
of the Tennessee Police Chiefs 
Association.

The bill would allow custodi-
ans to require a requester to pay 

“reasonable costs . . . including, 
but not limited to, the labor costs 
associated with locating, redact-
ing and producing each record 
requested for inspection.”

State allows for such charges 
only if a requester asks for copies. 
Someone seeking to view public 
records — and not get copies — 
cannot be charged. The change 
proposed in the new bill would 
be enormous and create a new 
obstacle for the public to access 
government records. It is not un-
usual for people requesting copies 
of public records to be charged 

hundreds of dollars, or even thou-
sands of dollars if a high-paid em-
ployee like a director of schools or 
attorney is involved in compiling 
or reviewing the records. It is not 
unreasonable to assume those 
same charges would be levied on 
citizens who just want to inspect 
records.

2015 bill was withdrawn 
after hearings around the 
state

The idea to start charging re-
questers to inspect public records 

emerged in 2015 in a bill being 
pushed by another government 
association, the Tennessee School 
Board Association. The sponsors 
delayed the bill and asked the 
Office of Open Records Counsel in 
the Comptroller’s Office to study 
the issue over the summer and 
produce a report.

The Office of Open Records 
Counsel, then led by Ann But-
terworth, did a survey and held 
public hearings in Knoxville, 
Nashville and Jackson. According 
to the report, the overwhelming 

Bill ridding free public records inspections resurrects old idea
tn coAlition 
for oPen
government
deboRah FisheR

See FISHER Page 8
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I fondly characterize newsrooms 
as organized chaos. I witnessed 
that firsthand guiding staffs when 
resources were plentiful and com-
munity newspapers had captive 
audiences.

Dynamics are even more frayed 
in today’s changing media land-
scape as editors grapple with di-
minished resources and increased 
constraints on news gathering.

Editors and reporters necessar-
ily must explore and implement 
shortcuts, but you should keep 
two questions at the forefront: Are 
you really saving time considering 
the extra legwork that might be 
required to produce complete and 
compelling reports? Most import-
ant, are stories still relevant to 
readers and advertisers?

Brainstorm with your staffs, 
examining the pros and cons of 
each tool.

Shortcut: Reporters depend 
more on web streaming of govern-
ment meetings. 

Reporters benefit by being able 
to multitask during the “dead 
time” of meetings, and still give 
full attention to those items of 
highest interest. Broadcasts also 
can be reviewed later.

On the flip side, how often have 
broadcasts run into technical 
difficulties such as poor audio? Are 

reporters accurately recording all 
votes and quotes, correctly identi-
fying all individuals who address 
a body? Without being there in 
person, reporters can easily fall 
into the trap of writing for “those 
in front of the room” instead of 
translating what actions mean for 
“those in back of the room.” 

Shortcut: Reporters depend 
more on phone interviews.

Reporters still have the abili-
ty to gauge the temperament of 
interviewees: i.e., cooperative, 
combative, evasive. It’s easier to 
schedule interviews amid demand-
ing schedules.

But reporters can be challenged 
to control the environment. 
Interviewees can more easily cut 
short conversations or refuse to 
answer uncomfortable questions. 
Phone interviews also are a missed 
opportunity to capture elements 
essential to fleshing out a story 
– especially a feature – such as 

describing a scene or a person’s 
body language.

Shortcut: Reporters depend 
more on Zoom for interviews.

Zoom provides opportunity 
for face-to-face interviews and 
follow-up questions.

Reporters may confront techni-
cal difficulties here, too. Inter-
viewees also may short-circuit an 
exchange by limiting the length of 
a session.

Shortcut: Reporters depend 
more on email for interviews.

Interviewees typically have more 
time and flexibility to respond to 
questions, thus producing a better 
story. It’s likely easier for report-
ers to write a story versus sifting 
through and transcribing notes. 
Q&As can be a clear and concise 
way to present some stories, espe-
cially profiles on individuals.

At the same time, email in-
terviews limit opportunity, or at 
least make it more difficult, to ask 
follow-up questions. Responses 
often are published verbatim with 
no attempt at editing and thus lack 
a conversational flow; they may 
even be written by a communica-
tions specialist. The most import-
ant information often is buried 
if answers are simply published 
in the order the questions were 
asked.

Shortcut: Newsrooms depend 
more on correspondents and 
freelancers.

A good stringer corps can effec-
tively stretch resources. Correspon-
dents do not necessarily have to 
write a full story but can assist in 
collecting essential information 
such as soliciting instant feedback 
from citizens attending a meeting. 
Freelancers may have a particular 
interest or expertise, thus minimiz-
ing preparation for an assignment.

On the other hand, skill levels 
can vary greatly. Don’t underesti-
mate the extra work that might be 
required to get a stringer’s draft 
ready for publication. Editors also 
should consider potential conflicts 
of interest such as hiring someone 
to cover city council who unsuc-
cessfully sought office.

All of these tools can likely 
be used in varying degrees, but 
substantive reports must remain 
a priority. Don’t let shortcuts 
undermine the credibility of your 
product. 

For example:
What message are you sending 

to readers if you report a 4-3 vote 
by the city council without identi-
fying the votes?

What message are you send-
ing by relying on a press release, 
published verbatim, from the 

fire department – accompanied 
by a photo also submitted by the 
department – as your sole report 
on a downtown fire? An injured 
firefighter remains nameless.

What message are you sending if 
the city’s biggest property taxpayer 
announced a proposed change in 
its operations – both in virtual and 
in-person meetings promoted by a 
full-page ad – and the newspaper 
attends neither meeting? The story 
appears nine weeks later after the 
company makes a presentation to 
the city council.

Solid reporting means delivering 
the 5 Ws and H. Sticking to the 
tenets of journalism is essential to 
promote yourselves as the newspa-
per of record in your communities.

Jim Pumarlo is former editor of 
the Red Wing (Minn.) Republican 
Eagle. He writes, speaks and pro-
vides training on community news-
room success strategies. He is author 
of “Journalism Primer: A Guide to 
Community News Coverage,” “Votes 
and Quotes: A Guide to Outstand-
ing Election Coverage” and “Bad 
News and Good Judgment: A Guide 
to Reporting on Sensitive Issues in 
Small-Town Newspapers.” He can be 
reached at www.pumarlo.com and 
welcomes comments and questions 
at jim@pumarlo.com.

Reporting shortcuts can be a help . . . or a hindrance
communitY
newsroom
success

Jim PumaRlo

The offices of The Daily Times, 
Maryville will be moving to a 
new location in Blount County by 
August.

Stock Creek Properties Partner-
ship recently bought The Daily 
Times building at 307 E. Harper 
Ave. in downtown Maryville for 
$2.2 million.

Stock Creek Properties, with 
principals Randy Massey and Joe 
Zappa, has purchased several oth-
er Maryville properties recently 
and says it is focused on revitaliz-
ing the downtown area.

“We see a lot of potential in 
downtown Maryville and are ex-
cited to be a big part in making it 
an even better place to live, work, 
and play,” Massey said in state-
ment from the company.

Stock Creek said it has no 

immediate plans for The Daily 
Times site, which is adjacent to 
the Maryville-Alcoa Greenway, by 
the bridge that leads to the Blount 
County Public Library.

“Our goal is to bring people — 
both locals and travelers — into 
downtown Maryville for dining 
and entertainment, and to create 
spaces for downtown living and 
working,” Massey said.

Smaller footprint
Daily Times Publisher Bryan 

Sandmeier said, “We’ve enjoyed our 
current location next to Greenbelt 
Park. However, the reality is that we 
have more space than we use.”

“We stopped printing and 
packaging within our building 
approximately 10 years ago, mak-
ing half of it vacant. We removed 
the dormant press equipment, and 
CrossFit Pistol Creek moved in. 
They’ve been fantastic neighbors.”

Technology improvements also 
have decreased the newspaper’s 
space needs. “Now, little space 
is required to store vast amounts 
of information and records,” 
Sandmeier noted. “Invoices are 
generated and mailed from a mail-
ing center, payments are processed 
at a regional office, and onsite 
computer servers are now cloud 
servers — the list goes on.”

“We’ll locate and design a new 

workspace that fits our needs, 
and we’ll continue serving you by 
providing the most comprehen-
sive package of news, advertising 
and entertainment information 
available — in print and online,” 
Sandmeier said.

Since 1942
From 1883 until 1919, the 

newspaper was printed at 133 W. 

Broadway Ave., just west of the 
Capitol Theatre, according records 
in the archives.

Then it moved to the basement 
of Proffitt’s Department Store, at 
the northeast corner of the Broad-
way Avenue and Cusick Street 
intersection.

The owner in 1942, Clyde 
Emert, had the building construct-
ed at 307 E. Harper Ave., and the 
structure was added to at least 
seven times over the past 80 years.

Adams Publishing Group pur-
chased The Daily Times in 2016, 
and an affiliate, APG Real Estate 
Investments LLC, sold the proper-
ty to Stock Creek Properties.

Maryville City Manager Greg 
McClain said, “The Daily Times has 
been part of the fabric of downtown 
Maryville since 1883, and it is bitter-
sweet to see them leave the down-
town area, but we are happy to hear 
they will be relocating locally.”

Daily Times building sold to developer for $2.2 million
AMY BETH MILLER
The Daily Times, Maryville
February 17, 2022

Photo by Tom Sherlin, The Daily Times Maryville
The sale of The Daily Times building to developer Stock Creek Properties 
Partnership was made for $2.2 million.
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There are about 30 reporter’s 
notebooks divided into three 
stacks on the desk of the late Dal-
lus Whitfield.

Each one is chock-full with 
names, (left to right, front to back) 
along with details about photos 
that eventually found their way 
to the pages and website of The 
Wilson Post, Lebanon.

That pile reveals volumes 
about the man behind the Canon 
camera, the man who filled those 
notebooks in a left-handed scrawl 
only he could decipher.

Dallus Whitfield understood the 
importance of spelling names cor-
rectly and turning even the most 
humdrum “grip-and-grin” photo 
opportunity into a memory-mak-
ing image.

He was a master at his craft.
The longtime photojournalist 

died early Monday morning, Jan. 
3, from cancer at a Nashville 
hospital. Whitfield, 53, battled 
non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma and un-
derwent chemotherapy treatment 
last summer. He returned to work 
for a few weeks in October. The 
cancer returned a short time later.

Professional 
photographer

The son of Anita Stone Whit-
field and the late Joe Whitfield, 
Dallus Whitfield was a proud 1987 
graduate of Lebanon High School. 
He went on to earn an advanced 
degree from Middle Tennessee 
State University in 1991.

His photo coverage of tornadoes 
that struck Wilson County in 
March of 2020 received the Ten-
nessee Press Association award for 
Best News Photo that year. It was 
one of many TPA awards Whitfield 
won during his career.

Whitfield joined the Wilson Post 
in July of 2013 after a long career 
at the Lebanon Democrat.

“After we started our company 
and purchased the (Wilson) Post, 
I spoke to a number of people in 
Wilson County and almost all of 
them mentioned that Dallus would 
be a great addition to our team,” 
said Dave Gould, the owner of 
Main Street Media and the pub-
lisher of The Wilson Post.

“We brought him on board right 
away and, to this day, it’s one of 

the best decisions we’ve made. 
He was also a huge help because 
of his institutional knowledge of 
Wilson County. It seemed like he 
knew everyone in the county and 
always had news tips and ideas.

“Dallus was also one of the 
nicest people you could ever meet. 
I never heard an unkind word 
about him, and I think it’s fair to 
say he was universally loved and 
respected.”

Richie Bouton, a part-time pho-
tographer with the Post, remem-
bered Whitfield’s dedication to 
photojournalism.

“There’s not many of us left,” 
Bouton said of his pal. “Photogra-
phers who went out at 1 a.m. and 
took pictures of breaking news, 
came back to the office, developed 
the negatives and rush-printed a 
photo because there was an empty 
space to be filled on the front page 
of tomorrow’s newspaper.

“Dallus and I both learned from 
the late Bill Cook that it’s not the 
best camera or the most expensive 
lenses but the eye of the photog-
rapher that’s important. You have 
to be able to see the photograph, 
and Dallus was one of the best I’ve 
ever worked around. He was an 
incredible photojournalist and a 
great friend.”

Friends in Lebanon
Lebanon Mayor Rick Bell be-

came friends with Whitfield when 

they were students 
at Lebanon High.

“For the last 
30 years, Dallus 
been a fixture at 
every major event 
in Lebanon,” Bell 
said. “He’s a friend 
to everyone and 
everybody loved 
him. We’re going to 

miss him.”
As a photographer for the Wil-

son Post, Whitfield covered Bell’s 
2019 bid for the mayor’s office.

“The night that I won, Dallus 
was right there. He was taking 
pictures,” Bell said. “To have one 
of my best friends covering that 
event was one of the highlights of 
the night really. We’ve

known each other and been 
friends all these years. It’s like we 
shared that night together. He’s 
covered so many big events in 
Lebanon, and to have him there 
that night was special.”

Bell said that Chris Crowell, 
Robert Loftis and Billy Norton 
also developed a friendship with 
Whitfield in high school. Bell said 
that group would play backyard 
football and hang around the shop 
that Whitfield’s mother owned on 
the Lebanon Square.

“He’d work there, and we’d 
hang out on the sidewalk and 
talk,” Bell said. “I just think about 
all the good times we’ve had over 
the years. He’s going to be missed 
by everybody, but his family and 
close friends are really going to 
miss him.”

Lebanon Police Chief Mike 
Justice was another longtime 
Whitfield friend.

“Dallus was one of the first 
people I met when I moved here 
30 years ago. He was working for 
the Lebanon Democrat at the time, 

TOMMY BRYAN & XAVIER SMITH
The Wilson Post, Lebanon
January 5, 2022

and we struck up a friendship,” 
Justice said.

“He rode in my patrol car, if 
not every day, at least four or five 
days a week for 20 years. He spent 
more time in a patrol car than 
most patrolmen.

“Dallus was a personal friend of 
mine and, basically, the godfather 
of my children. There is no finer 
person or soul in this world than 
Dallus. He’s just a special person. 
We’ll absolutely miss him.”

Whitfield was a founding 
member when the City of Lebanon 
launched the Community Emer-
gency Response Team (CERT) 
program in 2012.

He was a reserve officer with 
the Lebanon Police Department 
and a CERT team member for 
several years.

Main Street Media graphics 
designer Mary Anne Ferrell knew 
Whitfield for years, having met 
him when they both worked for 
the Democrat.

“One of the stories I like to tell 
regarding Dallus, from many 
years ago a group of us had 
gotten together for lunch at a new 
Chinese buffet that had opened in 
town,” Ferrell said. “I was looking 
at a dish and said, ‘Hmmm, I won-
der what kind of meat this is?’

Dallus happened to overhear, 
cocked his head toward me in that 
Dallus way, and said, ‘Mary Anne, 
do you really wanna know?’ ”

Family memories
Whitfield loved going to the 

movies, concerts (especially Elton 
John) and wheeling that barge-
like Crown Victoria of his into 
Sonic for an iced beverage.

But above all, he loved his fam-
ily. Dallus doted on his mother, 
Nita, and would spend hours 
talking about his brother, Kyle.

Wilson County Mayor Randall 
Hutto said he always respected 
seeing Whitfield with his mother 
when Hutto was working out at 
the Jimmy Floyd Family Center.

“I’d come out about 15 or 10 
minutes to 8 and here Dallus 
would be following his mom in. 
That’s the kind of guy he was and 
that’s the kind of son he was. He 
would help here in and just be 
there for her,” Hutto said.

Whitfield also took photographs 
at Lebanon High basketball games 
when Hutto coached there.

“I would see him on the side-
lines and on the court. He was 
always good. I knew when Dallus 
was there, he was going to capture 
the right moment. I still cherish 
those pictures today and saved 
every one of them,” Hutto said.

Whitfield was opinionated, 
but never let his way of thinking 
cloud his news judgment. It didn’t 
matter if the assignment called for 
him to rise early in on a fall morn-
ing to take photos at Sherry’s Run, 
to hang out at the Wilson County 
Fair for a photo page or stand in 
the hot sun to document a race at 
the Nashville Superspeedway.

Dallus Whitfield was a caring 
professional who earned the trust 
and respect of his colleagues and 
subjects alike.

Friends and colleagues describe Whitfield as ace photographer, special friend

Submitted photos, The Wilson Post, Lebanon
Left: Dallus Whitfield was a “master at his craft.” (Photo by 
Bobby Reynolds) Top: Whitfield joined by his mom, Nita, and 
his brother, Kyle.

Judges needed for Hoosier State 
Press Contests at the end of April
TPA needs judges for the Hoosier State Press 
Association’s contests at the end of April. Please sign 
up to judge at tinyurl.com/JudgeforHoosiers or email to 
rgentile@tnpress.com.  Thank you!
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response from the public was to 
keep inspection free, with fears 
that charging for inspection would 
block access for those who can’t 
afford to pay.

The report observed that “[m]
any citizens believe the term ‘pub-
lic record’ means that the infor-
mation or record has already been 
paid for by the public through 
their tax dollars and therefore 
is owned by the public; requir-
ing payment for inspection and 
charging for governmental staff 
time would be in effect double 
billing.”

The report also noted that “[m]
any believe that charging for 
inspection has the potential for 
unbudgeted, excess funds creating 
slush funds.”

Most opposed fees for 
inspection

The report said that most com-
ments received expressed a view-
point opposing any fees for inspec-
tion, and only a minority thought 
the law should be changed.

“Charging fees to view the re-
cords would limit access to those 
records to those who can afford 
to view them, and such limita-
tions would be antithetical to our 
democracy,” said one speaker at a 
public hearing.

“If government adds fees as an 
obstacle to look at those records…
or keep them hidden away…the 
cost of that kind of secrecy is 
high,” said another.

“Keep the records free and 
easily accessible, our liberty and 
freedoms depend on it,” said yet 
another.

Look for ways to 
remove barriers, 
not create new ones

One commenter cited a Better 
Government Association Integri-
ty Index from 2013 that ranked 
Tennessee 38th out of 50 states 
with respect to citizen access to 
public records, focusing on three 
topics: procedures, barriers and 
penalties.

“Imposing a fee would be a 
step in the wrong direction,” said 
another who echoed the senti-
ment. “Even today citizens are 
sometimes made to feel that they 
are the ‘enemy’ when they request 
public records. Instead of creating 
a new barrier with a fee, we need 
to be looking for ways to remove 
existing bureaucratic obstacles. 
We all need work at creating a cli-
mate where members of the public 
and government officials realize 
we are on the same team and wear 
the same color jersey.”

Others felt, the report said, 
that the government needed to 

make more records available on 
the internet, thereby increasing 
transparency and eliminating 
inspection issues.

“It’s time for a new paradigm,” 
one commenter said. “Except for 
records made confidential by law, 
all governmental records created 
in electronic digital form should 
be available to the public at the 
time of creation via the Internet.”

Another said: “There are 
thousands of individuals at all 
levels of government creating 
and maintaining records, but the 
technology is available to make 
the creation, storage, and access 
to our public records easier and 
more efficient for all parties, 
custodians and citizen non-custo-
dians alike . . . ”

Move into the realm of 
‘technological reality’

“It is time to think about 
moving public records access 
discussions into a realm of readily 
available technological reality 
and it is time to acknowledge that 
placing custodians in the busi-
ness of designing, implementing, 
and collecting an information 
tax would do nothing to support 
our goal of transparent and open 
government.”

The Office of Open Records 
Counsel noted that government 
entities do bear a cost to respond 
to a public records request, 
including redacting confidential 
information from records. It also 
observed that not all governmen-
tal entities have “kept up with 
technology.”

“Locating records is made more 
difficult by the lack of consistent 
records creation and storage and of 

compliance with record retention 
schedules. Most governmental en-
tities do not have clear standards 
for naming or tagging electronic 
records or a process for updating 
the format in which records are 
stored,” the report said.

The report also observed that 
governmental entities do not 
appear to routinely redact records 
at the time of receipt or creation 
or perform reviews of existing 
records to verify if there have been 
changes in the law since the cre-
ation or receipt of the record.

“This places a records custo-
dian in a reactive, rather than a 
proactive, stance in responding to 
a TPRA request and increases the 
time for response.”

Report: Improve records 
management

The report suggested potential 
changes that could be considered 
if the cost of preparing records 
for inspection is not shifted to 
citizens. For example, it suggested 
that records management be im-
proved. It would be helpful to:

• Provide incentives for best 
practices;

• Adjust/clarify documentation 
and retention requirements; and

• Prescribe permitted use of 
e-mail “in connection with the 
transaction of public business.”

The report also suggested mak-
ing definitions in the Tennessee 
Public Records Act more uniform, 
providing guidance for custodians 
when responding to requests that 
are large or complex and clarify-
ing a distinction between discov-
ery requests and requests under 
the public records law.

The report said it would help 
if government did a better job 
anticipating continuous changes 
in technology impacting how 
records are received, created and 
accessed, and considered the costs 
of record storage, maintenance 
and production. It suggested that 
government affirm the public 
need for the creation of additional 
records / information in light of 
privacy and security concerns and 
better address confidentiality of 
any information in a record that is 
created or received.

After the report was delivered, 
the sponsors withdrew their bills 
in early 2016.

What happened after 
2016?

Some changes have taken place 

since 2016, aiming to improve the 
process and address people who 
abuse the system. For example, 
a new law was passed to allow a 
government entity to stop fulfill-
ing public records requests for 
citizens who never show up to 
inspect records they requested. It 
also allowed government entities 
to not fulfill any more requests for 
copies from a citizen who failed 
to pay the bill for copies of records 
on previous requests.

Another piece of legislation 
required government entities to 
designate a public records request 
coordinator that could more effi-
ciently route requests to the proper 
custodian. That bill also required 
government entities to establish a 
public records policy setting forth 
details of the process.

The Office of Open Records 
Counsel also produced a search-
able online database of the excep-
tions to the public records law, 
and now updates it regularly as a 
resource for both government and 
the public.

In 2018, an ad hoc Open Records 
Committee formed by the House 
and Senate leaders held hearings 
on exceptions to the public records 
law and recommended chang-
es, including giving additional 
vetting for new exemptions and 
implementing some sort of sunset 
or repeal process to allow exemp-
tions that are no longer needed to 
expire.

Finally, last year, a law was 
passed that allowed a government 
entity to pursue an injunction 
against a requester who was using 
the public records law with an in-
tention to “interfere with govern-
ment operations.”

Very little, if anything, has 
been done to encourage better uti-
lization of technology to reduce 
the costs of maintaining public 
records or making them easily 
available to the public. A bill that 
would have required govern-
ing bodies to put their meeting 
agendas on their websites faced 
opposition, for example, in early 
2020.

And the mixing of confidential 
and non-confidential information 
on many standard forms used by 
the government also continues to 
create costs because the confiden-
tial information must be reviewed 
and redacted each time someone 
requests access.

Deborah Fisher is executive direc-
tor of Tennessee Coalition for Open 
Government (TCOG).

FISHER  from Page 4
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Trauma-informed reporting: Tips to keep yourself and your sources safe
Editor’s note: Magge Doheny is an 

innovation student staffer at Reyn-
olds Journalism Institute, University 
of Missouri. This article has been 
edited to fit into the space allotted. 

Trauma-informed reporting can 
help journalists navigate sensitive 
situations with a thoughtful ap-
proach and with a prepared mind-
set for their own mental health. 
With more trauma awareness, a 
reporter can minimize their effect 
on survivors of traumatic events.

I spoke with journalists who 
have covered stories that involve 
trauma and experts on the topic: 
Elana Newman is a psychology 
professor at the University of Tulsa 
and research director for the Dart 
Center for Journalism and Trauma; 
Maria Alejandra Silva is a program 
coordinator at the International 
Women’s Media Foundation; Leah 
Millis is a senior photographer for 
Thomson Reuters, where she cov-
ers the White House and breaking 
news stories; and Rachel Dissell 
investigated rape cases while she 
worked at The Cleveland Plain 
Dealer from 2002 to 2020 and 
works closely with the Dart Center 
on trauma-informed interviewing 
and storytelling techniques.

Why we should be 
trauma-informed

“There’s two different kinds of 
stories that involve trauma,” Dis-
sell said. “One is in the immediate 
aftermath of a trauma, something 
that’s still unfolding. And the other 
would be more like a trauma has 
happened and folks are dealing 
with the aftermath of it.”

Based on the varied situations, 
there may be a different approach 
to every story. By taking the steps 
to become trauma-informed, a 
journalist can improve their sto-
rytelling and be more thoughtful 
about their impact on survivors.

“You’ll get more accuracy, be 
able to stick to journalistic ethics 
and tell a better story,” Newman 
said. “You’ll be able to cause no 
harm to other people. You’ll be able 
to stay in the field longer and tell 
stories about pain and suffering.” 

Preparation 
A journalist can start preparing 

before they are assigned to a trau-
matic story. One way is through 
research.

“I did a lot of research and 

reading,” Dissell said, “and it’s not 
actually that hard. There’s great 
stuff on the internet like Stevenson 
YouTube videos from Dr. Rebecca 
Campbell, who’s really good at ex-
plaining what happens to someone’s 
brain when a trauma happens. 
Understanding that as a reporter is 
helpful. Then when you see how 
someone’s reacting, you kind of go, 
‘Oh, I understand what’s happening 
with them right now.’” 

Taking the time to understand 
the effects of trauma can lead to 
more understanding in the actual 
situation. That way, a journalist 
can know how to react in an em-
pathetic and thoughtful manner. 
There are some key questions a 
journalist can ask to decide wheth-
er covering the assignment is a 
healthy decision at that point. 

“Have a check-in with yourself 
and think about what could hap-
pen. Where are you, mentally and 
emotionally in that moment? Are 
you prepared to take that on?” said 
Alejandra Silva. 

It’s also important to ask ques-
tions that will ensure your safety. 
Journalists might enter dangerous 
areas to cover a story. 

“What to carry? What works 
for tear gas? What eye protection? 
What respirator? What kind of 
things to wear? What to avoid 
wearing?” Alejandra Silva said. 

If it’s an interview with a trau-
ma survivor and less of a breaking 
news situation, a journalist can 
carefully craft their questions 
so they are giving control to the 
interviewee.

“One thing is to understand that 
a person who has experienced 
a life-threatening event or sex-
ual assault or something of that 
nature, they may feel that their 
power has been taken away, and 
feel helpless,” Newman said. “It’s 
really important to enter a story 
giving your source or your subject 
as much control as possible.”

On the other hand, self-care can 
be a large part of preparing for a 
trauma related story. Each individ-
ual journalist will have something 
different that works for them, but 

there are some steps that are good 
for everyone. 

“Try and get a bit more sleep 
than usual ahead of time and 
hydrate a bit more, especially the 
night and the day before. Also 
make a plan for what you’re going 
to do the day after,” said Millis.

During the event 
or interview

When covering stories of sexual 
assault, Dissell immediately pres-
ents options to survivors. “I say to 
folks, there’s a couple of different 
ways we can do this. We can have 
all these conversations first, and 
then we can come back around to 
how you’ll be identified in the story, 
once you have a better understand-
ing of what the story is going to be 
like and what it’s going to include.

“And you can be a person who is 
not identified, but we use details so 
people know a little bit about you. 
You can maybe use a first name 
and then some details, because 
we want people to know you’re a 
human and connect with a story. 
Or we can use your full name and 
some other identifying information 
if you’re fully comfortable.”

One simple way to raise their 
comfort level is by not pushing 
any questions that they are not 
prepared to answer.

“Telling someone that they can 
stop at any point. They don’t have 
to answer your questions,” New-
man said. “You would never say 
that to a politician, but it’s helpful 
to tell somebody in these situations 
that you can tell me as much or as 
little as you want.”

Another power that a journalist 
can give to their interviewee is 
encouraging them to ask ques-
tions, too.

“One of the simple things I tell 
folks who I’ve interviewed about 
trauma is, ‘Hey, you can ask me 
questions too.’ I’m the report-
er, and I’m asking you a lot of 

questions, but you can always stop 
me,” Dissell said. “And you can 
always ask me questions like: Why 
are you asking that question? Do I 
need to share this detail?”

When covering an event like a 
protest, Millis is as transparent as 
she can be. She makes sure that 
the crowd knows she’s a journalist 
and her reason for being there. 

“I am fairly obvious about who 
I am. I have my press card out, I 
generally try to talk to people that 
I photograph. And if I don’t have 
time, or it’s quite difficult to speak 

best
JournAlism
PrActices
maggie doheny

Submitted photo
Journalist working during a protest against illegal arrest of Russian 
opposition leader Alexey Navalny.

See TRAUMA Page 12

Elenora Easterly Edwards
Elenora Easterly Edwards was 

born on Dec. 23, 1942 in LaFollette, 
Tennessee to Guy and Lucile East-
erly.  Guy was Publisher/Editor of 
The LaFollette Press and instilled in 
Elenora a love of writing, news, and 
a good story, leading her to pursue 
a career in journalism. After grad-
uating from LaFollette High School 
in 1961, she attended Maryville Col-
lege where she was editor-in-chief 
of the student newspaper.  

She earned a degree in English 
from Maryville College in 1965 
before attending graduate school 
at the School of Journalism at the 
University of Missouri at Columbia.  
While in graduate school, Elenora 
worked on the city desk of the 
Columbia Missourian, the local city 
newspaper published at the school. 

Elenora began as a reporter for 
the Courier News of Clinton in 
1970, and worked her way up to 

news editor, a 
position she held 
until after her 
son, Ben, was 
born. Elenora 
also served as 
Editor of The 
Tennessee Press, 
a publication of 
the Tennessee 
Press Association, 

from 1991 through 2013.  She was 
a Trustee of the Tennessee Press 
Foundation from 2014 until 2022.  
A former president of the East Ten-
nessee Society of Professional Jour-
nalism and former board member 
of the Tennessee Coalition for Open 
Government, Elenora most recently 
served as president of the Timely 
Topics Club. She was a member of 
Memorial United Methodist Church 
of Clinton where she sang in the 
choir. She loved her work, family, 
friends, and most of all, her son 
Ben, who she cared for until the 

time of her passing on Feb. 5, 2022.
Elenora was preceded in death 

by her parents, Guy and Lucille 
Easterly, her husband Thomas 
Edwards, and nephew Guy Tucker.  
She will be greatly missed by her 
son, Ben, sister, Helen Anne Tucker, 
numerous cousins, extended family, 
countless friends, and the commu-
nity she served.  Her joyful spirit, 
easy smile, and enthusiasm for life 
will be remembered by all with 
whom she came in contact.  

Internment occurred on Saturday, 
February 12, 2022 at Grandview 
Memorial Gardens in Clinton.  A 
Celebration of Life service followed 
at Memorial United Methodist 
Church in Clinton.  

In lieu of flowers, gifts may be 
made to a fund designated for Ben 
Edwards’ long-term care.  Gifts 
can be sent to Memorial United 
Methodist Church, 323 North Main 
Street, Clinton, Tennessee 37716.

Submitted, Feb. 8, 2022
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News outlets should rethink field safety when sending reporters solo on assignment
A young TV reporter in West 

Virginia recently was struck by a 
vehicle while reporting on a water 
main break. The local NBC affili-
ate where she worked never broke 
from the story, even as it was clear 
she had been run over. 

WSAZ-TV  stayed live as Tori 
Yorgey yelped and exclaimed, “I just 
got hit by a car.” Later, still hidden 
from view, her camera recording the 
dark, wet pavement, she declared, 
“That’s live TV for you.”

Yorgey was hailed for keeping 
her composure and bouncing back 
up to finish the report. Fortunate-
ly, she was not seriously injured.

But in the hours and days that 
followed, TV reporters, partic-
ularly women, lambasted an 
industry that heavily relies on 
multimedia journalists, reporters 
who serve as one-person crews 
for breaking news stories. Multi-
media journalists are responsible 
for shooting, setting up stand-
ups (and then getting in front of 
the camera to operate it remote-
ly) to deliver the news without a 
photographer.

One TV reporter described 
on social media how her bosses 
routinely sent her to cover crime 
stories, with suspects still on 
the loose, and before the police 

were on the scene. Another was 
assaulted at an immigration rally. 
Her news directors brushed it off 
as “the risk of the job.”

GJR published an op-ed by Nikki 
Davidson, a former multimedia 
journalist, who called on TV 
stations to stop sending multimedia 
journalists out alone on assign-
ments. And the National Press Pho-
tographers Association pressed for 
a “renewed focus on field safety.”

It would be easy for those of 
us in print journalism to write 
this off as a problem for TV news 
reporters. After all, TV crews, like 
photojournalists, are particularly 
vulnerable because of their gear. 
Writers can hide easier. We don’t 
show up with a camera, which 
can be provocative. 

But the fact is that media 
organizations, traditional print 
publications included, have long 
put female reporters in dicey sit-
uations without concern for their 

safety. For our part, many female 
journalists have gone along with 
it, myself included. Newsrooms 
like to perpetuate the image of 
a hardened, risk-taking reporter 
who doesn’t come back without a 
story. In a competitive industry, 
many reporters take risks to get 
ahead, something I observed as a 
war reporter overseas.

False bravado is outdated. We 
don’t have to make ourselves 
tougher than we are to gather 
accolades. We tell young re-
porters our stories of banging 
on doors in the middle of the 
night, of following people like 
it’s a rite of passage. And while 
I certainly stress the importance 
of shoe-leather reporting now 
as a journalism professor, I also 
remind my students of what Don 
Graham, my then-publisher at The 
Washington Post, told me before I 
went to Iraq for the first time: “No 
story is worth your life.” 

Not all publishers, editors or TV 
news editors send the same mes-
sage, perhaps because the leader-
ship at most media organizations 
are still dominated by men.

Women are in 40 percent of the 
leadership roles in America’s print 
and online newsrooms, according 
to the annual News Leaders Asso-

ciation survey.
While women of color have risen 

to top leadership roles in broadcast 
TV, with Kimberly Godwin now the 
president of ABC News and Rashida 
Jones the president of MSNBC, only 
a third of local news directors are 
women. The majority of women in 
TV work in local TV markets. 

Women journalists are more 
likely than their male counter-
parts to be targets of violence and 
online harassment. Solo report-
ing puts them at particular risk, 
and TV is not alone in sending 
one-person crews to cover the sto-
ry, particularly as newsrooms staff 
shrink and the cost of covering 
stories increases.

The trend in solo reporting 
has drawn the attention of the 
Committee to Protect Journalists, 
which released tips in 2019 for 
journalists who have to cover 
potentially dangerous assignments 
on their own. Among them, CPJ 
encourages journalists not to drive 
alone to a remote area and to talk 
to managers about concerns. 

That is easier said than done. 
Women TV reporters tell stories of 
being rebuffed when bringing up 
their concerns. Or producers and 
directors not bothering to check 
in after they’ve been shot at, run 

off the road or assaulted. That is 
not acceptable, and as an indus-
try, both men and women need 
to stand up against such callous 
disregard for the frontline multi-
media journalists who are asked 
to go get the story. 

Smart reporters who use calcu-
lated risks to get a story and who 
exercise smart situational aware-
ness should be awarded.

We should applaud when a re-
porter like Yorgey brushes herself 
off after an accident and keeps 
going. But we shouldn’t encourage 
the risk in the first place. 

A version of this story first 
appeared in Publisher’s Auxilia-
ry, the only national publication 
serving America’s community 
newspapers. It is published by the 
National Newspaper Association. 
GJR is partnering with Pub Aux to 
re-print Jackie Spinner’s monthly 
“Local Matters” column on our 
website. Spinner is the editor of 
Gateway Journalism Review. Fol-
low her on Twitter @jackiespinner.

Jackie Spinner is the editor 
of Gateway Journalism Review. 
This commentary was originally 
published Feb. 10 by Publisher’s 
Auxiliary, and is reprinted here 
with Spinner’s permission.

locAl
mAtters

Jackie sPinneR
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Killer listing: Looking past the warts of a haunted house

“If you’re walking through a 
haunted house and start assessing 
its fair market value,” the meme 
goes, “you might be a Realtor.”

Every profession has its bless-
ings and its curses, including 
home sales. While Realtors enjoy 
a flexible schedule, for example, 
they often find themselves burn-
ing both ends of the proverbial 
candle – and then looking for new 
ends to burn when those are gone.

As the meme suggests, this can 
make it hard to turn off work and 
enjoy life.

That’s a shame during this 
splendid time of year, when Hal-
loween raises a bloodied specter 
to herald the arrival of ghosts, 
witches on brooms and black cats 
posing against a harvest moon.

From carving jack-o’-lanterns 
to dressing up for trick-or-treat-

ing to taking shelter from chilly 
winds, there’s no time of year like 
Halloween.

And there’s no Halloween 
tradition like braving the primal 
horrors of a haunted house.

Bearing this in mind, and 
curious if a pair of Realtors could 
resist talking shop while tour-
ing one of Chattanooga’s grislier 
attractions, I invited Micah and 
Tatiana Hall – husband and wife 
agents from Berkshire Hathaway 
HomeServices J Douglas Proper-
ties – to join me on an excursion 
through Dread Hollow.

(Cue evil laughter and forebod-
ing music.)

(No, not the theme from “Psy-
cho.” Save that for later.)

Most houses come with a story, 
including Dread Hollow, which 
legend claims was built in the 
1600s. (It actually opened in 2017 
in a strip mall along Browns Ferry 
Road, but work with me.)

Legend also says Dread Hol-
low was once home to a coven of 
witches. Eager to rid their com-
munity of evil, a group of locals 
allegedly burned their nefarious 
neighbors at a stake and then 
tossed their ashes into the Ten-
nessee River. Ever since, fiendish 
things have been drawn to the 
area, as if the spirits of the witches 
are still there, beckoning them.

A number of hellish occupants 
have reportedly made their home 
in Dread Hollow since the witches’ 
fiery demise. From the prisoners of 
a penitentiary for the damned, to 
the cursed Harker family (which 
endeavored to gather body parts 
for their patriarch, Doc Harper), to 
the gruesome and unimaginable 
creatures of a diabolical research 
facility, each inhabitant has left 
his, her or its mark on Dread 
Hollow.

As Micah and Tatiana stood 
outside the building that contains 

the 20,000 square feet of nerve-rat-
tling horrors that comprise Dread 
Hollow, they agreed these morbid 
scars would make the haunt-
ed house a hard sell, even in a 
market that’s kicking like a feisty 
bronco.

“We could market it as-is, with 
no repairs to be made,” Micah 
speculated. “As long as it has good 
bones, we should be able to scare 
up a few offers.”

Clearly, Micah was already in 
the spirit of the evening. So was 
Tatiana, who offered her own clev-
er nugget after a wave of ghostly 
moans washed through the doors 
of the attraction.

“There are certain things Real-
tors are not required to disclose, 
such as the death of someone who 
once lived in a house,” she said. 
“That would work in the home-
owner’s favor.”

“But what if there’s blood on the 

Photo by David Laprad, Hamilton 
County Herald, Chattanooga

Realtors Tatiana and Micah Hall serve 
homebuyers and sellers in the great-
er Chattanooga area, even if it means 
checking out the occasional ‘haunt,’ 
as they did for this story ultimately 
tagging a $1.5M estimated appraisal  
on Dread Hollow.See HAUNTED Page 11

DAVID LAPRAD
Hamilton County Herald
October 15, 2021



The nation’s founders didn’t 
have access to today’s social media 
– but what if they had?

Of course, they took good 
advantage of the media that they 
did have, from letters to printed 
newspapers and journals. They 
spoke loudly to their fellow citi-
zens, using crowds on the village 
green instead of speaking through 
the “village screen” now available 
worldwide.

Not everything was different. 
They faced what we might call 
“colonial terms of service,” rules 
like those imposed today by social 
media platforms that govern what 
can be said and how we can say 
it. For example, you could not 
say anything bad about the king, 
whether it was true or false.

One big difference: Washington, 
Jefferson, Hamilton and others 
faced government regulations 
and sanctions for what they said 
or wrote through any medium 
because the First Amendment was 
not ratified until 1791 as part of 
the Bill of Rights.

Today we agree to terms of 
service rules to use social media 
platforms, an agreement outside 
the First Amendment’s free speech 
protection. Social media compa-
nies are private entities and have 
their own rights under the First 
Amendment, which prevents – for 
now, at least – government control 

or censorship over content on their 
sites.

There’s no imagination needed 
in some cases to take the work 
of the Founders right into today’s 
social media structure. Patrick 
Henry’s 1775 declaration “Give me 
liberty or give me death” works 
as effectively today as a tweet as it 
did nearly 250 years ago in rous-
ing Virginians to send troops to 
support the American revolution.

Consider the impact in any medi-
um of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence’s statement that, “We hold 
these truths to be self-evident: that 
all men are created equal, that they 
are endowed by their creator with 
certain unalienable rights, that 
among these are life, liberty and 
the pursuit of happiness.”

Of course, in today’s post, that 
same phrase might look like this: 
“  and  are =, endowed with the 
right to  , and the pursuit of  .”

There’s great debate today 
across the political spectrum 
on whether government should 

step in to regulate social media. 
Some would block platforms from 
banning anyone or provide special 
protections for political candidates 
or elected officeholders. Others 
would mandate increased efforts 
to combat misinformation or make 
social media companies financial-
ly liable for any harm caused by 
what others post.

If such rules and regulations were 
in effect for the Founders, would 
Twitter have blocked – perhaps only 
temporarily – two future presidents 
for the bitter exchanges between 
the campaigns of John Adams and 
Thomas Jefferson during the 1796 
presidential election?

One report has it that Adams 
was labeled “a fool, a hypocrite, 
a criminal, and a tyrant,” while 
others called him “a syphilitic, 
royalist bastard.” Jefferson was 
called “a weakling, an atheist, 
a libertine, and a coward,” with 
some critics describing him as a 
“half-breed.” One account says 
that “even Martha Washington 
succumbed . . . telling a clergy-
man that Jefferson was ‘one of the 
most detestable of mankind’.”

While Twitter’s terms of service 
do provide wide scope for personal 
comments, Adams or Jefferson 
today might have filed a complaint 
about “long term harassment,” 
something the social media giant 
says might trigger a ban on future 

posts. They also could sue for def-
amation, but the courts generally 
consider even the most spiteful 
or vulgar opinion — particularly 
when it’s political speech — to be 
protected by the First Amendment.

Taking ‘online’ threats 
offline

A less-judicious way — and 
illegal in most states, even then — 
of settling such “online” disputes 
would be how Aaron Burr and 
Alexander Hamilton settled their 
personal attacks: pistols at dawn. 
But let’s remember how badly that 
option turned out: Hamilton was 
mortally wounded in the duel and 
Burr’s reputation was damaged 
beyond repair.

And what of Jefferson’s words 
in a letter endorsing the American 
revolution: “The tree of liberty 
must be refreshed from time to 
time with the blood of patriots and 
tyrants”? As a tweet today, perhaps 
around the Jan. 6 insurrectionist 
attack on the U.S. Capitol, would 
that call to action run afoul of Sili-
con Valley rules – and perhaps lead 
to an FBI knock on a Monticello 
door? Such a phrase, depending on 
the context, could be judged a “true 
threat” and not protected speech.

The First Amendment provides 
us with great protection from 
government interference for what 

we say and write, particularly 
on political issues or matters of 
public interest. As we deal with 
the societal impact of social media 
— still a relatively new way of 
speaking — we should remember 
that the nation’s founders created 
those protections to allow for what 
the U.S. Supreme Court has called 
“robust and vigorous” debate. In 
2002, Justice Anthony Kenne-
dy wrote, “The right to think is 
the beginning of freedom, and 
speech must be protected from the 
government because speech is the 
beginning of thought.”

We ought to think about those 
words – and why the Founders 
and the nation ratified the First 
Amendment’s five freedoms 
during a period of great division 
and debate not unlike today – in 
considering how and if to further 
regulate social media and other 
means of communication.

As Benjamin Franklin said (and 
would no doubt have posted): 
“Those who would give up es-
sential liberty to purchase a little 
temporary safety deserve neither 
liberty nor safety.”

Gene Policinski is Freedom 
Forum senior fellow for the First 
Amendment. This column original-
ly was published Feb. 2  at www.
freedomforum.org, and it is repub-
lished here with permission.
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Perspective: What if the nation’s founders had been able to tweet?

walls?” I asked. “Wouldn’t that be 
a dead giveaway?”

“Splattered blood might be OK, 
depending on someone’s taste in 
wallpaper,” Tatiana submitted in a 
bid to take the lead in the contest 
for best haunted house pun. “Sell-
ing a house is about finding the 
right buyer.”

“You could frame the splatters 
and claim it’s a Jackson Pollock,” 
Micah countered, putting him 
neck-and-neck with his wife.

At least their necks were still 
intact, which is more than I could 
say for some of the denizens of 
Dread Hollow.

As we passed through the doors 
of the attraction and entered the 
tight and dimly lit passages of 
what appeared to be a former 
prison, a chorus of manic cackles, 
blaring horns and blasts of air 
greeted us, setting the mood.

As unspeakable things thrust 

themselves out of gloomy corners 
and broken window frames, it be-
came apparent there was nowhere 
to hide.

Around one corner, something 
hideous and misshapen fought 
to free itself from its chains and 
perhaps make a meal of us.

While were we inching down 
another passage, a birdlike face 
poked through the bars of a prison 
cell and offered to provide us with 
accommodations for the night. 
“Who wants to join me? Room for 
one, bed for three,” it chirped.

At one point, we passed a 
decrepit shack, which Micah said 
could serve as a she-shed for a 
creative homeowner. “More like a 
she-through-shed,” I quipped as I 
peered between its broken planks 
and caught a glimpse of, well, 
something moving.

Micah laughed politely. Or 
perhaps nervously. The screaming 
around us made it hard to tell.

At this point, Tatiana was in the 
front of the pack, acting as a buffer 

between the horrors to come and 
Micah and me. While this was less 
than chivalrous, it also gave her 
first dibs on wisecracks.

“It’s a laundry room,” she said 
as we passed into what appeared 
to be a mad physician’s go-
re-drenched laboratory. “You can 
negotiate with the seller to keep 
the washer and dryer.”

Not that anyone would want 
them, given what the current resi-
dents had slipped into them.

My tolerance for loud noises 
reached its limits when a young 
woman who appeared to have 
stepped off the set of “Horror Hos-
pital” darted up behind me and 
shrieked her displeasure.

“Don’t you want to stay and 
help me?” she screeched, hitting 
the fabled 11 on the volume knob.

“This is what I get for bringing 
up the rear,” I grumbled.

Meanwhile, Tatiana continued 
to increase her lead in the battle of 
the puns. “I doubt these cramped 
corridors are going to be appealing 

in the current market,” she said. 
“Although buyers are beginning 
to prefer some segmentation, open 
floor plans are still popular.”

As Tatiana was speaking, we 
stepped onto what appeared to be 
the set from the original “Texas 
Chainsaw Massacre.” Moments 
later, an elderly woman hoisted 
herself out of a nearby armchair 
and crossed the room to give us a 
onceover.

“All that hair would make a 
nice rug,” she said to Micah with a 
crazed Southern drawl.

After suggesting that Tatiana’s 
legs would “cut up real nice,” 
Grandma invited us to join her for 
dinner. We declined, of course.

If we had accepted her sum-
mons, we likely would have 
missed the final stage of our 
journey, which took us through 
a realm of macabre creatures 
that could have sprung only from 
fertile but twisted minds.

As Tatiana, Micah and I 
emerged from the blackness of 

Dread Hollow to the deepening 
darkness of early evening outside, 
the couple began to assess what 
they had seen.

Upsides included copious square 
footage, an abundance of ambi-
ent lightning and a wine cellar, 
although none of us were certain 
the bottles therein actually con-
tained wine.

On the downside, Micah said 
future occupants would need to 
update the plumbing and wir-
ing, repair the tilted foundation 
and renovate the pool, which 
appeared to contain more viscera 
than water. 

I received an email the follow-
ing day from Micah containing 
his estimate for the fair market 
value of Dread Hollow. After 
weighing its pros and cons and 
(ironically) taking into consid-
eration a nearby church that’s 
selling for close to $100 a square 
foot, Micah said he would recom-
mend listing the haunted house 
for about $1.5 million.

HAUNTED from Page 10
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to someone, I at least try and tell 
them, ‘I just want to let you know 
that I’m with an international news 
company.’ . . . One way is being 
really obvious about making eye 
contact with people,” said Millis.

It’s important to know that jour-
nalists are human. It is normal to 
feel emotions while covering some 
of these stories. 

“People need to be aware of 
their biases and they need to be 
aware that they will have emotion-
al reactions,” Newman said. “And 
being emotional doesn’t mean 
that you’re not being objective. It 
means that you’re empathetically 
engaging with your sources and 
your subjects.”

After the reporting 
or event 

Once the reporting is over, there 

are still ways to keep sources in the 
loop. Make sure sources feel safe 
enough to ask questions while the 
story is being written or edited is 
important. This also prevents any 
negative reactions or your sources 
feeling surprised by what is includ-
ed once the story gets published.

“If you have a question about 
what I’m going to include in the 
story, let me know and we can 
talk through that,” Dissell said. 
“Or if you have a concern about 
one part or one detail, let’s talk 
about it before it’s published. I also 
explain to them how a publication 
process works. I’ll interview you 
and I have some editors, editors 
will read the story, they might ask 
me questions, and I might have 
to come back to you and ask you 
questions. They just want to make 
sure that we get things as accurate 
as possible.” 

Along with that, make sure 
that trauma survivors are ready 

to share their story. Do not make 
them feel trapped once they are 
already in the process of the story. 
Regularly check in with sources 
and give them the opportunity to 
change their mind. 

“I also always give people an 
out,” Dissell said. “No story is im-
portant enough, where if someone 
calls you and says, ‘I just can’t do 
this, it’s really harming me.’ It’s 
never worth it to cause someone 
a mental health crisis because 
they’re just not ready to do what 
they thought they were ready to do. 
Or if we need to take a break and 
take some space, and then come 
back together and talk, that’s fine.”

The key to all of the post-produc-
tion is staying in communication 
with sources and choosing each 
word or edit thoughtfully. 

Self-care
As a journalist, it can be difficult 

to ingest all of the emotions that 
come along with covering a trau-
matic event. Journalists have to 
keep their mental health in mind 
as they cover stories, along with 
after those stories are done. 

Millis makes an effort to give her-
self space after covering an event. 
“I will try and plan something the 
day after the event, whether that’s 
just a trip to a specific park nearby 
that has a lot of nature in it, or even 
just a trip outside of the city,” she 
said. “It usually involves nature and 
very intentional time away from my 
phone and away from social media.”

She also takes steps to identify 
when she is feeling heavy from 
the stories. She has found specific 
coping mechanisms over her time 
as a journalist. 

“I’ve learned over the years 
to try and identify when I see 
signs of burnout within myself, 
or depression or anxiety. A lot of 
that self-awareness has come from 
therapy over the years. And then, 
just learning positive coping mech-
anisms, which include, for me, 
hands-on things like gardening 
or I started painting again, which 
I hadn’t done since I was in high 
school. Things that don’t involve 
the internet or social media.”

Dissell switches the next type 
of story she covers. This gives her 
time to heal from the previous sto-
ry. “It’s hard to hear a lot of difficult 
details and process them and really 
support someone through telling a 
story like that without feeling a lot 
of it yourself,” she said.

Dissell finds that her support 
system is the key to covering these 
stories and being able to relate to 
those she’s serving. 

“I think having a good support 
system of other journalists or oth-

er professionals who do the work 
that you can talk to and process 
stuff,” Dissell said. “I’ve been able 
to do a lot of trainings with social 
workers and trauma therapists 
and even law enforcement who 
deal with this kind of stuff. Just 
being able to talk through how 
you’re feeling about something is a 
lot more helpful, so you’re not just 
kind of keeping it inside.” 

Taking steps to stay healthy 
mentally is important in order to 
continue doing work as a journalist.

“I think resilience is a require-
ment,” Millis said, “because if you 
don’t have a structure to support 
yourself, mentally, physically, you 
will burn out, and you will not 
only burn out, you won’t be able 
to continue.” 

Editors, orgs and 
newsrooms should 
help, too

It is not only the responsibility 
of the reporter to make sure they 
are producing trauma-informed 
journalism. The tools and support 
should be provided by their orga-
nization. It starts with preparing 
journalists to cover stories that 
involve trauma.

“Put time into preparing people 
before we send them into a situa-
tion that involves a lot of trauma, 
rather than trying to help folks 
who really struggle afterwards. I 
think that knowledge about trau-
ma can be a really good preventa-
tive,” Dissell said.

Millis recognizes that 2020 
was a difficult year for everyone, 
including journalists. With the 
start of COVID-19 and the many 
protests, journalists took on a lot 
of work that could have easily 
weighed on their mental health.

“I think 2020 should be an eye 
opener for news organizations that 
want to continue to produce good 
work,” Millis said. “In order to do 
that they have to have intentional 
mental health support, policies 
and culture. I think everyone is 
beyond burned out right now in 
our industry.”

There are simple processes that 
a newsroom can put in place. That 
includes accuracy checks with 
sources and making sure that 
the story has been seen by many 
editors first.. 

“There’s been just a few studies. 
Most survivors who read about 
themselves are not obsessed by the 
coverage. Sometimes it’s the tone, 
they’re upset when it’s inaccurate,” 
Newman said.
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