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Investigative Reporting Class 
Spring 2016
Room 1, Gregory Hall

Monday: 4 p.m. to 6:50 p.m.
Professor: Brant Houston

Office: Gregory Hall, Room 46

Office Hours:  Tuesdays 2 p.m. - 4 p.m. and Wednesdays, 11 a.m. – 1 p.m.
Please make appointments by email or phone during those times. However, I am often flexible on other days in case these times do not work. 

Office Phone: 217-244-8861
Cell phone number: 573-529-3581 

Email: brant.houston@gmail.com is the preferred email

Brief Course Description:
The investigative methodology students will learn is seen as the best way to provide the producer/editor/reporter with insight into social issues, government and business practices and systems. The methodology can be used to examine any topic or issue. Students will use data, documents, interviews and field observation to collect information, do basic data analysis, test hypotheses, and produce stories in text, audio, or video or all.  Students will learn how to do deep research, organize complex material, and produce presentations that are easy for the public to understand.

More on what you will learn

This course will show you how to do investigative and in-depth reporting with a special emphasis on using digital tools and electronic information. It will teach you how to go beyond the day-to-day journalism and how to bring context to your stories. It will teach you how to improve your credibility and accuracy by effectively searching the Web and downloading databases and documents, reading and analyzing those documents and databases, by interviewing people more effectively, and by getting out into the field and observing and recording what you see.
You will use primary and secondary sources - people sources, paper sources, electronic documents and databases, both online and offline.

You will learn how to organize your material and then write a compelling story that covers not only the “who, what, when and where,” but also the “why” and the “how.”
After taking this course, you should be capable of doing better research and analysis than most practicing journalists. This course is intended to be extremely practical while at the same time causing you to think deeply about the stories you do and why you do those stories. This course will also deal with the daily ethical questions investigative journalists face.

Topics Covered During Class:

1.  What is an investigative story?

2.  The investigative reporter mindset.

3.  Paper and digital document trails. Acquiring a “documents state of mind.”

4.  How to research how a government system is supposed to work and how it really works.
5.  How to investigative a corporation or a business and how they intertwine with governments.
6.  Secondary sources of information, hard copy and digital.

7.  Primary sources of information – finding original documents and determining their strengths and flaws and using social media effectively.
8.  Using Freedom of Information requests effectively.
9. Using regulatory agencies for tips and stories.
10. Interviewing techniques and cultivating sources.
11. Understanding ethnic and cultural differences while doing investigations. 
12. Checking for accuracy, the line-by-line method.

13. Ethics in investigative reporting.

14. Organizing your information efficiently, including flow charts and visualizations.

15. Writing the project.

16. Blending text, video, audio, photographs and graphics to tell the investigative story.

Overall Assignments:

You will produce an investigative project on a particular topic for possible publication or airing on the Web or in another media outlet. The project can be one major story or a series of three or four stories. We have the opportunity to work with faculty and students at other Midwest universities on investigative projects on agribusiness and other topics. The project can be done individually or with a team approach. 
Your project proposal, accompanied by at least two other ideas, is due to me on Friday, Feb. 5. In your proposal, tell me as much as you can about what you plan to do, how you plan to do it, why your intended audience should care, and why you are enthusiastic about it. Together, we will work on the proposal. Ideas will also be discussed in class and feel free to share your thoughts about all the story proposals. I will also have stories that I will suggest. There are several team projects I have in mind if that seems a good way to go.
For you to pass the course, you must hand in a major story or a series of stories suitable for publication or airing. If it is one story, the first draft must be in by no later than Friday, April 10.  If you are doing a series of stories, then the last one must be submitted by Friday, April 17.  (This will give us time for editing and for you to make changes and do more interviews.)  The grade for the stories will be based on the completed versions.
If you are unable to complete the project by the end of the semester, you may substitute a detailed description (3,000 words minimum) of the problems you encountered, what you learned, what you would do differently next time, and how you might finish the project.
Graduate students will also an additional reading and a report on the reading: This semester the book will be “All the President’s Men” by Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein and supplementary selections on how the perception and facts on the investigation have changed since it was published. The report will be a 1,000 word analysis on how investigative reporting has changed since the book was published almost four decades ago.
If your attendance and class participation are acceptable and you complete the weekly assignments and work hard on the project, you will get a higher grade.

You will turn in a weekly memo (generally due on Thursdays by 6 p.m.). The memo should be turned in by e-mail to me and must be at least 500 words in Microsoft word. Put your name and date at the top of page.  Put your last name, date, and memo number in the file name. For example: houston020714memo1.doc  Divide your memo into these sections with these subheadings:

1) Report on readings

2) Report on document and Web searches

3) Report on project

4) Other observations and thoughts. 

The first regular memo is due Friday, Jan. 30. Again, memos should review books read, documents looked at, electronic information and databases checked, human sources
contacted, what you learned and dead ends or difficulties that you encountered as you work on your story.  Think of the memo as your weekly log or diary. 

When you submit your story or stories, each story should be accompanied, when appropriate, by samples of key documents used, summaries of key secondary sources, and suggestions about angles that should be explored further in the future by another journalist. It's a good idea to keep an electronic folder – and/or a three-ring binder of all your hard copy documents and work - and submit that at the end of the semester.
You will read the main textbook during the course, "The Investigative Reporter's Handbook:  A Guide to Documents, Databases and Techniques," the fifth edition, written by Brant Houston with Investigative Reporters and Editors (IRE). (All proceeds go to IRE.)  You should buy it immediately. The second “textbook” will be a student membership ($25) in IRE, which will allow you access to archived IRE Journals and more than 3,000 tip sheets by professional journalists on hundreds of investigative topics. Remember that tip sheets from the Resource Center can be downloaded onto your computer. You can join IRE online.
You will need to consult the book regularly throughout the semester, not to mention throughout your career as it is updated.  It is a book used constantly by many professional journalists and represents the collected knowledge of hundreds of journalists over the past 30 years.

As mentioned above, you will report on your readings in it in your weekly memo, saying what you found useful. You should check and view each of the Web sites at the end of each chapter. (Please let me know of any that have changed addresses.)

You should scan the local newsrooms, CU-CitizenAccess.org, The Daily Illini, The News-Gazette, http://www.news-gazette.com/, every day, focusing on the news sections and legal/public notices. Remember that NewsBank, which archives newspapers throughout the world, is accessible through the university and free. Check Illinois Public Media too.

You also should check for and read the watchdog stories of the Chicago Tribune online or in free copies distributed at the college. You should look at or get the RSS feeds of ProPublica.org, ire.org and wisconsinwatch.org 
One purpose of reading the daily local papers is to understand how valuable a research resource a newspaper is, what investigative stories are being done, and what possible investigative ideas can be gleaned from daily stories. The purpose of reading the watchdog stories and online sites is to see how more in-depth reporting is done and to identify the documents behind the stories. WisconsinWatch.org is a great example of new nonprofit newsrooms that have student interns playing key roles.
During the semester there will be additional readings and assignments on current stories and issues, relevant historical articles, and "quick hit" research assignments. Among the readings will be relevant selections from The IRE Journal, the IRE Web site and the IRE Resource Center.  (I will give you those assignments as we go along.) Completion of these assignments is required for you to pass this course. 
I expect regular class attendance and participation in the discussions.  If you must miss a class, I expect you to let me know ahead of time unless it’s an emergency. If you cannot reach me, leave a message on my voice mail and on my E-mail, brant.houston@gmail.com , and tell me why you will not be in class.
Unexplained and/or unexcused absences will lead to an incomplete, a lower grade or failure.

I also expect you to see me for individual meetings. Please do not hesitate to contact me about questions about the syllabus or assignments through e-mail or phone if I am not in my office.
Grading:

Investigative project - 65 percent

Completion of all readings and field assignments - 20 percent (For graduate students this included the additional reading and report.)
Attendance, participation, other assignments, conferences, memos - 15 percent

To receive an A or B, you must do what's on this syllabus, plus turn in all assignments on time. Do not plagiarize or commit other acts of dishonesty. Plagiarism or fabrication will result in an F on the assignment, perhaps an F in the class and even expulsion from the University. 

  

Also, anyone with special needs should contact me immediately. 

Excused absences include those resulting from:
(1) illness, death in the family or other emergency, or other reasons beyond the student’s control; and (2) a student’s religious beliefs, observances, and practices (3) a student serving as a volunteer emergency worker, as defined in the Volunteer Emergency Worker Job Protection Act. 

Formal emergency and/or medical excuses will be accepted. 

  

We only meet once a week so don’t make interview appointments that conflict with this class. If you must, get approval from me beforehand.
Information about Brant Houston

I began my work in journalism at The Woburn (Mass.) Daily Times in 1976, a small daily that published five days a week.  (And in the town where a notorious cancer cluster occurred and was the subject of the book and movie "A Civil Action.")  I worked there for three years as a reporter and editor while also freelancing for The Boston Globe. During that time I joined IRE, and it is at IRE conferences I received some of my best training.

After three years at the Daily Times, I worked for a year at a small investigative news bureau at the Massachusetts Statehouse.  In 1981 I moved to The Kansas City Star, where I was bureau reporter, part-time copy editor, general assignments reporter, and projects and investigative reporter.  
While at the Star, I also was part of the staff that won a Pulitzer Prize for its coverage of the Hyatt Hotel disaster, writing the overall story of the survivors following the collapse and then subsequent stories on survivors and victims.   
After four years at The Star, I went to The Hartford Courant in Connecticut, where I was the statehouse investigative reporter, projects reporter and database editor and conducted investigations into bureaus. 
In 1985, while at The Courant, I became interested in electronic databases because that's where more and more of the documents were ending up and because electronic documents were easier to analyze with spreadsheets, database managers and statistical software. 


In 1994, I joined Investigative Reporters and Editors, a non-profit professional association and educational institution, as the first managing director of National Institute for Computer-Assisted Reporting (NICAR) NICAR is a joint program of IRE and the Missouri School of Journalism. 
In March 1997, I became executive director of IRE. As executive director, I trained mid-career journalists at hundreds of seminars and consulted with news organizations in the U.S., conducted workshops in Europe, Asia, Africa, Australia, and Latin America and helped journalists in other countries organize IRE-like groups.


In 2000, a Danish colleague and I created the idea of the Global Investigative Journalism Network, which holds a conference every two years with journalists from up to 80 or more countries. 
Most recently, I work with state investigative journalism centers around the U.S. and am chair of the board of the Investigative News Network, http://investigativenewsnetwork.org/
Partial Reading List:

(Some books or parts of books will be required reading.  Others will be suggested.)

The Watchdog Unleashed

http://www.aucegypt.edu/GAPP/Cairoreview/Pages/articleDetails.aspx?aid=739
The Future of Investigative Journalism at

http://www.media.illinois.edu/knight/future-of-investigative-reporting.html

The Investigative Reporters and Editors’ Web site, www.ire.org

The Nieman Reports series on Muckrakers,

http://www.nieman.harvard.edu/reports/professor.aspx?id=100016
Houston, Brant; "Computer-Assisted Reporting: A Practical Guide” (Fourth edition)

Selections from other books and from magazines to be named.

Class Schedule

Week One (Jan. 25)
Overview of course and what it will cover. Discussion of planning investigative stories. Discussion of document trails and people trails. Discussion of searching government records. Discussion of using open records laws. 
We will talk about conceiving of story ideas through reading, research and observation. One of your first tasks will be to get out into the field to do what is known as a walk-around or drive.
around. Investigative reporting makes visible the invisible, but there are two kinds of “invisible.” 
One invisible is the secrets that are kept by governments, businesses or people that affect the public good. The second is the invisible of the familiar. That is, it is right in front of us but we don’t see it because we don’t look hard enough or because we are so used to seeing it. It could be the homeless, it could be blighted buildings, it could be dangerous intersections or any set of other activities. 
So get off campus and into Champaign or Urbana and look around and come up with three story ideas that could turn into investigations.

Again, you need to purchase the “Investigative Reporters Handbook” immediately because of the reading assignments and you need to become a member of IRE.

Reading assignments: 

The Reporters Handbook: Preface, Introduction and Chapters 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5
Investigative Journalism status
http://gijn.org/2015/02/20/investigative-reporting-unleashed-from-withering-watchdogs-to-global-muckrakers/
Web assignment: 

Review the IRE and NICAR Net Tour (www.ire.org/training/nettour), Paul Myers Research Clinic, and the home page of the IRE Resource Center, (www.ire.org). Review the Web sites of The Reporters Committee for Freedom of the Press, www.rcfp.org and find the summary of the Open Records law for Illinois at that site.

Document assignment: 

Review the public/ legal notices from one day of the News-Gazette.  They will include requests for bids for government contracts, auctions of foreclosed properties, and court notices such as name changes or the settling of estates of deceased persons. 

Your memo should include the results of your walk-around/drive-arounds and comments on your reading and Web assignments that talk about questions and story ideas that the legal ads raise.  Please turn in a page of legal ads with your memo with an intriguing or puzzling one circled.

Week Two (Feb. 1)
We will have discussion of results of searches of legal notices and results from walk- 
arounds/drive arounds. Discussion of property searches as a model for following document trails. Discussion of proposed projects. Exercise in checking property and tax records on specific commercial records.

Reading assignment: Reporter’s Handbook: Chapters 6 and 7 and Chapter 20.
Web assignment: Selections from Extra!Extra! on the subprime lending scandal and other real estate scams
Document assignment: Checking property and tax records on a specific property in Champaign County.

Web assignment: Review city and county Web sites particularly for property and tax information. Memo should include summary of documents available on Web sites of city and county.

Memo 2 and story proposals, Friday, Feb. 5.
Week Three (Feb. 8) 

Review of city and county records. Bring to class a copy of one page from the property you are researching and notes on the latest property tax bill. Memo should include list of basic real estate records to be found in a real estate search.
Reading assignment: Reporter's Handbook: Read Chapters 8 and 9. Re-read and review Chapter 20
Web assignment:  Look at www.Searchsystems.net and other public records databases. Do “Deep Web” searches. Read one story from Extra!Extra! and take notes on where documents came from.

Memo 3 due on Thursday, Feb. 11. 
Week Four (Feb. 15)
Discussion of local government coverage: cities and counties. Discussion of basic documents for local coverage and budgets. Discussion of local government ethics. Discussion on kinds of stories to be pursued during the semester. Discussion of obtaining documents and databases, both from the Web and in hard copy.

Reading assignment:1) Reporter’s Handbook: Chapters 10 and 11.

2) Selection from Extra!Extra! or investigative center Web sites.
Web assignment: Review county court records. Review the U.S. Bureau of Census site. Review Web site for licensing of professionals in the state of Illinois.

Document assignment:  See if there is a economic interest disclosure or conflict of interest statement for a city council member and if so, obtain it. Also, find where campaign finance reports for a city council member are kept. Obtain the summary (one to two pages) from the Web of a city budget with expenditures. 
Memo 4 due on Thursday, Feb. 18.

Week Five (Feb. 22)
Review of the city budget. Review of court records. Backgrounding individuals and businesses online. Making good use of libraries. Making good use of the IRE Resource Center and Poynter Institute. 
Reading assignments: 1) Reporter's Handbook: Chapters 12 and 13.

2) Selection from Extra!Extra! or investigative center Web site.
Web assignment: Research the Web sites of the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission and the Illinois Secretary of State.

Document assignment: Obtain the form for a local business license and the cover page of a 10-K for a corporation. See if you can download the cover page of incorporation papers for a local business.

Memo 5 due on Thursday, Feb. 25. 

Week Six (Feb. 29)
Discussion of cultivating sources, interviewing and of ethics in dealing with sources and whistleblowers.  Discussion of project planning and organization.  Overview of computer-assisted reporting. Investigative uses of spreadsheets and mapping software. 

Discussion of story progress.  A review of documents not used enough, such as the Uniform Commercial Code.

Reading Assignments: 1) Selections from IRE’s Extra!Extra! and resource center tip sheet on interviewing and cultivating sources.

2) Reporter’s Handbook: Chapters 14.

Web assignment:  Find Web sites dealing with whistleblowers. Also find sites including inspectors general and the Government Accountability Office. 

Document assignment: Obtain the cover sheet on a GAO report related to your topic.  Get an electronic copy of a law related to your story.

Database assignment: Find a useful state or local dataset on the Web and download and sort in Excel.

Memo 6 due on March 4. 
Week Seven (March 7)

Discussion of covering business. Discussion of investigating licensed businesses.

Review of investigating the judiciary basic documents and sources for civil suits. Story discussion.

Reading assignment: 1) Reporter's Handbook: Review Chapters 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5. Read Chapter 15.  

2) Selections from Extra!Extra! or an investigative center Web site.
Web assignment: Review Web sites on nonprofits and on insurance regulation.

Memo 7 due Thursday, March 10.

Week Eight (March 14)

Discussion of investigating federal and state agencies.  Discussion of investigating the legislatures, Congress and lobbyists.  Discussion of government ethics.  Discussion of state and federal watchdog agencies.  Discussion of story progress.

Reading Assignments:1) Reporter’s Handbook: Chapters 16 and 17.
2) Selections from IRE Extra!Extra! and the Center for Public Integrity.

Web assignment: Research Illinois’s Web site on the legislature and on the filing of economic interest reports.
Document assignment: 

Find a state lobbyist report and an economic interest filing for a state legislator or official. Research a federal agency's Web site, the Government Accountability Office Web site on that agency, and an inspector general web site on that agency.  Also, look up privacy laws on the Thomas Web site. 

Memo 8 due on March 17.
Week Nine (March 21)
NO CLASS – Spring break
Week Ten (March 28) Further discussion of regulation, licensing and inspection.  Discussion of ethics of licensed professionals, particularly in health, law and securities. Oral reports on project progress.

Reading assignments: 

1) Reporter's Handbook:  Chapters 18 and 19.
2) Selections from the book "Blind Eye."

3) Selections from IRE’s Extra!Extra!

Web assignment: 

Review and critique one web site of the Illinois government on a group of licensed professionals and disciplinary records and report on possible stories to follow. Download the annual report of a licensing board if you can.
Document assignment: 

Obtain an ethics code for a licensed professional group.
Turn in first draft of story if you are only doing one.

Reading assignment: 1) Reporter's Handbook: Chapters 21. 

2) Selections from IRE’s Extra!Extra! or the Center for Investigative Reporting.

Document and Web assignment: Profile a local hospital. Use GuideStar and IRS Web sites.

Get a 990 report of local nonprofit such as the human society or United Way. Obtain a hospital accreditation report. Obtain a nursing home report.

Memo 9 due on Thursday, March 31.
Week Eleven (April 4)
Discussion of investigations involving the environment. Substantial discussion of projects.

Reading assignments:1) Reporters Handbook: Review Chapter  17 and 18.
2) Selections from Extra!Extra! or investigative center web site.
Web assignment: Review the Web sites of the EPA, Illinois EPA, and the Society for Environmental Journalists. 

Document assignment: Obtain a toxic release (TRI) report from the EPA for a local industry. See if you can find five databases on the state environmental protection site. Obtain a hazardous materials report from the federal EPA.
Memo 10 due on Thursday, April 7.
Week Twelve (April 11)

Discussion of investigating financial institutions and lenders.

Discussion of stories and investigating utilities. Discussion of projects and presenting projects on the Web.

Reading assignments:Selections from IRE’s Extra!Extra! 

Reporters Handbook: Review Chapter  15.
Web and document assignments: Research local financial institutions on federal and state Web sites.  Profile one local financial institution.

Memo 11 due on Thursday, April 14.
Week Thirteen (April 18)
Discussion of crime and courts investigations.

Discussion of story progress and review of early drafts and stories.
Reading Assignments: Selections from IRE’s Extra!Extra!.

Reporter’s Handbook: Review Chapters 10 and 11.
Web assignment: Find a local court Web site and a federal courts Web site. Research Illinois’s bail law.  What are the standards?  How does posting bond work? View the FBI Web site and the Bureau of Justice Statistics. Discussion of editing and fact-checking a project.

Document assignment:  Obtain a court docket, a probate court document and a police crime report. Get the FBI statistics on crime in Illinois.
Memo 12 due on Thursday, April 21.

Week Fourteen (April 25)

Reporting on poverty and the underground economy. Discussion of quick cash, title loans, labor issues and immigration. Discussion of stories.  Review of projects and stories.

Memo 13 due on Thursday, April 28.
Week Fifteen (May 2)
Wrap up on stories.
Also, individual meetings during the week of May 4.
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