
To the judges: 

The story of seclusion and physical restraint in Illinois public schools went untold for two decades, and 
misuse of these practices went unaddressed as well.  

Looking back at the obstacles and ethical dilemmas they faced in 2019, reporters Jodi S. Cohen and 
Jennifer Smith Richards now know why. 

Most schools wouldn’t let the reporters see their small, stark seclusion rooms, or even step inside the 
buildings. Some of the children who had spent time inside them were nonverbal — they could not 
describe what had happened to them. 

And many families and school employees were reluctant to tell their stories; no one had listened before, 
so why should they bother? 

But Cohen, of ProPublica Illinois, and the Chicago Tribune’s Smith Richards wouldn’t quit until they had 
the story, in all its complexity and troubling detail. 

The reporters, joined by ProPublica Illinois reporting fellow Lakeidra Chavis, obtained and analyzed more 
than 50,000 pages of incident reports that no one had reviewed before and used them to build a database 
of more than 35,000 incidents of seclusion and restraint that took place during 15 months of school. 

They set out across the state, sitting in living rooms and coffee shops with families to give voice to those 
who had felt silenced for years. 

The resulting investigation, “The Quiet Rooms,” documented unlawful use of seclusion and restraint as 
well as trauma to children, prompting swift action by Illinois’ governor and the state’s education 
department. State officials banned locked seclusion the day after the first story published. Illinois 
lawmakers and members of Congress now are working to ban the practice in the state and across the 
country. 

To write sensitively about these vulnerable children and create that kind of broad impact, reporters 
tackled several thorny ethical issues. 

Faced with writing broadly about the use of rooms that journalists  largely were not permitted to see, 
reporters sought alternative ways to be certain they could fairly describe typical seclusion spaces. 



When they met with families whose children felt comfortable talking about their own experiences with 
isolation, Smith Richards and Cohen asked the parents: Do you think it would be harmful for your child to 
draw what the isolation space looked like? 

After careful discussion and sensitivity to how the child might feel, reporters collected drawings and 
ultimately published several with permission so that the spaces could be seen from the child’s 
perspective. Reporters also filed public-records requests for schematic drawings, floor plans and room 
characteristics to map the dimensions of seclusion areas and sought images to provide visual 
confirmation of the spaces. 

Many parents were reluctant to speak with reporters, worried that they would imperil their child’s 
enrollment at schools they viewed as their only or last option.  

Smith Richards and Cohen worked hard to communicate how the journalistic process works, what to 
expect when stories published, and what the impact might be of telling personal stories in a news 
investigation. They explained that the stories and photos would be published in print in the Tribune, and 
on the websites of both ProPublica and the Chicago Tribune. They also explained that, through Creative 
Commons, the stories likely would be published by other news organizations as well. 

Jace, a boy whose story reporters wanted to tell, had died a year earlier. Reporters called, visited, sent 
certified letters, and reached out to his parents through social media for about six months, but didn’t hear 
back. Believing it was important his family knew what reporters had learned from documents — and what 
we planned to publish — about Jace’s disturbing seclusion experience, Cohen and Smith Richards drove 
a final time for three hours to knock on doors in the family’s town. They left notes in mailboxes and, later 
that night, while driving back to Chicago, they got a call from the boy’s mother, who wanted to meet. 
Reporters turned the car around, drove back to town and talked with the family until 1 a.m.  

The details were difficult for the family to read and hear, yet Jace’s mother said she was thankful to know 
what happened. “I don’t want that to happen to any other kids,” she said. 

Reporters also were transparent with school officials under scrutiny in the stories, reviewing the data with 
them and answering questions about the reporting process.Those sources said the reporters’ 
forthrightness and empathy was important. “We appreciate the time that you spent talking to us to ensure 
that we all had common understandings of how the data was interpreted and the time you took to ensure 
that our information was accurately reported,” one superintendent wrote to reporters after the stories 
published. “Positive results of your investigation are that we have taken steps to look at our procedures 
and practices more closely and to self-monitor our documentation for accuracy.” 

In all, reporters interviewed more than 120 people for the investigation. Every decision about using a 
child’s name or likeness was discussed in detail inside the news organizations and with the parents; some 
children were photographed without view of their faces and some identified only by first name.  

Early in the reporting, Smith Richards and Cohen met with a family who had video of their child in a 
seclusion room. The parents were unsure about whether they wanted it to be made public. They 
ultimately decided to share it, but before publishing it, reporters discussed with the family how the video 
would be used and read them the transcript. Reporters also contacted the family members of an 
employee depicted in the video who had died months earlier.  



After the stories published, reporters stayed in touch with families and were always available to answer 
their questions. They also continued to speak with school officials whose districts had been the subject of 
the investigation and found themselves suddenly in the spotlight.  

Publication of “The Quiet Rooms” has led to concrete reforms and promises of additional change on a 
number of fronts. Responding a day after publication, Illinois Gov. J.B. Pritzker called the state’s seclusion 
practices “appalling.” State officials issued emergency rules prohibiting schools from putting children into 
isolated timeout behind locked doors and put new restrictions on the use of physical restraint.  

For the first time, the state is monitoring timeout and restraint and is requiring schools to notify state 
officials within 48 hours of using one of the interventions. Districts were required to send the state data on 
their use of seclusion and restraint dating back three school years.  

The state board plans to enact new rules on seclusion and restraint this spring that would require 
additional training that includes de-escalation techniques, restorative practices and behavior 
management. School employees would be required to have training every year instead of every two. 

Members of the General Assembly have proposed bills banning seclusion and severely limiting physical 
restraint. 

Just as important, families who lacked information and a voice now have a path forward. Parents who had 
been left in the dark on what happens in seclusion rooms are seeking documents from schools and 
pressing officials for more information, aided by information published as part of the project. Already, 
schools have begun reconfiguring isolation rooms, removing doors and turning them into more welcoming 
places. 

“In the current environment, it can feel like efforts to bring positive change to the world are met with 
nothing but closed doors,” one reader wrote to reporters. “Your hard work proves otherwise. You literally 
opened the doors for these kids.” 
 
For work that was distinguished by its journalistic values as well as its ethical decision-making, we proudly 
nominate “The Quiet Rooms” for the Anthony Shadid Award for Journalism Ethics. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
  
Louise Kiernan 
Editor in Chief 
ProPublica Illinois 
  
George Papajohn 
Associate Managing Editor, Investigations 
Chicago Tribune 
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