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Abstract
This report is the final product of my Social Journalism practicum for the Class of 2020 at the
Craig Newmark Graduate School of Journalism. My community focus for the degree program
was underserved voters in West Virginia during the pandemic election. Within this report, I
discuss the community that I intended to serve with engagement journalism, the activities and
approach that I took to pursue that engagement, and how I evaluated the project with both
quantitative and qualitative metrics. I also discuss ideas that I learned during the process of this
project, and offer reflections on the philosophy of engagement journalism. Finally, I include an
appendix of work from my time at the Newmark J-School.
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Proposal Introduction and Background
After spending the first two semesters of the SocialJ program focused on the community
affected by opioid addiction, I pivoted toward a broader geographic community in West Virginia
around the information needs related to the 2020 election. My community became underserved
voters in West Virginia during the pandemic election.
2020 was a pivotal election year not just for the presidential race, but for seats up and down the
ballot in West Virginia. Governor Jim Justice, who won in 2016 as a Democrat and changed
party affiliation to Republican seven months later, had a contentious reelection campaign
against Kanawha County commissioner Ben Salango. Additionally, three U.S. House seats

were up, U.S. Senator Shelley Moore Capito (R) faced reelection against Democratic Socialist
challenger Paula Jean Swearengin, Attorney General Patrick Morrissey (R) faced reelection,
and TONS of legislature and local seats were up too.
With the COVID-19 pandemic escalating in West Virginia, I was wary of potential disruptions to
voting within the state. In 2016, West Virginia had a turnout rate of 57.4%, despite voting +42
points for Donald Trump, indicating that a significant portion of West Virginians are non-voters. I
wanted to focus my project on expanding the vote in an extremely difficult time to be voting,
because so many decisions will be made that will shape the state’s future for decades to come.
Demographic characteristics put West Virginia at risk of being greatly impacted by a
combination of COVID-19 and disenfranchisement of the vote, including:
- 20.5% of the population is over 65,
- 17.8% of the population is living in poverty,
- 23% of children live in poverty, with Black children as much as 43%,
- Only 72.9% of households have broadband access, while cell service in much of the
state remains unreliable.
Keeping these factors in mind, I wanted to focus my community practicum project on building
something, curating something, reporting something, or a combination of the three to fill gaps
in information needs related to safely voting in the 2020 election during COVID-19.
The following quote came from a tip received by Betty Rivard, a retired social worker and
longtime poll worker who lives in Kanawha County, but was raised in more rural Braxton County.
Betty had deep concerns about rules changes related to absentee voting that might
disenfranchise voters without access to the Internet.
“The SOS points to what happened in Kanawha County as a reason to find a more direct route
for voters to apply for absentee ballots. They developed the online portal as if it’s a solution
without acknowledging that the majority of voters will not be able to use it. They dropped
funding for extra staff to send out applications to all registered voters and I believe it was only
after pressure from outside advocates that they said the county clerks had the option to do this if
they wanted to. There are problems with the online portal even for people who are able to use it.
We are advised that our signature will need to match up with our signature on record in the
county clerk’s office, and some voters are unwilling to take that risk since the way we sign on a
touch screen etc can look very different. I have heard that there are also problems with coding,
lack of training, and the process for getting the information to the county clerk’s, although I don’t
have details on any of this.”
Mountain State Spotlight’s Lucas Manfield also wrote about this issue in the August 31st edition
of the newsletter, writing, “Ohio County will mail out absentee ballot applications to all registered
voters for the Nov. 3 general election, county officials confirmed last week. But other counties
have shown less enthusiasm. ‘That’s not going to happen,’ Kanawha County Commission
President Kent Carper said at the commission’s last meeting.”

In the June primary, an executive order by Governor Justice allowed county clerks to send out
applications for mail-in ballots via USPS to all registered voters. For this election, turnout was
only at 36.7% across the state, but 50% of voters utilized absentee ballots. According to
Rivard, the Secretary of State does not have the authority to mandate that all counties do this,
and county clerks may decline to do so if they choose. As a result, she continues, “The greater
issue in my mind is that people who aren’t using the system or going to the polls may
expect an application to be sent to them automatically as it was in the primary, and this
may happen in some counties, but they will not know timely that they need to apply for it
themselves.”
The gaps were being filled by unions, parties, and others because anyone with a printer can
distribute applications for vote by mail. But that was not going to be enough to compensate for a
lack of transparency on behalf of the counties and state government to make sure that people
know how to vote safely and on time. Dismantling of sorting equipment at the USPS processing
center in Charleston remained a large concern as well, as highlighted by Senator Joe Manchin.
On September 8th, Lexi Browning reported in the publication of the West Virginia Press
Association that 50,000 ballots have already been requested. The increased demand continued
to suggest that West Virginia’s electorate would vote largely by mail, and information gaps
cannot persist if there is to be a fair election.
On September 10th, I spoke with activist Julie Archer, the coordinator of the WV Citizens for
Clean Elections campaign. Archer told me, “I worry sometimes that we get too focused on the
problems with the election and not enough effort to educate voters.” She confirmed my belief
that there are gaps between the educational outreach being done to make sure voters
understand the required steps to be able to vote safely. Archer connected me with Johnna
Bailey, who is coordinating a coalition of nonprofit organizations under the branch of “Vote
Together West Virginia”, who informed me that from October 8th to 14th, local newspapers will
print sample ballots for distribution in their daily or weekly papers.
At this point in the practicum, I had no knowledge of what I might ultimately produce, and that
the product was going to be something that took a risk in potentially not reaching the community
that I was seeking to serve. Throughout the remainder of the practicum, my product design and
implementation transitioned from a low-tech solution to a high-tech one, which yielded mixed
results in the desired impact that I’d had for this project, explained later in Section 3 of this
report.
Practicum Activities and Approach
I want to begin this section with an explanation of my experience in West Virginia and the
reasons for switching my community after spending an academic year focused on something
entirely different.
June 2020 - August 2020

Prior to the summer and third semester of this program, my community focus dealt around the
opioid overdose crisis, focusing in my first semester on practitioners of harm reduction in New
York City, and then in my second semester on people in recovery adapting to the pandemic
world. I initially became interested in West Virginia as a place to focus on for an internship
because of its troubles with opioid drugs, and I figured that it would be a good place to get some
reporting experience. Growing up, my best friend’s father was from West Virginia, and I had
always heard of it as a place to “get out of” rather than a place of beauty and community. I found
that these perceptions, both personal and driven by mass media portrayals of Appalachia,
created some rather malicious ideas in my head about who West Virginians were, what they
were capable of, and who I would be when getting to know them.
After the media exodus from the Charleston Gazette-Mail, the creation of Mountain State
Spotlight by Ken Ward Jr., Greg Moore, and Eric Eyre, and long negotiations about what exactly
I’d be doing for them in an internship/fellowship, I moved to Charleston, WV on June 6th. In my
first days there, I was profoundly uncomfortable; staying with a very strange man in a spare
room in his house, and not really being able to see anyone due to risk of COVID (which at the
time was considerably low). In my discomfort, I made this tweet:

I immediately got to know the sting of West Virginia’s strong community, not realizing that I had
subtweeted the entire state, implying that I was different and everyone else was “other” to me,
and therefore lesser. The tweet went viral, with over 100K impressions and my Twitter followers
shot up. Some people were furious with me (and rightfully so, in my opinion), comparing me to
JD Vance and the controversy over Hillbilly Elegy. Others were happy to see someone young
and new in town, when so many people move away instead of moving in.
After making my apologies and reassuring both Ken and Greg that I wasn’t a bigot and was
ready to get to know the community, I got bad news. I was being kicked out of my housing for a
series of reasons, but I couldn’t find another place to live. With COVID on the horizon and no
short term housing available, I decided that the best thing I could do was drive back home to
New Jersey and work remotely. It was profoundly embarrassing after making such a scene
about my arrival in West Virginia, that I was now leaving. I felt foolish, ashamed, and depressed.
My fellowship with Mountain State Spotlight continued through the end of August, made of daily
phone calls with the team, the American Journalism Project, and other West Virginians. I wore
many hats and detailed the work that I completed for the fellowship in another report which can
be viewed here.

In the last week of my fellowship, I worked with Fiona Morgan from Branchhead Consulting to
organize a “Community Conversation” series for Mountain State Spotlight. I was interested in
hearing from people from all parts of the state (and those who had moved away) to have a
discussion about 1) the history of media in the state, 2) what is good and what is bad about
media in West Virginia, and 3) the possibilities for the future of news in West Virginia. We
gathered 21 people over two days to talk with us over Zoom, and were able to get an
understanding of their perspectives, as well as deputize them to help get the word out about our
fledgling newsroom.
September 2020 to Election Day
I completed the fellowship with a particular concern about how the newsroom was going to
address the 2020 election, and I found that participants in our conversations felt similarly. The
group was composed of people with lots of different backgrounds (e.g., age, profession, region
of the state, religion, race), but this concern was fairly distributed across the group. I’d also seen
questions about that in the information needs survey that I’d spent the summer distributing in
online communities.
On August 26th, Ken Ward forwarded a tip to me from Betty Rivard, a longtime poll
worker/retired social worker/community member, who had been having conversations with Vera
McCormick (the Kanawha County Clerk), Secretary of State Mac Warner’s office, and the
Kanawha County Commission. Betty was particularly concerned about the ways that the
process was changing in distributing absentee ballots. Now, only 2 counties out of 55 would
mail absentee ballot applications to every registered voter in the state, in contrast to when every
voter received one for the June primary. She wrote:
“I’ve been very concerned about the issues related to her [Vera’s] office and also the post
office for this general election. The email I got from the SOS state office announced
their online portal and said it was easy and would eliminate delays with the county
clerks and the postal service. It took me two tries to use their system, so it wasn’t
easy from my point of view. I’ll send you the original announcement and an op ed I
submitted to the G-M last week – please keep this confidential – as background on
my position on this.”
After a few weeks, I couldn’t stop thinking about this email. I hadn’t seen anyone reporting on
what was happening, and we were getting closer to the election with less time for people to get
their absentee ballots sorted out. In our many conversations, Ken had imparted to me that the
history of corporate-government interplay and corruption has left so many people apathetic that
it doesn’t surprise him when people just accept these things as normal and unavoidable. I was
determined to do my part to call attention to this change in the rules.
I thoroughly read the Secretary of State’s post-primary report that detailed the changes and the
rationale behind them to get a better understanding of what was happening. In a debate against
former Secretary of State and challenger Natalie Tennant, Warner stated that he wasn’t asking

clerks to send all voters the ballot application because he “listened to the clerks.” I called Julie
Archer, the coordinator of the WV Citizens for Clean Elections coalition (and participant in our
community conversations) to get more context about what was going on, and who was doing
work on the ground to combat it.
Through talking with Julie, I learned that Warner’s office changed the process and then declined
to mail every voter a notice about how the process was changed, because if they were going to
do that they would have just sent the ballot application. I also learned that Gov. Jim Justice had
allocated $3.8 million dollars to support the election under the CARES Act, specifically to
reimburse counties for costs related to absentee voting. At this point in time, the government
had only spent $1.2 million, leaving a substantial amount of money to safely assure absentee
voting in the general election. Julie also put me in touch with a coalition of other 501(c)3 groups
doing specific GOTV activities so that I could get a better understanding of what information gap
might be best filled by a community engagement project.
In a conversation with Johnna Bailey, a member of the For West Virginia’s Future group, I
learned that from October 8th to 14th, registered newspapers would be sending out sample
ballots for their local audiences. The Secretary of State’s office partners with publications in
what they call “qualified newspapers” to print these sample ballots, and by doing a little bit of
math I figured out that the total circulation of these weekly or daily newspapers was 299,957
readers. Assuming that newspaper readers were also registered voters, this would be as much
as 24% of all registered voters in the state.
Knowing about persistent Internet troubles in the state, and hearing concerns from Betty Rivard
that the application process was going to be exclusionary to the non-Internet accessed West
Virginia voters, I knew now that there was an audience waiting to be tapped into through the
technological medium of print newspapers. I called John Keefe (who not only is our Design and
Development instructor, but also was the “Innovator in Residence” at West Virginia University's
Reed College of Media) to discuss product development and explained the entire landscape of
what I had learned about the ballots. John asked me “why don’t the newspapers just send the
absentee ballot application?” and I echoed his point wondering why don’t they?
I decided to circle back to Julie Archer, and ask her opinion on how she felt about the absentee
ballot application being printed in the paper, and if she could connect me with Don Smith, the
president of the West Virginia Press Association. Julie was interested in the idea and made an
email introduction for me to Don, as did Ken when I told him of my idea (which he thought
radical of a journalist). Julie also made a connection for me at the Secretary of State’s office,
with Donald “Deak” Kersey, who is Warner’s general counsel. Deak told me that third parties are
authorized to print the ballot form, and that there exists a “publisher’s copy” as well that can be
printed in newspapers. He also insinuated via email that county clerks would accept a ballot
application printed on newsprint, although I remained unclear if this was true or not. Lawyers at
the ACLU of West Virginia told me that it was technically legal, but were similarly unsure about
acceptance due to wide discretion by clerks.

At this point, I decided that it was time to get to work on reporting about the various
complications in West Virginia’s absentee ballot process. On September 21st, I submitted a
pitch to Ken at Mountain State Spotlight, and he agreed to purchase the story. At this point, I
didn’t have an idea as to how to tie the story into an engagement project, but I knew I would
figure it out somewhere along the way.
By October 2nd, I realized my efforts to connect with Don Smith directly were fruitless. I
approached the WVPA’s marketing branch to inquire about a statewide advertisement purchase
(paid for with Newmark capstone funding reimbursement), and received a response from Betsy
Miles, the advertising director. She told me that she had brought the idea to a number of
publishers a few weeks ago prior to my contact to them, and they decided that it wasn’t a good
idea to publish the ballot application. Their reasoning included that 1) the “publisher’s copy”
didn’t print well and it would be difficult to standardize since different papers print at different
sizes, and 2) that without a proper column to accompany it they thought it might end up
confusing voters more.
I decided to go with another idea for an engagement effort, using a chatbot to publish with the
story in Mountain State Spotlight called the WV BallotBot. John Keefe helped me figure out the
initial coding, to pull information from the Secretary of State’s website and host it on a Glitch
server so that contact information for every county clerk’s office could be accessed by users of
the bot. Using Google’s DialogFlow software and Cloud Server, I created a natural language
processing application that allowed a user to 1) obtain information about deadlines and
requirements for getting an absentee ballot in West Virginia, 2) input the county in which they
vote and receive contact information for their county clerk’s office, 3) receive contact information
for legal help from the Lawyers’ Committee on Equal Justice Under Law, and 4) receive contact
information to submit tips to journalists at ProPublica/Electionland.
After making sure that the initial program worked as intended, I coded the bot using an open
source Github integration into Twilio, an SMS texting service. Using Twilio, I purchased the
phone number (304) 413-8889 to geo-locate the phone number to Morgantown, West Virginia.
Now, by texting “BALLOT” to the phone number, the user would be able to interact with the bot
and receive information to get their absentee ballot without needing to use the Internet at all.
On October 15th, I published the story “Absentee ballots could keep voters safe this year. They
may be out of reach for some West Virginians.” where at the bottom of the story it read:
“Are you having trouble with your absentee ballot? Text “BALLOT” to 304- 413-8889 to learn
more about absentee voting, report a problem, or contact your county clerk.”
With new managing editor Erica Peterson’s approval, Mountain State Spotlight used its social
media channels to distribute the bot’s phone number and explain its usage, primarily with an
advertisement banner that I created to accompany the publication:

On October 20th, I posted about the bot on Reddit’s r/WestVirginia subreddit page, and then
cross posted it on pages for West Virginia politics, Charleston, Huntington, Martinsburg,
Morgantown, the Eastern Panhandle, Wheeling, West Virginia University, and Marshall
University. Interestingly, I thought that this bot would get higher utilization if people didn’t know
who the person behind it was, but users on Reddit specifically asked me to identify myself and
thanked me for doing so, and then used/shared the phone number for the tool.
On October 26th, the story was republished in 100 Days in Appalachia, another nonprofit digital
newsroom based in Morgantown, WV at West Virginia University. The republished version did
not contain the bot’s phone number, so it failed to produce any engagement with the tool (I’ll
expand more on this in the next section).
I concluded my practicum on Election Day by working on the tip desk at Electionland as the lead
“catcher” for the state of West Virginia, as well as one of two catchers for the state of Kentucky. I
worked to monitor data streams, from the opening of polls at 6AM until 7PM in West Virginia and
8PM in Kentucky, for issues with voting in real time. I worked to send information to partner
newsrooms like Mountain State Spotlight, West Virginia Public Broadcasting, Louisville Public
Radio, and Ohio Valley ReSource.
Who did I miss?
My project was geared toward specifically reaching registered voters in West Virginia who had
issues accessing the online ballot application. Ironically, my methods for reaching this
community relied on the good will that Internet-connected people would relay information to
those who could not get online. So the actual recipients of the information were people who
were already online, indicating that I pretty much entirely missed the group of people who would
have benefited most from the project that I was undertaking. I also fell into the comfortable trap
of not expanding beyond the audiences of the groups I was leveraging, quite possibly meaning
that a more liberal audience for an investigative news outlet like Mountain State Spotlight would
be the only people who received the phone number, and that conservative voters may have
never seen the information at all.

I don’t want to stereotype readers of investigative journalism as all liberal, but West Virginia
does have a bit of a bubble phenomenon in Charleston, where the bulk of Mountain State
Spotlight’s readership resides. With Ken Ward’s ProPublica series that’s explicitly critical of
popular Republican governor and Trump ally Jim Justice, I am hesitant to believe that
Justice/Trump voters would necessarily be reading and finding the information for the phone
number in the channels that it was shared. I set out for this tool to help any and all voters,
regardless of which candidate or party that they vote for, but I think that one of many reasons for
its lackluster engagement is because information about this project wasn’t distributed in places
that people who might not already be engaged with the news would seek information. Reddit
came closest to that, but I fell short in not leveraging county-based Facebook groups where
more West Virginians could share information with others.
If I could do this project over again, I would’ve sought community partnerships to distribute
information on the chatbot. From my work in the summertime, I know how important institutions
like Kroger grocery stores, churches, Tudor’s Biscuit World, libraries, Mountaineer Food Bank,
and West Virginia University are. Information about the chatbot was shared by groups like West
Virginia Citizens Action Group and WV Citizens for Clean Elections, but partnerships with more
embedded institutions that also recognized the importance of everyone being able to vote safely
during the pandemic election could have yielded a wider, more politically diverse audience. I
would have liked to leverage in-person spaces like community bulletin boards, telephone poles,
and checkout aisles.
Metrics, Outcomes, and Impact
One of this project’s largest shortcomings is its lack of key performance indicators. I set out from
the beginning knowing that I wanted to somehow engage the community of voters that had no
way of knowing that the rules on absentee voting had changed without their knowledge, but I
never set a metric as to how I would know that the information had been successfully
transmitted to them. By the time that the products of this practicum became publicly available,
there were only 13 days until the absentee ballot application deadline, and 19 days until Election
Day, leaving a limited amount of time for planning and a short window for evaluation. I used a
series of different tools and projects to attempt to convey this information, including publication
of a story, creation of a chat bot, and promotion of content online. In this section, I’ll list and
discuss metrics and outcomes for each of those discrete products or methods, and then discuss
overall project impact.
Absentee Ballot Story
When I published this story, I was unsure of what success would look like for its publication.
Prior to publication, Ken had me fill out a guide on social storytelling that he utilizes for every
story at Mountain State Spotlight, and I found its questions helpful in evaluating what I’d like to
see happen after we put the story online. The questions were as follows:
-

Why did I write this story?

-

What did I learn while reporting, writing, or editing this story?
What will I tweet about this story?
What important context or comments from subjects should we make sure to include? Is
there anything sensitive that you want to flag?
What might get overlooked in this story?
What are the best quotes from the piece? Why are the people important?
What frustrates you about this subject? What attracts you to it?
What are the common misconceptions about this topic? How does this piece address
them?
Who needs to read this story?

Success in reporting to me looks like making sure that people are understanding the things that
might be overlooked; that is filling the gaps in information that existed in the first place that
made the reporting necessary. In the case of this story, it was that 1) the absentee ballot
process had changed and was leaving people behind, and 2) the government had the money to
be able to fix the problem but wasn’t using it intentionally.
To be able to understand that people were getting the message on those overlooked factors, I
would’ve liked to see traditional CMS and social (listed below) engagement metrics at a high
threshold, as well as a public response from citizens and the government. When Mountain State
Spotlight published the story, in October it received 272 total page views and in November it
received 22 total page views. The newsroom was unable to provide me with any other metrics
when I requested them. When 100 Days in Appalachia published the story, it received 46 total
page views, with 42 unique visitors, and an average time of 8 minutes and 9 seconds on
the page. I’m satisfied with these numbers, generally, because I think that any one individual
reading this story has a net benefit to West Virginia’s politics. 100 Days’ average time metric
particularly points to a quality of engagement with the information in my story, although I am
unsure of what people did after learning what I had to report.
WV BallotBot
Engagement with the WV BallotBot was easier to measure than the story purely because it was
my creation and I could see all of the inputs and outputs. I published the bot’s phone number for
the first time after integrating it into Twilio on October 15th, but prior to that had a few days of
prototyping it with Ken, Erica, and other friends. As such, the overall numbers of engagement
are slightly skewed and required filtering to get an accurate assessment of how the bot was able
to actually reach people.
In terms of raw data, the bot exchanged 234 messages with 18 different phone numbers. After
filtering the prototype stage out, the bot exchanged 55 messages with 7 different phone
numbers, of which 6 were from the (304) area code local to West Virginia. The one non-304
number was not one that I knew, in contrast to the other 11 phone numbers, so that’s why I
ultimately included it in my final dataset. I also created an AirTable spreadsheet to pull
information to get an estimation as to where people were requesting information for within the

county clerk function. Two numbers asked for clerk information, specifically in Kanawha and
Braxton counties. Finally, since I was a member of the Electionland coalition, I was able to see
that one of the numbers that texted my bot requested information to report an issue to
Electionland, and I then later saw that same phone number in the Landslide system created by
ProPublica.
This means that I was successful in providing information to at least 7 different people, and
connected one person to journalists at Electionland. Through Twilio’s internal metrics, I was
able to see this graph that tracks engagement with the bot:

Engagement with the bot explicitly correlated with publishing and promotion in channels that I
had control over, which means that sharing by other sources (e.g., word of mouth, organizations
sharing the phone number, etc.) was ineffective or nonexistent.
Content Promotion
I primarily used Twitter to promote the bot and the story on my personal account. My Twitter
thread on the day of publishing received 8,662 impressions and 308 engagements, and it was
retweeted by West Virginia individuals/groups like Eric Eyre and the WV Working Families
Party.
Mountain State Spotlight’s Twitter account’s promotion of the story and the bot on the day of
publication collectively received 6,083 impressions and 72 engagements. The newsroom
continued to promote the story and bot for the following few weeks, but I am unsure of what the
metrics were during that period.
100 Days in Appalachia told me that my story had 13 total Twitter post interactions, and that
their promotion on Facebook reached 573 people with 11 engagements.

My promotion of the story on Reddit on October 20th yielded a total of 60 upvotes and 8
comments.
Overall Impact
It’s my belief that assessing impact has to center people who are involved in the story or the
product that you’re creating. Unfortunately, my bot didn’t allow people who used it to directly
interface with me, and I didn’t issue a survey to the phone numbers who used the bot to get an
understanding of what went right or wrong. So I went back to the people who provided me with
the information to tell this story to begin with, Betty and Julie.
Julie told me on October 15th: “Will be sure to share this around our social media and with
partners and allies. Appreciate your interest and was glad to help, ” and then shared the story on
her personal twitter as well as included the bot in a thread about services to help voters from the
WV Citizens for Clean Elections account. After the election, Julie and I have been exchanging
information gathered from FOIA requests about provisional ballot rejections, and she’s been
using the information that I’ve provided her with to bolster her groups’ efforts to lobby for voting
rights reform in West Virginia.
Betty told me on October 16th: “This is really excellent. Really great way to address the
Kanawha County situation. ACLU here also has a hotline you may want to tell people about.
Keep up the great work!” I’m not sure of who Betty shared the story with after its publication, but
her approval is meaningful because she’s one of the most in-the-know people about the
workings of election procedure and she appreciated the work that I was doing to help people
vote more easily and safely.
Assessing the impact of this project is difficult in general. My quantitative data only makes
suggestions that people read and understood the story, but I saw no robust conversation on
social media, no reprinting in print newspapers to reach broadband-challenged voters as I’d
hoped, and no public commentary from officials like Mac Warner. Qualitatively, I strongly believe
that this project was a success. We often are distracted by the concepts of a “return on
investment” or that impact must require high quantitative metrics for something to have not been
a total waste of time and energy. But when it comes to the role of the journalist as an aggregator
of information and a tool builder to fill gaps in information that preclude the practice of voting
itself, every person reached is an indicator of impact. And this project not only had at least 300
readers, but it directly interacted with 7 people. If I helped 7 people navigate a situation created
by a pandemic and a failure of government to balance their safety with their right to vote, then
the philosophy of engagement journalism was successful in making an impact in West Virginia
during this unprecedented situation. With more careful planning, secured partnerships, and
established performance indicators, I believe that a future project set to engage rural voters in a
similar manner will succeed completely.
The Big Picture

I’ve discussed my thoughts about the impact of the project above, so I think this section is best
for discussion about the process of the project. It goes without saying that COVID-19 changed
the entirety of what this project and this degree program overall ended up being. I had planned
to go to West Virginia to do in-person engagement journalism, where I’d be meeting with people
in community spaces to report and learn about the state, but ended up doing all of my work
remotely from 8 hours away over the phone and the Internet. Specifically, my project was
geared toward engaging people who were not necessarily accessible through those mediums,
which meant that all of my contact would have to be through third-parties that could then refer
people who could benefit most from my journalism to the spaces where it was able to exist.
I think often about the ProPublica piece, “Our Journalists Stopped Calling People
Hard-to-Reach and Listened to Them. Here’s What Worked,” because I want to believe that no
community is unreachable, and that journalists just need to do better listening and strategic
partnership to make contact and build trust. But contrary to my ideals, I found that the
community I wanted to reach in this practicum project was legitimately h
 ard to reach with my
limited capacity. My engagement with the community was almost entirely done by myself, and
although I had some partnerships in place with organizations like Mountain State Spotlight and
WV Citizens for Clean Elections, I don’t think they were robust enough to be able to reach
people that I wanted to in pandemic conditions in a three-week period.
Despite those feelings, I think there were still things I could’ve done with the time I had available
but did not do. In the summertime, I created a spreadsheet of community Facebook groups in
West Virginia arranged by county and by different interests. I had joined many of these back in
June as an opportunity to engage people online and potentially crowdsource information, but I
found that people were either unresponsive or openly antagonistic to my efforts. The project at
the time was specifically about COVID-19 and was decidedly apolitical, but current events
ended up polarizing the American public on that issue as well. I think because of this
experience, and because of the explicitly political (but non-partisan) nature of this project, I was
worried about a similar response and chose to not even try. West Virginia is a very
Facebook-heavy state, and people online would definitely have family or friends who would
have benefited from the use of my chatbot. I also could have contacted the phone numbers who
used the chatbot and asked them to fill out a survey so I could understand the user experience
and if it was effective at getting people the information they needed.
I do remain proud of what I was able to accomplish, although it fell far below my expectations of
what the full potential of this project was. I reached 7 people directly with my chatbot, and had
my story read by over 300 people. I wish I had the ability to assess the quality of that
engagement, but I think save for that analysis I can recognize that journalism in general is about
the quality of the service you’re providing, rather than the amount of people you’re reaching.
Every vote matters in the United States. People have bled and died for the right to vote for the
entirety of our nation’s history, and any effort that provides people with the information that they
need to vote is worthwhile. In this election heightened by extreme circumstances and
consequences, that idea became all the more robust, that efforts to make sure people could not
only vote, but vote safely, became extremely important for journalists to dedicate themselves to.

Below I’m going to list some maxims that I think are important lessons to take away from this
project on the overall philosophy of engagement journalism.
1) The hallmark of engaged journalism is sustained listening
Ken Ward Jr. taught me while I was working with him this summer that his old boss from the
Charleston Gazette, Ned Chilton III, once said that “the hallmark of crusading journalism is
sustained outrage.” West Virginia’s best investigative journalists use this quote as a creed,
meaning that a story is never over until the outrage over injustice is sustained and reforms are
made. I’m adapting this quote to say that engagement journalism must always be done with an
understanding that we’ve got two ears and one mouth, so we need to be listening twice as much
as we’re talking. Keeping an open channel of communication and feedback with your
community is critical to the success of any project or story, and it’s simply impossible to do
engagement journalism without listening to the people who are most affected by the issue at
hand. By listening to communities, we can empower them with information that they need to
govern their own lives.
2) Don’t play up the outsider schtick
When I arrived in West Virginia, I was uncomfortable. I was alone, I’d never been there before,
and I’d been fed a healthy diet for my entire life of how West Virginia was an ass-backwards
place where people weren’t like me. Based on the tweet I mentioned in Section 2 of this report, I
did a really good job of denoting myself as an outsider, and in turn reinforced the entire history
of Appalachian othering to the people I wanted to get to know. I shot myself in the foot right at
the beginning, and was lucky enough to recover by apologizing, shutting up, and listening. West
Virginians are extremely kind and hospitable people, and I cannot even count the amount of
people who invited me to come with them to some hiking spot or restaurant once I expressed an
openness to want to get to know people and the place where I was working. But in addition to
their kindness, West Virginians will defend themselves when they feel like they’re being
caricatured or reduced to being lesser than. Doing engagement journalism in a place like West
Virginia requires knowing its history, being able to empathize with its people, and loving it for all
of its wonders and flaws alike.
3) Be kind to the gatekeepers
I think there’s an innate attitude in investigative journalism that makes us think that the press is
the hero and everyone else is just standing in the way of the free-flowing of information. I think
to another quote that Ken Ward Jr. taught me, this one from the late reporter Paul Nyden of the
Charleston Gazette, who said “Find out who the bad guys are and f*** ‘em. Then f*** ‘em again.”
Now when I heard this, I thought the latter part was the most important, that you should never
let the gatekeepers hold you back from the information that you want to get at because in the
end you’ll make sure that the moral force of journalism lets the light shine on what’s hidden. But
in practice, I found that “find out who the bad guys are” is the much more important clause. The

staff at the Secretary of State’s office doesn’t want to hide information from you, they’re public
servants who are doing their job to the best of their ability. The people at the county clerk’s
office aren’t trying to intentionally ignore your requests, they’re just people who are trying to
balance a crazy busy time period at work with the rest of their lives as moms and dads and
community members. If you give people time, understanding, and kindness, you’re more likely
to get that in return, which is what I found with people like Deak Kersey who readily gave me
information that I was looking for. Ultimately, if you publish something bad about them or the
place that they work, they’ll know that at least you were fair to them. Engagement journalism
requires listening to the perspectives and beliefs of the people who you may see as antagonists,
just as much as you would to the community that you’re seeking to serve.
Appendix
Published Writing
I only acquired two bylines in my time at Newmark, but I think that my piece from Mountain State
Spotlight, “Absentee ballots could keep voters safe this year. They may be out of reach for
some West Virginians.” best showcases my ability as an engagement reporter to listen to a
community, follow a document trail, and write in a way that both holds government accountable
and offers the public an avenue to take action.
Non-Text Media
Before the pandemic began, I took a 1-credit module at school called Lighting Workshop, where
I developed a portfolio of portrait photography using a variety of lighting techniques. Every
week, I had a model that I photographed either indoors or on location around Manhattan, and I
learned how to use a camera to create images that could accentuate written work in the future.
Data Journalism
In the Spring 2020 course “Online Investigations of the 2020 Election”, I worked with my
classmates on a machine learning project that evaluated the usage of fear mongering by
congressional candidates. We created a software program in Google Colab to use artificial
intelligence as a tool for analyzing large datasets. The project ultimately did not lead to
publication of any story, but became the knowledge basis for the artificial intelligence portion of
my community practicum.
Social Media Engagement
I think that Twitter was my most successful platform in engaging my community. In the period
from September 1st to Election Day, my tweeting pretty much entirely consisted of information
related to the West Virginia elections. My most engaged tweet had a rate of 3.6%, and overall
my Twitter earned 1.9K impressions per day.

Ethics Guidelines
I wrote these community guidelines prior to my community change during the third semester, so
they are written about engaging the community affected by opioid-use.
Interactive Product
My WV BallotBot existed as an SMS texting service to help West Virginians troubleshoot
problems with their absentee ballots. I created a landing page for it here.
Startup Sprint Assignment
I produced this landscape analysis in the Startup Spring course to assess the market for a
product like the chatbot that I ultimately produced. I used statistics and primary source quotes
that I heard in my work in West Virginia to develop a strategy for product development in the
remainder of this community practicum.
——————
Thank you to everyone who helped me in New York and West Virginia to complete this project
and this degree as a whole. Engagement journalism is nothing without community, and this
group of people have helped me in one way or another to get to where I am today. I am forever
grateful for your support and generosity.
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Harvard Global Health Institute’s
COVID-19 Risk Level System

[Community Conversations - August 2020]

Betty Rivard

The number of West
Virginia voters who used
absentee ballots in the
June 2020 primary.
[Source: WV Secretary of State’s Ofﬁce]

[August 26th, 2020]

Julie Archer

The total number of print subscribers for all of
West Virginia’s “qualiﬁed newspapers”
[Source: WV Secretary of State’s Ofﬁce]

“ The hallmark of crusading
journalism is sustained outrage.
— Ned Chilton, late publisher of
The Charleston Gazette

The WV Ballot Bot is like a
phone operator, but for voting.
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