
I want to start with a story, a news story I read online. It’s a piece about racial 
inequality in Baltimore. It was published just after Freddie Gray died. It’s by Vox
Media, one of these data-heavy media startups, big on explanatory journalism. 

READ GRAF 1

Already suspicious – can tell that lede came not from on-the-ground reporting, but a 
quick visit to Google maps.
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Here’s the tweet that led me to the story. Anyone with a grasp on Baltimore would 
not pick Little Italy and Canton to depict racial inequality or differences in health 
outcomes. 

This is data from the Baltimore Neighborhood Indicators Alliance. Good data, I’ve 
heard. But when Vox says Little Italy, look what they’re talking about.
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This is from BNIA’s site. The statistical area Vox chose? BNIA actually calls it Harbor 
East-slash-Little Italy. That’s an even more nuts comparison to make. No one from 
Baltimore would ever say Harbor East and Canton “couldn’t be further apart,” even 
figuratively.

But look closer at the neighborhoods included in this area.

Perkins Homes. Public Housing. What they’re really comparing is public housing to a 
waterfront neighborhood that started gentrifying 20 years ago.

The thing is, the data is exactly right here, as far as the two populations they 
compared. But the story—there is no story. If you read it, it’s just data point, data 
point, data point, showing us over and over again how different the outcomes are for 
Baltimore’s poor black neighborhoods compared to wealthier, whiter ones. Then a 
bunch of quotes from an economist about why infant mortality is worse for babies in 
poor families. Not news.
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And a lot of people read the story. The tweet where I found it was from Vox editor in 
chief Ezra Klein, self-professed “lover of charts.” He has 778k followers. This story is 
defining—misdefining—a neighborhood for potentially hundreds of thousands of 
people. That’s the danger when you let data define a place without talking to any of 
the people who live there.

Lesson is, don’t let the data do your reporting for you.
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It’s not like I, as a reporter, haven’t unleashed reams of data upon the Baltimore 
metropolitan region. 

I produced WYPR’s series “The Lines Between Us.” The series was all about inequality 
in our region. We contracted with BNIA to produce data maps I think literally by the 
dozen.
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Even put them all together in a big interactive tool. 
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But we also did more. Every Friday, we went on the air with real people, real stories.
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We even had a stream of content on the website called “Your Stories,” where people 
talked about these issues in the first person.
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So…how do you humanize the data? You use judgment. Obviously, you don’t want to 
pick someone who’s an outlier. We’ve all seen inspiring “beating the odds” stories, 
but…to me, the odds are the story. What are people up against? The data shows that 
something is happening to real people. What’s happening to most of them?

But remember: your characters will never be perfectly representative of the data. 
You’re not a sociologist or anthropologist, taking quantitative research and adding 
some qualitative component. You just want to find someone who will help you open 
a window on an issue for the reader. A way in. 

Someone’s eyes to look through. 
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What I find is that data tells me where to go for stories.

In this animated gif, I took a few maps of the Baltimore region over time. Red means 
a rich neighborhood, blue means a poor neighborhood. The lighter colors in between 
are middle class neighborhoods. The researchers found that there are many fewer 
middle class neighborhoods today. They’ve been replaced by increases in rich and 
poor neighborhoods.

Watch the Baltimore region change.

Now keep your eye on Northeast Baltimore. It’s sort of tenuously hanging on to 
middle class status.
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Here I’ve zoomed in. This is over near Hamliton, northeast baltimore. The Census
tract with the red dot does slip into the poor category over time, and the one to the 
left of it sort of stays in the middle.

My question was, what does it look like for a neighborhood to try to hold onto middle 
class status. I interviewed the neighborhood association president of the area on the 
left, and for the blue area, I just got out of my car and talked to people on the street. 
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The story that emerged was that some people were very anxious—getting active in 
community associations, taking second jobs, scraping to keep their kids in parochial 
school, trying to hold their middle class life together. Other people saw this 
neighborhood as a step up. They’d moved from other neighborhoods and were happy 
to find houses they could afford in an area with less crime. It was a way into the 
middle class. 

A year and a half later, I moved to this neighborhood. It’s been 9 months. I know it 
better now. Had I missed some nuances? Sure. But by talking to people, I had gotten 
the feel of the place right, I think.
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Here’s another example of using data to figure out where to go for stories.

The yellow dots on this map indicate housing where developers used a tax credit to 
create reduced rent units. It’s low-income housing.

The blue dots are white people. Not many yellow houses among the blue dots, are 
there?

A big Supreme Court opinion came down last month about this issue. The case 
focused on a Texas housing agency and how it doled out tax credits for affordable 
housing developers. Some developers are willing to reduce rents in some of their 
units for people making under a certain income. But they need the tax credits to 
make it worth their while.

The Texas housing agency wound up in court because some people said the agency 
was disproportionately rejecting tax credit applications for developments in Dallas’s 
white neighborhoods—presumably because people in wealthier, single family areas 
didn’t want them built there. Over time, that ended up cramming low-income 
housing into neighborhoods that were already poor and, and as it not so surprisingly 
happens, heavily black and Latino. The map for Dallas would probably look a lot like 
this map of Baltimore.
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That’s called a disparate impact. That’s exactly the kind of story I’m drawn to. I report 
with what I call an equity lens—is there equitable distribution of access to 
opportunity, to community assets. That means I’m thinking about classes of people 
protected under civil rights laws—typical lines of social stratification like race, 
disability, gender, age, family structure, etc. And I’m wondering if government policies 
and the practices of other organizations are playing out differently along those lines. 
Data is essential for this.

After I left WYPR in 2013, I started reporting on housing as a freelancer for Al Jazeera 
America. I used this data for two of Al Jazeera stories.

One was set just east of the city. One was set just south. Both had to do with single 
family home neighborhoods trying to keep out planned low-income developments. In 
both cases, the “not-in-my-backyard” NIMBY sentiment found an institutional 
mechanism to gain legitimacy and ultimately shut down developers plans. In one 
case, they took advantage of a Maryland law that allowed county legislatures to vote 
to shut down low-income housing tax credit applications. Doesn’t matter if the state 
thinks you have a sold plan, if the county says no, you’re done. Neighbors got the 
Baltimore County Council to shut down a project that way.

The other story, in Anne Arundel County, involved a county legislator writing a zoning 
bill that would keep a development from getting built.
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For both stories, I found characters trying to move from a poor neighborhood to a 
neighborhood with more opportunity.

I used data about policy—that blue dot, yellow house map, for instance. And I used 
data to compare places, to compare where people were to where they wanted to be. 
A couple examples:
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- Here’s how I describe the area in Anne Arundel County where developers wanted to 
put reduced-rent apartments: “The schools rank in the top 5 percent in the state. A 
bus line connects to workplaces in Baltimore and Annapolis. Based on an index of 
homeownership rates, income levels, proximity to jobs and school rankings, the state 
designated this area a ‘community of opportunity.’”
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In the other story, a woman who used to live in public housing got a voucher that can 
only be used for rentals in high opportunity areas, as defined by HUD. I used that 
definition in the piece: “The target neighborhoods have poverty rates under 10 
percent; fewer than 30 percent of the residents are people of color; and less than 5 
percent of the population lives in federally subsidized housing.”

The woman moved with her son to Columbia in Howard County. I used school data to 
illustrate the move. “At Joe’s former elementary school in Baltimore, 97 percent of 
the students are low income, and 97 percent are African-American. His middle school 
in Columbia is one-third low income, with white, Asian, Hispanic and multiracial 
students making up just over half the population.”
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So what’s guiding me in how I do reporting with data is what I guess you could call “3 
Ps”: Policies, places, people 

Beyond the consequences of whatever decisions you make as a person, your 
outcomes are shaped by where you live and by the social institutions in your life, like 
government, business, community organizations. Policies and places: that’s the data I 
want. Then I tell the stories about the people who have to negotiate the pressure 
that these numbers bring to bear on their lives.
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So I find thereare two ways to approach reporting with data. You can look at the data 
and find a story to tell about it. Or you find people’s stories to tell and contextualize 
them with data.

In Hamilton, I took the data and found the stories. 

In the fair housing reporting, I had the stories and dug up the data.

I guess there’s one more strategy I’ll mention that doesn’t fit either of those two 
molds.

That’s when data has already been used to popularize a story or narrative, and you 
want to get beyond that.

Probably no poor Baltimore neighborhood has been reported on more often than 
Sandtown-Winchester.
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The narrative of Sandtown is that of a neighborhood that symbolizes blight, that has 
the most returning prisoners, 
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where taxpayers poured in 100 million dollars and look how little it got us.

The story to me is not just these outside forces acting on the neighborhood—
reentering prisoners, millions in federal investment—but the strength of the 
community in resisting those forces and trying to take control of their own destiny as 
a neighborhood. I wanted to break through the narrative that the data-based 
reporting had already created.
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So I did this piece for Al Jazeera the morning after the rioting. Followed community 
leaders as they took control of the cleanup effort the morning after the rioting and 
talked about what changes they wanted to see in their neighborhood.

No data in that story. Well, not totally true. One piece of data, and it came in a quote 
from a resident named George Norfleet. 

During the rioting, someone set a car on fire outside George’s house. When a 911 call 
failed to produce a fire truck, George grabbed some neighbors, and they tried to put 
the fire out themselves. An example of my theme, there, of residents getting positive 
things done for themselves.
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Here’s the data in a passage from the story.
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Data or not, there’s gotta be a story. There have to be real people. Think about stories 
you’ve read about neighborhoods, about policy. Some of them are kind of wonky, 
right? But stories have soul.

That sounds like a cheesy way to talk about it, I know. But when I’m doing this work, 
that is a question I ask myself. Does it have soul? I often miss the mark. But that’s my 
standard. It’s gotta have soul.
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