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First things first. . .

The Big Picture

• Read the original story 

• Use these slides to guide your reading

• Be sure to view slides in 
presentation mode

• Download our full annotations in Microsoft 
Word or as a PDF

Lingo List

Journalists have their own vocabulary. 
Here’s this week’s newsroom lingo.

• FOIA: Short for “Freedom of Information 
Act,” which allows journalists (or the 
public) to request federal records.

• Graf: Short for “paragraph.”

https://www.propublica.org/article/emails-show-the-meatpacking-industry-drafted-an-executive-order-to-keep-plants-open
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First things first

• Be sure to view these slides in presentation mode.
• Suzannah and Hannah, former reporters who work at NLP, are 

going to help you examine this topic through journalists’ eyes. 

https://newslit.org/about/team/#staff-suzannah-gonzales
https://newslit.org/about/team/#staff-hannah-covington
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What to look for

1.Public records: How does ProPublica use public records 
obtained through a FOIA request to report this story?

2.Fairness: What steps has ProPublica taken to show fairness 
and transparency in its reporting process?

Hello, I’m Suzannah. I’ll 
help you analyze the use 
of records in this report.

Hi, I’m Hannah! I’ll point 
out a few notable 
features related to 

fairness and 
transparency.



Public records
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The headline shows that 
documentation is central 

to this story.

How did ProPublica 
obtain the hundreds 
of emails? Let’s read 

on and try to find out.
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Here we go! ProPublica got at least 
some documents used in this report 
after requesting them under the 
Freedom of Information Act (or FOIA, 
for short). 
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Related: Here’s another recent story based on 
information from public records 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/us-policy/2020/09/17/usps-trump-coronavirus-amazon-foia/
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These documents were 
obtained by The Washington 

Post through different 
sources than ProPublica. Can 

you spot the difference? 

The records were obtained by 
the Post from a separate 

watchdog group.

But like the ProPublica records, 
these documents also came to 

light under FOIA.



Fairness
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This line shows that ProPublica tried to 
reach two groups directly involved in 
the story’s findings — the USDA and 
White House.

Standards-based news organizations often 
explain the efforts they took to reach 

someone as well as the outcome. Here we 
can see that while the USDA acknowledged 

and declined ProPublica’s interview 
request, the White House did not respond 

to multiple requests before publication.

Journalists include these details to show 
that their reporting process was fair and 

provided ample opportunity for story 
subjects to respond.
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News Goggles: next steps

Idea: In the United States, teach students about the Freedom of Information 
Act (FOIA). Then show them how to file a FOIA request for a piece of public 
information about a topic that affects them or their communities (such as 
school budgets). For local and state records, try using the letter generator 
from the Student Press Law Center. For federal FOIA requests, the Reporters 
Committee for Freedom of the Press offers some helpful guidance.

Resource: “Democracy’s Watchdog” (NLP’s Checkology® virtual classroom).

https://www.foia.gov/how-to.html
https://splc.org/lettergenerator/#
https://www.rcfp.org/foia/
https://checkology.org/demo/lesson/b9943e3568b06866f716b9a34af1c865c6e0ef42
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