We at The New Press would like to say thanks to Jo Ellen for inviting us to judge the awards for the second year. For those of you who don’t know The New Press, we’re a not-for-profit press and we publish books that are geared toward making a more equitable and humane society. Which sounds great in the abstract, but it’s easy to forget why we do what we do, until confronted with articles like the ones we read for this year’s award. 

Looking at all the submissions this year, the whole group spoke very powerfully to the problem of inequality. Collectively, the pieces drove home the scale of the problem: whether it’s income inequality, lack of equitable education or simply powerful institutions that go unchecked, the scope of inequality exposed here is huge. So huge it made me think of a line from Emily DePrang’s piece on police brutality for the Texas Observer. She quotes an officer in the Houston Police Department who’s trying to describe how apathy creeps into a department, and he says, “You’re around all this horror-show stuff enough and it just stops being so horrible after a while. You’re around a lot of people who are in pain caused by you, caused by other people, caused by a lot of different stuff, and the human heart only has a certain capacity. You hit a limit in there somewhere and it just shuts down.” 

Every piece we read took a very difficult subject and looked at it without flinching, or minimizing, or shutting down. There were five pieces in particular that stood out as good examples of media stepping into places that we’d rather not go, and digging deeper into issues that we tend to gloss over:
1- The Life and Death of Crystal Wilson, by Monica Potts for the American Prospect. 

We loved the way this piece showed the power of narrative to bring a statistical anomaly to life. The piece was empathetic and deeply moving, and especially haunting for the glimpse it gave of the millions of women who have died in circumstances similar to crystal Wilson. The piece spurred a Senate Subcommittee on Primary Health and Aging to hold a hearing on differences in life expectancy due to income inequality, education level, and race.
2- The Horror Every Day by Emily DePrang for the Texas Observer

This piece serves as a reminder that despite the progress people THINK we’ve made since Rodney King, police departments still operate with impunity. DePrang’s story showed patterns and describes a really shocking lack of accountability in the Houston PD, and holds it up to public accountability. In response to the piece, HPD announced a pilot program to outfit 100 officers with body cameras to help resolve citizen complaints.
3- Fed Up by Michelle Chen for MS magazine

We loved the way Chen’s piece integrated a number of social issues (education, poverty, access to work, access to healthcare, access to opportunity). And the revelation that, because so many of the workers must rely on social services to make ends meet, taxpayers are actually shouldering costs that fast-food companies should be paying. In terms of impact, Chen’s piece became a rallying point for protests by fast-food workers in Los Angeles in December 2013.
4- The Wage Theft Epidemic by Spencer Woodman for In These Times

As a stand alone piece, this does an amazing job of putting a name and a face on the phenomenon of wage theft – something that most salaried individuals are not aware of. It delves into the personal impact of this corporate policy and also hints what the practice means on a national level. A little over a week after the story was published—and after copies had been sent to Virginia legislators—the Virginia General Assembly voted to restore funding to the state's wage-and-hour enforcement unit, ensuring that these workers now have advocates once again.
5- The Science of Citizenship by Belle Boggs for Orion magazine

This piece is a substantial contribution to the conversations on standardized testing and inequality in education. But it goes farther than that, to examine science education's role in democracy and citizenship.

