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 MISTREATED  Kids in the Acadiana Center 
for Youth in St. Martinville, Louisiana, 
were mistreated even by the state agencies 
that sent them to juvenile lock-up in the 
first place, according to our reporting 
with NBC News and ProPublica. Our story 
shed light on the teens’ deplorable living 
conditions in around-the-clock solitary 
confinement, shackled with leg irons and 
deprived of an education. One expert 
called it “child abuse.” The story produced 
three types of impact:

• State lawmakers repeatedly cited our 
investigation at two committee hearings, 
where participants heard gut-wrenching 
testimony about solitary confinement in 
the youth justice system. “I lost part of 
who I was as a human being,” recounted 
one young man. “My need to feel loved. My need to feel in 
control of my life.” After the hearings, lawmakers quickly 
advanced a new bill placing strict limits on solitary con-
finement for children in Louisiana. 

• Advocates, including the Equal Justice Initiative and 
Juvenile Justice Exchange, shared the story with their 
national audiences. Atlanta rapper T.I. “Tip” Harris cre-
ated a one-minute video about Acadiana, and his social 
justice group called on Louisiana Gov. John Bel Edwards 
to shut the center down. Harris’ video then rippled out 
to a huge audience, including activist Tamika D. Mallory, 
who reposted the video on Instagram to her million-plus 
followers. A local group called Families and Friends of 
Louisiana’s Incarcerated Children incorporated our report 
in statements they sent to local media and policymakers. 

• Other media covered the story widely. Louisiana’s largest 
newspaper, The Advocate, reprinted our story in its local 
editions in Baton Rouge, Acadiana, and New Orleans. 
The paper also published stinging editorials condemning 
conditions at the facility and the secrecy surrounding its 
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creation. Then The Advocate’s newsroom went further, 
making its own request for state records and writing a 
follow-up story to our investigation. NBC’s streaming news 
service featured commentary from Louisiana lawmakers 
and an interview by The Marshall Project’s Beth Schwartz-
apfel with an Acadiana detainee. Meanwhile, our partner-
ships with NBC News and ProPublica alsogreatly expanded 
our national reach.

TAKING FOSTER FUNDS  In 2021, The Marshall Project 
revealed that almost every state was taking federal benefits 
meant for foster children. Our investigation, co-published 
with NPR, was a finalist for the 2022 Pulitzer Prize for 
National Reporting. And it continues to prompt local 
governments to take action: 

• New York City’s Administration for Children’s Services has 
stopped the practice of taking Social Security checks meant 
for children in foster care and using that money to cover 
the cost of their care. 

• Connecticut’s State Senate passed a bill outlawing the prac-
tice; a bill has also passed in the House.

• Nebraska passed legislation to require the Department of 
Health and Human Services to notify children in foster care 
about their Social Security benefits and provide informa-
tion on the use of any benefits. 

• In Philadelphia, a city council member has introduced 
legislation that would ban the city from taking Social 
Security benefits belonging to children in foster care for 
the city’s general fund. She learned about the practice 
from a Philadelphia Inquirer story that was inspired by our 
investigation and relied heavily on our data.

Right: The Marshall Project’s  
Beth Schwartzapfel interviews  
St. Martinville detainee Ben. 

Below: Teens escaped  
the harsh lockup by digging  

holes in cell walls.
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 DIRTY METRICS  Operation Lone Star 
is Texas’ most expensive border security 
initiative to date. Gov. Greg Abbott touts 
the program’s many accomplishments 
on the campaign trail as he seeks 
re-election. But has it been effective? 
After months of analyzing data from the 
state’s Department of Public Safety, we 
published a four-part series questioning 
claims about the controversial program. 
What we found: Arrests of U.S. citizens 
hundreds of miles from the border and 
drug busts from across the state were all 
cited as Operation Lone Star’s border 
policing success. 

Two weeks later, 15 public defense 
offices called on the U.S. Department of 
Justice to investigate the border program 
for making arrests based on race and 
national origin. The public defenders 
noted that more than 3,000 people have 
been arrested, the overwhelming major-
ity of whom are Latino and Black men.

The Dallas Morning News published an 
editorial chastising the state for using 
“dirty metrics” to pump up the program, 
while the Austin American-Statesman’s 
editorial called the border mission “long 
on hype, short on proof.” Our reporters 
conducted local radio interviews in 
English and Spanish, including Texas 
Public Radio, Houston Public Radio, 
City Limits en Español, and Radio 
Bilingue. Our investigation was also 
published in Spanish with Al Dia Dallas.

At the national level, CBS Mornings  
ran “Inside Operation Lone Star,” 
a lengthy segment questioning the 
controvertsial program’s effectiveness, 

and The Washington Post also our work 
in a major story. 

 VOTING CONFUSION  Sometimes a 
story creates impact even before it is 
published. That’s what happened with 
our investigation into voting rights for 
formerly incarcerated people in Colora-
do, when our reporting prompted local 
officials to recognize a problem they had 
overlooked—and make changes. 

The Marshall Project’s Ilica Mahajan got 
a tip from a mother who was confused 
by the forms her son received after he 
was paroled, telling him clearly that 
he was ineligible to vote. The Colorado 
state legislature had reversed that ban 
in 2019, restoring voting rights to 11,000 
people on parole. Ilica quickly dug into 
the story, working with reporter Alex 
Arriaga and others on our data team, 
which recently won the prestigious 
Sigma award for our work on the voting 
rights of formerly incarcerated people. 

The day before our article was pub-
lished, the Colorado Secretary of State 
notified us that his office had updated 
its erroneous voter information form. 

Our story, co-published with the 
Colorado Sun, brought awareness to the 
general public. But we also wanted our 
reporting to reach incarcerated audienc-
es, so Arriaga and data reporter Andrew 
Calderón appeared on Inside Wire, the 
first statewide prison radio station in 
the U.S. The conversation clarified the 
confusing information around parol-
ees’ right to vote and also gave some 
insight into the reporting process. The 
interview aired in all facilities run by the 

Colorado Department of Corrections, 
which reaches up to 14,000 incarcerated 
listeners, hundreds of CDOC staff, and 
listeners on the outside.

 JUDGED  Courts are one of the least 
transparent parts of the criminal justice 
system. That’s what makes The Marshall 
Project’s Testify—the culmination of 
more than a year of data analysis and 
community outreach—so unique. We 
took a deep dive into Cuyahoga County’s 
criminal court system and the individual 
records of its 34 judges. Some of them al-
most never send defendants to prison for 
charges like theft and drug possession. 
Others incarcerate one in three defen-
dants. Meanwhile, 30% of the county’s 
residents are Black, but three-quarters of 
the people convicted in Cuyahoga courts 
and sent to state prison are Black.

We didn’t expect an immediate impact 
for our ongoing series. But we know that 
the county’s judges held an in-person 
meeting just days after our investigation 
appeared, and discussed our findings. 
And we know that our publication 
strategy made the story virtually un-
missable: Testify appeared in no fewer 
than seven different local media outlets 
in Cleveland. 

These media partners ranged from the 
local NPR affiliate IdeaStream, to a 
Black community radio station serving 
the Kinsman neighborhood and those 
adjacent to it. One of our seven partners 
was Cleveland Documenters, a local 
group that organizes and employs 
people to ferret out public information. 
Members of Cleveland Documenters 
worked with us to solicit input into our 
reporting priorities, as well as to distrib-
ute our reporting among communities 
who have been directly affected by the 
criminal justice system.

Because county judges are elected, the 
long-term strategy for impact may roll 
out over time—through raising public 
awareness about both the role of judges 
in the system and their sentencing 
records as individuals. Powerful local ad-
vocacy groups like the Cleveland NAACP 
and the ACLU of Ohio shared Testify 
on social media. The Greater Cleveland 
Congregations, a consortium of local 
faith groups from across Cuyahoga 
County, organized a community forum 
for residents to meet with candidates 
seeking election to the judicial bench. 

PHOTO ILLUSTRATION BY JOHN WHITLOCK

https://www.themarshallproject.org/2022/03/21/texas-says-its-multi-billion-dollar-border-operation-is-working-the-evidence-tells-a-different-story
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LMaCijmTKM6cRjOTlCS0uSgpJoIeFGCR/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LMaCijmTKM6cRjOTlCS0uSgpJoIeFGCR/view
https://www.dallasnews.com/opinion/editorials/2022/03/25/texas-needs-an-independent-review-of-operation-lone-star/
https://www.statesman.com/story/opinion/2022/03/27/editorial-gov-greg-abbotts-border-mission-lacks-transparency-and-reliable-data/7146407001/
https://www.dallasnews.com/espanol/al-dia/noticias-texas/2022/03/25/texas-asegura-que-operativo-fronterizo-para-atrapar-migrantes-funciona-datos-cuentan-otra-historia/
https://www.cbsnews.com/video/an-inside-look-at-operation-lone-star/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2022/04/20/abbott-texas-campaign/
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2022/03/24/paroled-people-can-vote-in-colorado-why-did-forms-say-they-couldn-t
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2022/04/13/the-marshall-project-wins-two-sigma-awards-for-data-journalism
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2021/06/23/millions-of-people-with-felonies-can-now-vote-most-don-t-know-it
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2021/06/23/millions-of-people-with-felonies-can-now-vote-most-don-t-know-it
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2022/03/24/paroled-people-can-vote-in-colorado-why-did-forms-say-they-couldn-t
https://liberalarts.du.edu/prison-arts/our-work/inside-wire-radio
https://testify.themarshallproject.org/
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2022/01/27/we-asked-people-in-cleveland-what-they-want-to-know-about-judges
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2022/01/27/we-asked-people-in-cleveland-what-they-want-to-know-about-judges
https://twitter.com/NaacpCleveland/status/1486828563038973952
https://twitter.com/acluohio/status/1486851630880509956

