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Chapter 1: Introduction

[W]e all know if you don’t pay attention, and economic forces shape everything, that
doesn’t work out for a lot of people. So I think if the media’s not paying attention and the
community’s not paying attention, then you can end up with surprises down the line of:

How did we get here? Why does this look this way? Why does this not work? Why can

these people not afford to live here anymore? Why has this neighborhood changed so

much?
—Former reporter for a major newspaper

In 2013, I moved 10 minutes across the border from Washington, D.C., to Hyattsville,
Maryland, where I could afford to buy a house. My new home was on a block of modest, post—
World War II brick homes, where my neighbors represented at least six different countries of
birth. Most were homeowners and had lived there at least a decade, some much longer. My
neighborhood reflected the demographics of the city at large—approximately one-third White,
one-third Black, and one-third Latinx.

Soon after I moved to Hyattsville, I attended a community meeting where the city was
soliciting feedback from residents to update the city’s strategic plan. We sat at tables and
discussed community needs, then facilitators asked us to add sticky-note answers to a series of
question boards around the room. One asked what kind of businesses or services we would like
to see in the West Hyattsville neighborhood, which had (and still has) a small commercial district
that includes a bakery, pupuseria, Mexican restaurant, dog groomer, barbershop, several liquor
stores, Latinx grocery, gas station, Chinese carryout, multinational bank, used car dealership,
laundromat, and 7-11. Some storefronts there have struggled to stay occupied, and pedestrian

infrastructure has been lacking. The neighborhood has more Latinx residents than the eastern

part of Hyattsville.



I was astonished to see the answer one participant had posted on the board: “Ann Taylor
Loft.” I wondered if this person had ever been to West Hyattsville. Apparently, they were a
resident of the city. Perhaps, like me, they were a recent transplant, drawn to the area because of
proximity to transit and D.C., as well as walkable amenities and a small-town feel. Perhaps, like
me, they had chosen the Route 1 corridor because it still had “affordable” starter homes. Perhaps,
like me, they had become exhausted and alienated by D.C.’s obsession with luxury and high
concept. Perhaps.

Twelve years later, the racial and ethnic demographics of the city and my neighborhood
are similar, but median income in the area has risen and more young families are moving in. My
house has doubled in value. To the west of me, major new housing developments hug the West
Hyattsville and Hyattsville Crossing Metro stations. To the east, renovated storefronts and new
mixed-use projects flank Route 1 from the D.C. line up through College Park, home to the
University of Maryland. Much of this development in the “Route 1 corridor” sits in the Prince
George’s Gateway Arts District (GAD), established in 2001 as a local-county-state effort to
foster economic growth in Mount Rainier, Brentwood, North Brentwood, and Hyattsville—the
four Route 1 municipalities that border D.C. (see Figure 1). The GAD, which offers city, county,
and state tax incentives for arts-related development, was created to capitalize on the existing
artist activity in the neighborhoods and court “creative class” residents and visitors. The county
plan called for, among other things, mixed-use development and increased density that can
“infuse the areas with new residents who can enliven the streets and support commercial retail”
(Maryland-National Capital Park and Planning Commission, 2004, p. 11).

The changes in and near my city of Hyattsville do not surprise me. For nearly 20 years, |

have watched investment pour into Washington, D.C., along with a wealthier, Whiter population



that has displaced lower income, recent immigrant, and longtime Black residents, many of whom
have sought more affordable places to live in the suburbs. By 2011, “Chocolate City” was no
longer majority Black. And it was running out of space for new development. Gentrification
began radiating out to the suburbs, accelerating in places with local redevelopment efforts and
public infrastructure projects.

Figure 1

Map of the Gateway Arts District
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In the GAD municipalities, change has happened more slowly over the last several
decades than it did in D.C. For Prince George’s County as a whole—majority-Black since the
1990s, when many middle-class residents left D.C. and moved into the county—disinvestment
after White flight resulting from school desegregation and the 1968 Fair Housing Act has been a
long-term challenge. County and city leaders have worked hard to court development, but
despite having high-wealth neighborhoods, the county has not been able to build a commercial
property tax base equal to neighboring counties. Residents along Route 1, which sits in the
northern part of the county next to northeast D.C., have long called for the same level of retail
and amenities to which other metro-area communities have access. Many have wished for more
redevelopment—when public and private actors invest in a neighborhood to renovate or
demolish existing structures and rebuild spaces to court new retail, services, and other amenities
and increase economic activity.

When the GAD was created, Route 1 was home to many used car lots and auto-related
businesses, as well as vacant buildings and lots. The county rezoned the area for arts-related
uses, prohibiting uses such as automotive-related, repair shops, and other light industrial
endeavors. New public and private funding went to arts programming, festivals, public art
projects, galleries, and an “Art Lives Here” branding campaign. Developers partnered with the
county and local community development organizations to build artist live/work spaces. The
county and cities courted arts nonprofits, as well as a major new townhouse community replete
with an organic grocery and local and national chain restaurants. By 2010, these effort—
combined with metro-area investment patterns and populations shifts—accelerated development
in the GAD, bringing more new housing, new businesses, and new residents. Housing prices

rose. Across the four GAD municipalities, median rents increased 52% between 2000 and 2020



and the median home value increased from 80%—120%. The median household income in the
four towns increased 15%-20%. In 2021, according to a guide to GAD arts education resources
published by the Hyattsville Community Development Corporation and arts nonprofit Joe’s
Movement Emporium (2021), the district was the “home of more than 500 artists, 150 studios
and a dozen artist collectives” (p. 5). There is little documentation on the number of artists in the
area when the GAD began, but some sources point to several hundred.

The area was changing. The physical transformation was obvious, but as the “great
inversion” of wealth and people into D.C. showed, change also has much to do with how we talk
about place and who has the power to define it. “Place” is constituted by the meaning residents
and business owners attach to it, and in D.C. conflicts arose around contestations of place
identity, including the names of neighborhoods, the location of new construction, and who or
what activities belonged in a place. People were physically displaced by gentrification, but also
culturally and politically displaced (Hyra, 2014). How people talked about place mattered,
including who was doing the talking for what purpose—be it mayors, developers, longtime
residents, anti-displacement advocates, or newcomers. As cultural geographers and other
theorists of space and place have argued, places are “made and remade through networks that
involve people, practices, languages and representations” (Hubbard, 2010, p. 5). Places are
constituted by subjective lived experience and the ways in which that experience is articulated by
people both inside and outside that space.

While place will always mean different things to different people, the power to define
place in public discourse conveys power to effect change there. By “discourse,” I mean ways of
thinking that “appear across a range of texts, and as forms of conduct, at a number of different

institutional sites within society” (Hall et al., 2013, p. 29). Discourses produce knowledge, and



journalists have the power to re/produce knowledge. In news stories, discourses of place—
repeated ways of thinking and talking about geographical areas—can spur or shore up public
policies. Journalists can reproduce pro or con discourses about redevelopment and change,
paving the way for new activity or foregrounding concerns about impacts.

As I watched development progress in the GAD, I noticed that outlets like the
Washington Post seemed to more frequently run stories about the area’s new high-end housing,
breweries, shops, and restaurant openings. Some hyperlocal outlets also ran celebratory stories
about new developments breaking ground or new arts-focused businesses opening. Many stories
in all types of outlets touted the GAD and arts-related development and activities in the area. (To
be clear, as a resident, I read these stories for news about new restaurants or shops to visit. I
attended some of these arts events.)

However, as the area grew less affordable, I also began to pay attention to whether
journalists were covering that, and I wondered if, years earlier, they had reported on the eventual
possibility of this outcome in the newly created arts district. [ heard my neighbors comment they
would not be able to afford their home if they were buying today. Census data showed that by
2020, 50% of renters across the four GAD municipalities were cost-burdened, meaning 30% or
more of their monthly income was going toward rent (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). Then, starting
around 2017, the topic of affordability began appearing more frequently in news reporting about
GAD development. In 2020, Hyattsville conducted its first housing affordability study, and in
2022 Mount Rainier passed a rent stabilization ordinance. In 2024, Prince George’s passed a
county-wide rent stabilization law.

If I looked back at the reporting on redevelopment in the arts district, would journalists

explain how we got here? How were journalists contributing to discourses of arts-led



redevelopment? Whose ideas about change—and what kind of places these neighborhoods were,
could be, and should be—were journalists using? Older research on news coverage of
gentrification in the 1980s and 1990s (not specific to the D.C. region) showed that most
journalism acted as a booster for “revitalization” and redevelopment, but more recent studies
pointed to greater complexity in coverage and more journalistic awareness about those at the
losing end of gentrification (Brown-Saracino & Rumpf, 2011; Parisi & Holcomb, 1994; Smith,
1996). I wondered how journalists were covering redevelopment in places where change was
proceeding at a much slower pace than in neighboring D.C.

At the same time, regional news outlets—those covering the entire D.C. metro area—
were laying off local reporters or shuttering altogether. The GAD municipalities had never been
consistently covered by regional newspapers, radio, or TV, and now there were fewer reporters
on the ground. Some outlets were down to only one reporter covering the whole county. When I
began my research in 2018, three hyperlocal outlets were covering GAD municipalities, one of
which was brand-new and lasted only a couple of years. Another, the monthly Hyattsville Life &
Times, relied heavily on volunteer reporters and cycled through varying levels of staff capacity.
The Hyattsville Wire, which posts about all Route 1 suburbs, is a one-woman lifestyle news site.
One local (county) paper and a regional outlet ceased publication during my research; another
county paper had shuttered several years earlier. And while the Washington Post at one time had
at least 10 reporters covering the county, a former reporter told me that had been reduced to only
a couple. My research would show how the shifting and understaffed news media landscape

impacted the way development was covered.



This dissertation examines how journalists and journalism re/produced discourse about
redevelopment, neighborhood change, and gentrification in the GAD municipalities in their
reporting from approximately 2000 to 2022. Using reflexive thematic analysis (which I define
and explain in Chapter 3), I examine 175 news texts for recurring narratives about development,
including how journalists describe and explain resulting changes and whose ideas about
redevelopment are presented as authoritative. I also look at differences in coverage between
types of news outlets and during different time periods. Then, using semi-structured interviews
with journalists who have reported on development in the GAD, I examine how journalists
approach reporting on development issues and how they understand their role in development
processes and neighborhood change.

I take a critical approach, given my central concern: how discourses of place and
redevelopment can underpin or undermine social and economic power relations by articulating
who and what belong. I contribute to the small body of research on both the relationship between
journalism, development, and gentrification, and the relationship between journalism, arts
districts, and arts-focused economic development. I offer insight into how journalists cover
places in the early or middle stages of gentrification, as opposed to intensely and rapidly
gentrifying neighborhoods such as those in D.C. This research also contributes to the scholarship
on suburban redevelopment and metro-level demographic shifts. As Lung-Amam (2024) has
noted, little research investigates the spread of gentrification patterns from D.C. into the city’s
older, inner ring suburbs. In the arena of journalism studies, I contribute to research on how
journalists engage in placemaking through news, how they represent sub/urban spaces, and how

they construct community in their reporting. Finally, this dissertation illustrates how the critical



decline in local reporting intersects with economic patterns that deeply impact news audiences
and are reshaping communities.

I identify three major discourses of redevelopment in news coverage of the Prince
George’s GAD over a 20-year period. These discourses established a basis for understanding
change along Route 1, casting development as largely positive and beneficial for the
neighborhoods and the product of a grassroots community-driven effort. Journalists also
perpetuated the arts identity of the neighborhood and the idea that arts-driven redevelopment was
a common-sense way to resurrect the Route 1 corridor and municipalities. I argue these
discourses constructed incomplete neighborhoods, communities, and news audiences; only some
people counted, while others were simply absent from reporting. Together, redevelopment
proponents and journalists circumscribed what kind of place GAD municipalities were and
would be, as well as who constituted “the community” there. News produced an exclusionary
construction of place/s.

I also identified a dearth of consistent, longitudinal reporting that tracked development
projects from early planning stages to later impacts. This gave news audiences fewer
opportunities to understand or participate in planning processes—including to advocate for or
against redevelopment—in earlier stages of change. The lack of in-depth reporting was due in
large part to capacity constraints of the few hyperlocal (and often volunteer) outlets but also
newsroom choices about how to allocate resources. During the period of coverage I analyzed,
news outlets serving the GAD municipalities made severe cuts to local news reporting or
shuttered altogether. This loss of reporting came at a time when D.C. metro area economic
patterns, including accelerating gentrification, were deeply impacting news audiences and

reshaping communities.



In the next chapter, I review the literature on gentrification and displacement, including
early indicators of gentrification such as rising housing costs, and how the GAD specifically
exhibits indicators that journalists may have missed or ignored. I discuss research on the histories
of inner suburbs, the development of arts districts, and the relationship of arts-driven
redevelopment to gentrification, including the role of arts districts and the relevance of by and
for whom a district is developed. I examine the history of suburban exclusion and the role of
suburbs in racializing space, then discuss scholarship on how journalists construct place in news
and how discourses operate in news. I end with a review of research on how journalists cover
gentrification and a discussion of the changing journalism landscape, including local news
reductions.

In Chapter 3, I describe my mixed qualitative methods approach that combines textual
analysis of news stories and semi-structured interviews. I describe my critical, cultural studies
lens that, along with my reading of the literature, contributed to the “framework of concerns” I
developed to guide my coding while still allowing for inductive analysis and data-generated
themes. I explain my positionality in this research as a resident and news audience member of
the research area, as well as a former journalist. I present my research questions and discuss how
I collected news stories, conducted semi-structured interviews, and employed reflexive thematic
analysis to answer those questions. I then offer a detailed explanation of how I collected
approximately 1,000 news stories from 22 outlets and established a corpus using MaxQDA
software. I outline my process for identifying and recruiting journalists, and I explain how I
selected, coded, and analyzed news stories and interviews using MaxQDA, as well as using the
software’s tools to offer bigger picture, longitudinal findings about language use, sourcing,

themes, and other aspects of news coverage over a 20-year period.
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In Chapter 4, I detail my findings from analyzing news texts and journalist interviews. I
detail the three major themes I constructed through my analysis process and discuss what they
reveal about how journalists have covered redevelopment in the Prince George’s County GAD
municipalities. My themes, which are a product of my particular research focus and
methodological approach and do not represent all possible themes in news coverage, address
how journalists frame redevelopment as beneficial; how they explain who or what is responsible
for change, who is affected, and how; and the ways in which they construct community and place
identity related to art and artists. I discuss the implications of these themes for communities
being covered. I then turn to journalist interviews and discuss how journalists understand their
reporting on and their role in redevelopment and/or gentrification. I outline key findings from
each of my thematic news analyses and put relevant journalist interview responses “in
conversation” with these findings to build a better understand of why news coverage of the
GAD—and development issues more generally—looks the way it does. This includes journalist
reflections on what kind of job they and other journalists do covering re/development and
attendant issues, constraints of low-capacity newsrooms and traditional journalistic conventions,
and newsroom cuts.

In my concluding chapter, I provide a summary of my findings, highlighting their
connections to the existing literature. I discuss limitations of my research and offer suggestions
for further related studies. I contend that despite newsroom capacity constraints, journalists can
more effectively cover redevelopment and gentrification, particularly in diverse, historically
disinvested communities. I offer suggestions for how journalists might do this, including getting

ahead of development processes and reflecting on whose language they are using in reporting.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

This dissertation draws on research in urban studies and planning, geography, sociology,
cultural studies, and journalism and communications. My goal is to bring into conversation the
substantial literature on neighborhood change and gentrification with journalism scholarship in
order to examine how journalists are implicated in processes of neighborhood change and
gentrification, particularly arts-driven and suburban redevelopment. In particular, I focus on the
constitutive power of language and how journalists re/produce discourses about redevelopment
and neighborhood change in the Prince George’s County Gateway Arts District (GAD)
neighborhoods of Mount Rainier, Brentwood, North Brentwood, and Hyattsville.

In response to growth and resulting gentrification in big cities over the past several
decades, the body of literature on gentrification and displacement has grown substantially since
the 1980s. So has the research on journalism and gentrification, although this subset of research
remains small. In this chapter, I begin with a discussion of gentrification and suburban
redevelopment, then turn to existing scholarship on how journalists cover gentrification and
relationships between race, class, place, and identity.

First, I discuss definitions of neighborhood change and gentrification, how gentrification
operates, and how it affects individuals and neighborhoods. I clarify which definitions of
gentrification and displacement I use in my research, and I examine the key relationship between
race and space. I then discuss three aspects of my geographical study area that are relevant to
how journalists cover these places: indicators of gentrification such as rising housing costs,
histories of inner suburbs, and development of arts districts.

I outline approaches to identifying early stages of gentrification using indicators and

typologies that include rising rents and property values; population growth; changing race, class,
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and education demographics; and location vis-a-vis transit and jobs. I then detail research on the
relationship of arts-driven redevelopment to gentrification, including the role of arts districts and
the relevance of by and for whom a district is developed.

Next, I examine the history of suburban exclusion and the role of suburbs in racializing
space; disinvestment in majority Black and Brown suburbs; and redevelopment—all a backdrop
for gentrification. I also discuss how suburbs are part of metro-level trends such as the “back to
the city” movement and suburbanization of poverty. Building on the above discussion, I then use
the scant existing research on the Route 1 GAD municipalities and my own analysis of census
and real estate data to show how the area is experiencing early-to-mid stages of gentrification.

With this background on neighborhood change and gentrification established, I turn to a
discussion of how journalists construct place in news—including who or what is representative
or belongs—and the implications for coverage of gentrifying places. I discuss how scholars have
theorized news media and the city as mutually constitutive, and journalism as urban practice that
actively produces the city. “The city,” then, is a place that is both a concrete geographical area
and an idea—an idea with symbolic capital, around which news is built even in eras when most
news audiences have been in the suburbs. I discuss news media as a site where public discourse
is shaped and circulated about who has the right to certain spaces and who and what belong,
which can impact policy. Journalists also have the power to establish “common sense” about
place the people who live there, and what happens in that space (Hall et al., 1978). For instance, |
review how journalists have historically pathologized urban, poor, Black and Brown
neighborhoods by foregrounding deficiencies over assets, often reproducing frames used by
people in positions of power. In news representations of place, ideas about who is deserving of

resources and what should or should not happen can masquerade as a common-sense consensus.
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Next, [ discuss more specifically journalists’ coverage of gentrification and what research
shows is often missing in this coverage; for example, information on how state policies have
propelled gentrification. I also discuss how journalists portray gentrification as an actor-less,
“natural” phenomenon, without details on how it happens or who is responsible. I examine how
news stories about redeveloping neighborhoods often pave the way for change. First, reporting
often promotes a frontier ideology that constructs places as empty or deficient and celebrates
new development, retail, and restaurants geared to newcomers as “progress.” Second, journalists
promote consumption in these “up-and-coming” neighborhoods—for example, promoting new
restaurants—but also commodify “authentic” experiences and venues that predate changes and
may be interesting to their audiences.

However, I also discuss how journalists are not always boosters for gentrification, and
scholarship on the last 10 to 20 years of news coverage shows more awareness of negative
experiences and consequences for some people. I also highlight research that shows journalists
appear to be less critical of gentrification in early and late stages of the process, when
“consequences are the least apparent” or gentrification seems inevitable (Brown-Saracino &
Rumpf, 2011, p. 298). Yet journalists may also be increasingly concerned with gentrification
when it impacts the middle class. I discuss some research that shows how journalisms align
themselves with readers who are more likely gentrifiers than longtime residents, or with middle-
class readers who may be feeling the pressures of gentrification as it becomes more intense.

I end with a discussion of the changing journalism landscape, including changing
conceptions of “place” in digital, globalized space and reductions in local news coverage of
specific geographic areas. I detail reports on the state of local news in Maryland and, more

specifically, Prince George’s County.
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2.1 Neighborhood Change and Gentrification

“Neighborhood change” is a broad concept used in urban studies scholarship and policy
to describe economic, social, and physical changes. Zuk et al. (2015) summarized “three
dynamic processes [that] can be identified as important determinants of neighborhood change:
movement of people, public policies and investments, and flows of private capital” (p. 3).
Drawing on Zuk et al.’s work, an Urban Institute report defined neighborhood change as a term
that “capture([s] the full spectrum of economic, racial or ethnic, and structural changes in a
geographic area, both positive and negative” (Cohen & Pettit, 2019, p. 6).

Neighborhoods are continually changing, with different populations moving in and out
(or unable to do either), new buildings constructed or destroyed, changes in land uses such as
industrial versus residential, new infrastructure built such as transportation, new schools opened
or existing schools closed, changes in types and availability of housing, or changes in types of
businesses and services. Neighborhoods can decline, and neighborhoods can “upgrade” with new
investment.

But what—or who—drives these changes, whom do these changes affect, and how?
Scholars, policymakers, and other advocates who study gentrification are concerned with these
questions.

Gentrification is one type of neighborhood change, the definition of which has been
debated by scholars and policymakers for decades. There are multiple definitions in the
literature, but scholars generally agree it is a process characterized by new public or private
investment in an area that has historically been disinvested and is home to marginalized groups.
Gentrification is a class-rooted process (Smith, 1996) that involves the movement of new,

wealthier residents into an area combined with changes in the built environment, neighborhood
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businesses, and services. This results in physical, cultural, or political displacement of existing
residents and businesses (Hyra, 2014).

Davidson and Lees (2005) argued that “the defining characteristics of contemporary
gentrification should include in the widest sense: (1) reinvestment of capital; (2) social upgrading
of locale by incoming high-income groups; (3) landscape change; and (4) direct or indirect
displacement of low-income groups” (p. 1170). They also argue that gentrification is not
confined to any particular location, type of site, or type of building: for instance, these same
patterns can play out in suburbs and on land not previously used for residential or commercial
purposes.

Gentrification operates at the neighborhood level but the impacts create metropolitan
level trends, as in Washington, D.C., where the high cost of living in the city means the more
affordable inner suburbs have become home to poorer, more diverse populations and fewer
White residents (Powell & Reece, 2013). While new (Whiter or wealthier) people moving into
city neighborhood does not necessarily constitute gentrification, whether newcomers have more
power than longtimers to use space to their economic advantage is key. As Prince (2014) put it,
“gentrification is, by its very definition, tied to and dependent on social inequalities” (pp. 101-
102).

When metro-level demographic shifts beget displacement of marginalized populations,
gentrification is happening. In their research on transit-induced gentrification, Baker and Lee
(2019) defined it as

a process of neighborhood change characterized by neighborhood upgrading coupled

with residential displacement. We primarily view neighborhood upgrading as changes in

the built environment, such as increasing neighborhood housing values (captured in rents

and mortgage values), population densities, and fixed capital investments (Clark
1992; Teernstra and Van Gent 2012). (p. 36)
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Like Baker and Lee (2019), I consider displacement to be “an inherent part of gentrification and
not an outcome, separate from the process” (p. 36). Displacement can take several forms.
Residents or businesses may be displaced by rising rents, or they may be excluded from ever
being part of the neighborhood because costs are too high. As Davidson and Lees (2005) argued,
new development projects that do not “replace” previous residential or commercial spaces, but
are instead built on brownfields (areas previously developed but now abandoned, and often
environmentally contaminated) can still contribute to gentrification and displacement:

New-build gentrification is bound to cause displacement, but ... this displacement will

not be direct because most new-build developments are built on brownfield sites. ...

Rather, the displacement is likely to be ‘indirect’, a form of ‘exclusionary displacement’ .

.. where lower income groups are unable to access property because of the gentrification

of the neighbourhood. (p. 1170)

Yet gentrification can marginalize people even as they stay put. When long-term
residents or businesses are able to stay in a gentrifying neighborhood, they may experience
social, cultural, or political displacement. For example, residents are socially displaced from their
neighborhood when longtime spaces for gathering, eating, shopping, or worshipping disappear,
and new retail, services, or other social spaces are geared toward a new demographic. Brandi
Thompson (2021) has shown how in Washington, D.C.’s H Street corridor, a historically Black
commercial district, “Blackness” is a prized aesthetic for marketing, even as longtime businesses
such as hair salons that serve Black residents have been displaced.

While some residents may be able to stay put in a gentrifying neighborhood because of
affordable housing protections or homeownership, the spaces outside their homes and the power
they have in those spaces can change dramatically (Brown-Saracino, 2009; Howell, 2016). Hyra

(2014) has shown how long-term African American residents in Washington, D.C.’s Shaw

neighborhood experienced decreased political power due to gentrification, including losing
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leadership positions on Advisory Neighborhood Commissions. Further, residents experienced
cultural displacement—or “culture deletion” (Mirabal, 2009). Again in D.C., newer residents
have reduced the space that otherwise was used for parking by suburban congregants attending
the neighborhood’s historic Black churches, remade playgrounds into dog parks, and closed
down go-go clubs that were seen as sites of criminal activity.

In the gentrified Columbia Heights in D.C., newer residents have set new norms about
use of space and promoted changes to things that longtime residents do not feel need fixing.
While the new mixed-use project included preservation and creation of affordable housing, and
while longtime residents were included in the planning process, leaders and developers have
framed development as bringing the neighborhood back to its former glory after violence, self-
destruction, and decline; Howell (2016) argued that this framing “belittles the community and
people who lived in Columbia Heights between 1968 and 2002 and built lives” (p. 272). Howell
found longtime residents had a sense of ownership and positive memories of the old
neighborhood, despite challenges such as crime. They remembered community parties in parks
and vacant lots, and they remembered assets and community resources such as the Latin
American Youth Center.

Additionally, there is little evidence that newer residents interact in-depth with long-term
residents; cross-class, cross-race relationships are not the norm, despite a “diverse”
neighborhood (Freeman, 2006; Howell, 2016; Hyra, 2014). In Columbia Heights, some long-
term residents told Howell (2016) “they felt safer during the 1980s and 1990s because they knew
their neighbors and had people who checked up on them in the community” (p. 273). But newer
residents have expressed concern about longtime residents “hanging out” on sidewalks and in

parks, signaling this is no longer a neighborhood “norm.” For instance, longtime resident
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Catharine told the story of how her neighbors called the police because her two cousins, both
young men, were hanging out on her mother’s stoop:

So I went over there and I knocked on the door, and I was like, ‘I just want to introduce

myself, and I want you to know that those two boys belong at our house, and I appreciate

the fact that you may have been concerned about something, but two boys sitting on a

front stoop—even if they don’t belong there—do not constitute anything other than

needing some place to sit down.’... So it’s like that kind of thing makes you think that

your neighborhood is not your neighborhood. ... I don’t ... see my neighborhood as my
place, and this is where I belong. I very much feel the sense of there are people here that
don’t know me and may react negatively to me. I have to modulate my behavior. Which

is not how you should feel in your community. (Howell, 2016, p. 276)

Longtime residents may see gentrification as “progress,” particularly in early stages when
displacement is not as widespread, when it brings long-needed amenities like grocery stores and
improves the physical appearance of the neighborhood (Freeman, 2006). Yet this must be
understood against their experience with disinvestment, cautions Freeman (2006): “Residents of
the "hood are sometimes more receptive because gentrification brings their neighborhoods into
the mainstream of American commercial life with concomitant amenities and services that others
might take for granted” and represents possibilities for upward mobility (p. 1). And residents are
aware that better services only seem to come to their neighborhood once wealthier, often White,
people arrive.

Often, new goods and services that come to a gentrifying neighborhood cater to incoming
residents and are not useful to existing residents, even displacing older businesses that serve
lower-income clientele. This can include high-end chain stores as well as “boutiques” that are
often celebrated for their “localness” yet can increase economic and social polarization in

gentrifying neighborhoods, “[marking] an area as safe for commercial investment that will

upgrade services and raise rents” (Zukin et al., 2009, p. 48). The inaccessibility of new
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consumption opportunities can foreshadow physical displacement, when people can no longer
afford their own neighborhood and, therefore, move (Mirabal, 2006).

While lower-income neighborhoods are often targeted for redevelopment, they can also
be excluded from the benefits of adjacent development. Mele (2015) explained how urban
enclave developments, such as a privately funded mixed-use waterfront complex in Camden,
New Jersey, are not built to improve conditions in adjacent neighborhoods, instead catering to
people with the incomes to visit, eat, and shop. Such developments get public infrastructure
funding for sidewalks and roads while neighboring communities do not. “In stark contrast to
revitalized enclaves, the city’s poor minority neighborhoods now appear more than ever as social
and spatial hindrance to the city’s consumption-led renaissance,” Mele (2015) wrote (p. 85).

Gentrification is often cast as a “natural evolution” of space, but like all types of
neighborhood change, it is not inevitable. Rather it is the result of decisions made by people who
have the power to direct investment to certain places and to engage in certain types of
consumption. Gentrification involves a range of actors: policies that bring disinvestment or
investment to an area, developers and planners, business owners and landlords, new residents
and long-term residents. It is the outcome of choices made about tax breaks, zoning, rent control,
land sales, and real estate investment but also where to eat, shop, work, and socialize. Since the
1980s, the logic of neoliberalism has led to increasing reliance on the free market to shape social
relations and communities, including privatization of spatial policy and planning. Scholars such
as Mele (2015) have argued that “the contracting out of the planning, administration, and
management of key elements of development tasks [to the private sector] means urban policies

are stripped of their responsibility and accountability to address community social problems and
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needs and instead focus on the very constricted purpose of facilitating economic development”
(p. 82).

Studying gentrification means foregrounding issues of inequality (Slater, 2012).
Gentrification is part of a much broader history of exclusion and what Lipsitz (2011) called the
“racialization of space and the spatialization of race” (p. 52). In many cases, race has been
regarded as synonymous with spatial deficiencies; problems in non-White spaces are
foregrounded, and those problems are ascribed to the behavior or character of residents there.
The history of systematically segregating and disinvesting in neighborhoods inhabited by people
who are Black or Brown or low-income includes public and private policies such as redlining,
racial covenants, loss of tax base due to White flight, reductions in government anti-poverty
spending, lack of affordable housing, and exclusionary zoning. Municipalities have found ways
to exclude by apparently nonracial means, such as rezoning to prohibit multifamily homes or
requiring lot sizes to be larger and more expensive. (Massey et al., 2009; Mele & Adelman,
2015; Weise, 2004).

This racialization of space, from which the power differentials of gentrification cannot be
uncoupled, has been both an urban and a suburban phenomenon, with suburban exclusion
relegating some people to urban areas, but also drawing lines between neighborhoods within
cities. The primary goal has always been to preserve White privilege and control of space, often
by linking Whiteness to property (Freund, 2007). That is, race gets spatialized in a way that
makes racism masquerade as “market forces.” White property appears naturally more valuable,
and Black or Brown spaces a bad investment.

Unequal access to space based on race and class, unequal access to opportunity based on

place of residence, and efforts to contest both have made race and class formations
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“fundamentally spatial processes” (Wiese, 2004, p. 7). Racial exclusion is directly linked to
urban concentrations of poverty, and the aforementioned policies and practices of exclusion have
prevented generational accumulation of wealth and produced lower-quality schools,
un/underemployment, inadequate housing, unhealthy living conditions, and many other issues
(Mele & Adelman, 2015). Such systemic problems are the result of decades of private and public
policies that Lipsitz (2011) argued “make places synonymous with races,” casting Blackness (or
non-Whiteness) and Black spaces as deficient. School district boundaries drawn strategically to
keep some families out, higher homeowners insurance costs (or unavailability of insurance) in
Black neighborhoods than in comparable White neighborhoods, availability of subprime instead
of standard home loans, lack of transit options—all of these are ways in which spaces have
fortified themselves against threats to what Lipsitz calls the “white spatial imaginary” (WSI).

This imaginary, or way of seeing, is a “socially shared moral geography” that has
“infused places with implicit ethical assumptions about the proper forms of social connection
and separation” and promotes the bootstrap myth of individual actions and success “rather than
encouraging democratic deliberations about the social problems and contradictory social
relations that affect us all” (Lipsitz, 2011, p. 29). The WSI presents White privilege as the
“natural” state of society, associating places that are rich in resources and opportunity with
individuals whose socioeconomic status is, apparently, a result solely of their own hard work and
achievement. Conversely, problems in lower-income neighborhoods of color are often attributed
to cultural dysfunction and individual failure.
2.1.1 Ildentifying Gentrification, Particularly Early Stages

Gentrification is often identified as such in its later stages, when the physical landscape

and demographics of a neighborhood have changed significantly. Yet the groundwork for
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gentrification is laid long before its effects are obvious. After new economic patterns have taken
root, it is often too late to keep residents or businesses from being displaced, or to preserve
housing and commercial space that would be accessible to those with lower incomes.

Those who study neighborhood change have debated how to measure gentrification, and
by extension, how to predict it. Early identification matters because, as Drew (2018) noted, “The
ability to identify areas in the early stages of gentrification ... would let stakeholders determine
and develop appropriate responses” (p. 9). Policy that puts protections in place early on can
ensure long-term residents and businesses benefit from new amenities and other investments. Yet
while scholars may agree broadly on what constitutes gentrification, “the operationalisation of
these dimensions in terms of measurable variables is far more equivocal” (Easton et al., 2020, p.
288).

Different models and methods for identifying gentrification and displacement can reach
very different conclusions, and this can impact policy responses. Further, statistics—most of
which rely on U.S. Census data—do not always capture lived experience and on-the-ground
conditions (Drew, 2018). Neighborhoods that do not meet a statistical definition of “gentrified,”
depending on the variables researchers use, can still experience similar changes. Easton et al.
(2020) contended that “changes at the micro level of blocks and streets appear best
groundtruthed by local experts” (p. 300). Researchers have found:

Often, people know from lived experience that their neighborhoods are changing but lack

the data to quantify displacement. Further, communities may know which neighborhoods

are changing in the present but do not have systems to anticipate and get in front of future

changes. (Cohen & Pettit, 2019, p. 3)

Researchers have employed different combinations of variables to determine whether a

neighborhood is gentrifying, including location of neighborhood, type of housing stock, income

demographics (in relation to metro area averages), racial demographics, education demographics,
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and increased housing prices (Easton et al., 2020). As Finio (2022) noted, most empirical studies
of gentrification have aimed to measure two basic aspects of gentrification: the influx of new
investment and the influx of new, wealthier residents into an area. Researchers generally have
done this “by first identifying gentrifiable areas, which meet some criteria for disinvestment
and/or lower social class occupation, and then by specifying which of those neighborhoods
gentrify over some time period” (Finio, 2022, p. 254). Researchers most commonly use census
data on tracts or block groups.

No comprehensive data exists to directly measure displacement (Cohen & Pettit, 2019).
Chapple and Zuk (2016), who studied “early warning systems” for neighborhood gentrification
and displacement and developed their own Urban Displacement Project tool for the San
Francisco Bay area, discussed the challenges of quantifying change:

Change is often visible, as newcomers walk the streets or buildings and infrastructure are

built and demolished. At the same time, change may be hard to discern, as property

transfers and even the arrival of new tenants are not publicized. The process may take
decades to unfold and may be nonlinear; change can stall or reverse, and the

neighborhood may never fully transform. (p. 109)

They summarized the types of indicators researchers have used to analyze gentrification and
assign some sort of risk value or susceptibility score, including: “Change in property values and
rents; investment in the neighborhood; disinvestment; Change in [resident] tenure and
demographic changes; Investment potential; Reasons that people move in or out of
neighborhood; and Coping strategies and displacement impacts” (Chapple and Zuk, 2016, pp.
113-114).

Newer early warning systems are also incorporating time—*that is, past and present

neighborhood change dynamics in addition to the extent of vulnerability” (Chapple & Zuk, 2016,

p. 118). For their own research at the Urban Displacement Project, Chapple and Zuk (2016)
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identified gentrifying neighborhoods “that historically housed vulnerable populations but have
since experienced significant demographic shifts and real estate investment” and used loss of
low-income households as a proxy for displacement in both gentrifying and higher-income
neighborhoods (where displacement is exclusionary; p. 119). Their resulting
displacement/gentrification typology creates four categories for lower-income tracts and
moderate-to-high income tracts: (1) Not losing low-income households or very early stages, (2)
At risk of gentrification or displacement, (3) Undergoing displacement, and (4) Advanced
gentrification.

For the purposes of my research and characterizing change in the GAD neighborhoods,
Chapple and Zuk’s (2016) typology for the middle stages of gentrification in lower-income
neighborhoods is relevant. While this dissertation does not aim to measure or “prove”
gentrification in the GAD, the arts district’s municipalities exhibit many of these characteristics,
which I discuss at length in Section 2.1.4:

At risk of gentrification or displacement

e Strong market
e In transit-oriented development
e Historic housing stock
e Losing market-rate affordable units
e Employment center
Undergoing displacement
e Already losinglow-income households and naturally affordable units
e In-migration of low-income residents has declined

e Stable or growing in size (Chapple & Zuk, 2016, p. 120)
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Similarly, in Portland, Bates (2013) identified three major stages of gentrification, “based
on residents’ vulnerability to displacement, recent demographic change, and housing market
conditions” (p. 26). Early-stage neighborhoods are at risk for or showing early signs of
gentrification: they have experienced high appreciation of housing prices over the last decade or
are near high-value and/or high-appreciation neighborhoods; they still have low or moderate
home values and some have low appreciation rates; and they are home to vulnerable populations
and may or may not have experienced demographic change indicative of gentrification (Bates,
2013, pp. 29-30).

Mid-stage neighborhoods have current and ongoing significant gentrification pressures—
“high appreciation rates over the last decade but still have low or moderate home values. They
exhibit demographic change indicative of displacement but still have vulnerable populations”
(Bates, 2013, p. 30). A 2015 toolkit from the Nathalie P. Voorhees Center for Neighborhood and
Community Improvement (Voorhees Center) at the University of Illinois at Chicago painted a
similar picture of mid-stage gentrification, highlighting the following signs:

* Rents and property values are starting to increase

* New, “boutique” stores and restaurants begin to move in

* Changes in neighborhood demographics (e.g. more White residents, fewer 4.3 or Black

residents). (Voorhees Center, 2015, p. 10)

Neighborhoods are in late-stage gentrification “when the housing market is currently high
value, but there is still potential for further loss of affordable housing” (Bates, 2013, p. 30).

GAD neighborhoods appear to fit Bates’ and the Voorhees Center’s definition of “early”
and “mid” stage gentrification. Like other scholars, Bates (2013) argued that “early”

neighborhoods “represent the best opportunities for an early and comprehensive anti-
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displacement strategy that includes planning for inclusive development, including affordable
housing preservation and development opportunities” (p. 30). Yet in neighborhoods in earlier
stages of gentrification or where the pace of change is moderate, leaders may also be reluctant to
put anti-displacement measures in place because they fear discouraging investment (Pettit et al.,
2019, p. 9).

Thus a “long view” is necessary for those concerned about how residents, businesses, and
other stakeholders have been and will be affected. For researchers—and journalists—this means
monitoring neighborhoods regularly “to capture the accumulation of change unfolding” and form
an accurate picture of change (Easton et al., 2020, pp. 299-300).

2.1.2 The Arts, Redevelopment, and Gentrification

Since the 1980s, scholars have studied the role of art and artists in gentrification. The
classic argument is that artists set gentrification in motion when they move to “blighted” areas
with cheap rent, then make these areas attractive to wealthier newcomers, driving up prices and
displacing longtime residents, businesses, and often artists themselves (Smith, 1996; Zukin,
1982). Recent studies, however, show the relationship between arts and gentrification is more
complicated; it depends on neighborhood context and type of arts activity, and arts activity alone
may not cause gentrification and displacement (Grodach et al., 2018). Others have stressed that
public policy surrounding arts and development—such as government-financed public art or
subsidies for organizations—is a key driver for gentrification (Cameron & Coaffee, 2005;
Chapple et al., 2010).

Over the past three decades, cities have increasingly looked to the arts to fuel economic
development, particularly to “revitalize” economically disinvested areas. One approach has been

city- or state-sanctioned cultural districts, arts districts, or arts and entertainment districts, as they
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are variously called. Such districts are officially recognized or labeled by states, counties, or
cities, and are home to high concentrations of arts and culture facilities, organizations, and/or arts
production.

Some arts district efforts, like the Prince George’s GAD, have begun from the bottom up,
led by residents, local organizations, and artists who are already living and working in the area,
often because of a low cost of living and studio space. Local leaders have capitalized on the arts
activity, working with artists and promoting an arts-friendly environment. Other districts have
followed a top-down approach, with planning led by city officials, planners, and developers, with
the aim of courting arts and entertainment businesses or organizations and new development.
Some districts have been a combination of approaches, with goals ranging from empowering the
existing communities and preserving local culture to courting new residents and increasing home
and land values.

Bottom-up or top-down districts can experience some of the same dynamics, depending
on the stage of development, such as physical or cultural displacement of long-term residents
(Borrup, 2014; Rich & Tsitsos, 2016). Chapple et al. (2010) identified formal and informal arts
districts, both of which cities use as urban revitalization strategies. The former are created with
public investment in development and the latter recognize or revolve around existing clusters of
artists and arts organizations. While who is involved in planning affects who benefits, the authors
found that overall “benefits rarely trickle down to artists from formal districts, while informal
districts offer little hope of long-term stability for artists” (Chapple et al., 2010, p. 225).

In 1998, a handbook from Americans for the Arts entitled Cultural Districts: The Arts as

a Strategy for Revitalizing Our Cities, noted, “More than 90 cities in the United States have
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planned or implemented a cultural district—positioning the arts at the center of urban
revitalization efforts” (Frost-Kumpf, 1998, p. 7). According to the handbook,

The impact of cultural districts is measurable: the arts attract residents and tourists who

also support adjacent businesses such as restaurants, lodging, retail and parking. The

presence of the arts enhances property values, the profitability of surrounding businesses
and the tax base of the region. The arts attract a well-educated work force—a key
incentive for new and relocating businesses. Finally the arts contribute to the creativity

and innovation of a community. (Frost-Kumpf, 1998, p. 7)

Scholars have debated the “measurable impact” of arts districts in economic terms, in addition to
raising concerns about negative impacts for long-term residents and businesses, which I discuss
more below. Recently there is increased attention to inclusive “creative economies.” The focus
on cultural industries remains strong in community development and policymaking circles.
Americans for the Arts (n.d.) currently defines the creative economy as “an economic ecosystem
of for-profit and nonprofit creative industries, artists and artist workforce, educators,
entrepreneurs, vendors, policy makers and funders that produce and distribute creativity- and
artistic-based goods and services” and an inclusive creative economy as “one that centers
marginalized individuals in the pursuit of economic and restorative justice using creativity and
the arts as the vehicle” (“Economic Ecosystem,” “Inclusive Creative Economy™).

The 2002 book The Rise of the Creative Class by urban studies professor and author
Richard Florida helped supercharge the arts-driven economic development trend. Policymakers
latched on to the concept of Florida’s “creative class” and the theory that drawing artists,
knowledge workers, and other “creative” types to an area would bring more economic
development. City leaders across the country embraced this solution to revitalization and focused
on creating places that would draw such a population (Richardson et al., 2019). Florida’s ideas

were pervasive in the public discourse, including planning and journalism. Indeed, Florida built a

whole consulting career on the prescription. (In my findings, I detail a Washington Post story in
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which Florida was featured touring and offering assessments of the D.C. area’s “potential,”
including the GAD.)

13

Critics have since argued that Florida’s “creative class” theory lacks evidence, treats
correlation as causality, and can exacerbate social and economic inequality (Markusen & Gadwa,
2010a; Rich & Tsitsos, 2016; Stern & Seifert, 2010; Strom, 2010). Others have noted that
Florida’s focus on catering to an elite group leaves out questions about economic equality and
who may be harmed by policies that revolve around “creatives.” A few years after Florida’s book
was published, geographer Jamie Peck (2005) wrote:

In the field of urban policy, which has hardly been cluttered with new and innovative

ideas lately, creativity strategies have quickly become the policies of choice, since they

license both a discursively distinctive and an ostensibly deliverable development agenda.

No less significantly, though, they also work quietly with the grain of extant ‘neoliberal’

development agendas, framed around interurban competition, gentrification, middle-class

consumption and place-marketing. (p. 740)

Peck argued that Florida’s ideas were so heartily embraced because, in part, investments
in the arts are easier and less costly for cities than other economic development efforts, and more
immediately visible. But Rich and Tsitsos (2016) pointed out there is little solid evidence that
arts and artists play a special role in bringing about economic transformation (p. 740). Hoyman
and Faricy (2009) empirically tested “if the creative class is in fact linked to economic growth
and development more than other urban growth models are—particularly those of human capital
and social capital,” and found that it was not (p. 311). Berry and Glaeser (2005) found that
human capital—the presence of people with high levels of formal education—was more likely to
facilitate growth and development.

Whether or not the creative class prescription has “worked” as Florida said it should from

a purely economic perspective, cities’ efforts to court a creative class has usually meant

prioritizing Whiter, wealthier residents—and the businesses and services that serve them—over
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lower-income residents of color. While this courting of higher-income individuals back to the
city was set in motion before Florida’s theory hit the scene, the creative class prescription has
helped fuel patterns of gentrification and increased urban inequality in cities that have also
shuttled poverty further out to the suburbs (Kritke, 2010; Zimmerman, 2008).

The “creative placemaking” approach to arts-based revitalization is, in theory, an
alternative to only courting the “creative class.” This community development—focused
approach, which has gained popularity over the last decade, prioritizes engaging current residents
and supporting community-based arts so that any economic benefits circulate locally and
equitably. Creative placemaking efforts may result in new jobs, cultural preservation and
streetscape beautification, or arts cooperatives. A 2010 white paper from the National
Endowment for the Arts, which popularized the term and provided major funding to creative
placemaking projects, explained:

In creative placemaking, partners from public, private, non-profit, and community sectors

strategically shape the physical and social character of a neighborhood, town, city, or

region around arts and cultural activities. Creative placemaking animates public and
private spaces, rejuvenates structures and streetscapes, improves local business viability
and public safety, and brings diverse people together to celebrate, inspire, and be

inspired. (Markusen & Gadwa, 2010Db, p. 3).

People involved in creative placemaking are generally mindful of equity issues and the
potential for arts-fueled development to beget arts-fueled gentrification. “Avoiding displacement
and gentrification” is listed in the 2010 National Endowment for the Arts white paper as one
challenge for creative placemaking, and a 2019 publication from the Federal Reserve Bank of
San Francisco entitled “Transforming Community Development through Arts and Culture” noted
that “community development organizations face several key challenges in pursuing creative

community development,” including the “need to avoid gentrification-led displacement and

promote inclusion” (p. 49). Whether this challenge is adequately addressed in arts districts
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depends on a variety of factors, such as who is involved in the planning process, which residents’
needs are prioritized, and what protections are put in place for existing residents (including
artists) and businesses if placemaking efforts draw more investment to the neighborhood. Some
organizations have also used arts to respond to and address gentrification and displacement
issues (Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco, 2019).

Yet critics have expressed concerns that arts districts do not involve long-term or diverse
residents and feed economic inequality. In their examination of the Station North Arts &
Entertainment District (SNAED) in Baltimore, Rich and Tsitsos (2016) found that much of the
artistic activity in Station North was not necessarily geared toward social inclusion, public art, or
placemaking, and interviews with representatives from the neighborhood revitalization
organizations working there revealed “the placemaking strategies used by SNAED are viewed
skeptically as having little to do with the actual activities of the residents and business owners
within the district” (p. 748). SNAED was created because the area “had previously been
‘resettled’ by residential artists and bohemian-friendly businesses. The area seemed a ‘natural’ fit
for designation and the bid for A&E District designation was led by local actors, not the city
government” (Rich & Tsitsos, 2016, p. 753).

However, the emphasis on culture and artists left non-artists out of the urban
revitalization plans and benefits. The authors found the creative placemaking in SBAED to be
“largely a branding strategy that is perceived by residents as having little to no economic benefit
for the neighborhood” (Rich & Tsitsos, 2016, p. 737). They noted a paradox: the district has
worked hard to avoid gentrification through subsidized housing, for example, but it uses creative

placemaking strategies “to brand the neighborhood as a palatable neighborhood for middle-class
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professionals to consume experiences and reside” (Rich & Tsitsos, 2016, p. 753). This paradox is
not unique to SNAED.

Despite the potential for creative placement to bring economic benefits, arts-led
development that relies on larger organizations may not serve communities that most need
investment. Murdoch et al. (2016) found that, in New York, nonprofit arts organizations largely
serve the creative class and do not play a community development role, because they locate in
creative class hubs instead of disadvantaged neighborhoods. Similarly, Grodach et al. (2014)
found that

most arts organizations are positioned as creative class magnets rather than community

anchors. As a result, policy that encourages general arts development without

consideration of context or that focuses primarily on large arts institutions is likely to
promote the arts in predominantly creative class locations, which can exacerbate existing

inequalities. (p. 43)
When communities employ arts-led redevelopment strategies, Grodach et al. (2014) argued they
“must also pay close attention to the availability of affordable housing and mechanisms that
mitigate the displacement of long-time residents and small businesses,” but the authors also point
out that arts—particularly fine arts activity—can be a stabilizing force that mitigates rapid
growth in a neighborhood (pp. 27-28). Further, Grodach et al. (2018) have shown that certain
arts establishments are attracted to gentrified areas, but they do not necessarily create them—
there is correlation but not causation. However, much of what happens in a particular
neighborhood is dependent on the wider metro area economic landscape, as I detail next.
2.1.3 Suburban Redevelopment

As Davidson and Lees (2005) argued, gentrification is no longer a process confined to the

urban core. With wealthy White residents moving “back to the city” in many metro areas over

the last several decades, suburbs are becoming increasingly diverse. In major metropolitan areas,
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suburbs—inner-ring, outer-ring, ex-urb, or edge city—are now home to the majority of racial and
ethnic minorities and immigrants, and “racially diverse suburbs are growing faster than either
central cities or predominantly White suburbs” (Lung-Amam, 2024, p. 11). Meanwhile, cities are
becoming more homogenous (Crawford, 2015). Between 1970 and 2010, the number of Black
suburbanites rose from 3.5 to 15 million, and African Americans, Latinos/as, and Asian
Americans went from being 10% of the suburban population to 28% (Nicolaides & Wiese, 2006,
p- 439). The 2020 U.S. Census showed that, between 2010 and 2020, suburbs in major metro
areas were more diverse than the nation as a whole, and they lost White residents. Over the past
30 years, Black, Latinx, and Asian American people have become more likely to live in a suburb
than a city (Frey, 2022).

Poverty is also increasingly suburbanized. As cities gentrify and become more expensive,
suburbs often offer more affordable housing and commercial rents for those displaced by high
prices. Lower-income residents who are new to a metro region, including immigrants, often
move directly to the suburbs because city prices exclude them (Hochstenbach & Musterd, 2018).
In the Washington, D.C., metro area, Lung-Amam et al. (2022) have found parallel trends: an
increase in the number and proportion of poor people in suburbs and “an influx of new residents
and skyrocketing land and property values within downtown D.C. that pushed poor populations
further and further outwards” (p. 182). Yet the distinction between city and suburb has always
been blurry—changes in either place are contingent, part of metropolitan-wide processes of
investment and migration. In some metro areas, because of the rising cost of living in the central
city, many underinvested, lower-wealth suburbs are now “poised to, or perhaps have already,

gentrified” (Lung-Amam, 2024, p. 10). Hostenbach and Musterd (2021) highlighted the urgent
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need to “integrate analyses of gentrification with those on the suburbanization of poverty” and to
approach gentrification as a regional issue (p. 481).

Historically, suburbs have played a key role in forging the relationship between identity
and socioeconomic power, naturalizing the relationship between Whiteness and property.

They have mostly been White spaces of exclusion, although different groups have contested this
exclusion and created new spatial identities. Public and private actors have policed the borders of
suburbs so that people of color cannot access benefits such as homeownership and good schools.
Yet suburbs have always been more diverse than the popular White, middle- and upper-class
1950s stereotype. Wiese (2004) pointed out, for instance, “During the Great Migration of the
1910s and 1920s, one in six African American migrants to the urban North moved to a suburb”
(p. 5). Before World War II, Black residents in the South typically lived on the urban fringe. By
1940, one-fifth of the Black population in metropolitan areas across the country was suburban.

Suburbs also have diverse physical and socioeconomic histories, such as towns built
around industry or rural towns now subsumed by development (Oliver, 2001). Suburban
“revisionist” scholars have argued that researchers have assumed a suburb was only a suburb
“when it was white and middle or upper class,” and they have omitted “industry, multifamily
housing, blue-collar workers, ethnic and racial minorities, and the poor” from the suburban
landscape (Nicolaides & Wiese, 2006, p. 7).

Still, most suburbs are the product of decades of government and private policy that
equates Whiteness with property, or the right to control space. The federal government was
instrumental in racializing the post-World War II suburbs (and, conversely, suburbanizing race)
by subsidizing White homeownership and limiting access to property for people of color

(Freund, 2007). In the post-war wave of municipal incorporation and expansion of the mortgage
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market, the federal government and real estate industry legitimized segregation and exclusion as
market imperatives. Zoning was codified as part of a new land-use “science” promoted by
planners and upheld by courts, as people of color, multifamily housing, and renters became an
economic threat for single-family-home communities (Freund, 2007).

Race was spatialized in a way that made racism and state involvement “disappear,”
because both masqueraded as “market forces.” White property was naturally more valuable, and
Black places were simply a bad investment. Federal efforts beyond the housing market, such as
investments in highways and suburban defense firms, also widened the wealth gap between cities
and suburbs. Even after passage of the Fair Housing Act in 1968, which banned discrimination in
renting or selling based on race, color, religion, sex, or national origin, the federal government
ultimately failed to roll back the residential segregation it had promoted. When President Nixon
cut all funding to federal housing initiatives in 1973, he effectively ended federal desegregation
efforts and took away mechanisms for forcing localities to integrate communities.

Land development, regulation, zoning, and taxation all give suburban municipalities
extensive powers to control who belongs in their borders. Yet residents of color with diverse
ethnic backgrounds have found ways to remake suburbia and challenge Whiteness’s claim to
suburban space (Cheng, 2013; Lipsitz, 2011). They have developed alternative relationships to
property and created new “moral geographies” that presume interethnic and interracial
coexistence to be the norm, even the expectation (Cheng, 2013).

For example, in the San Gabriel Valley (SGV), Mexican Americans, Chinese Americans,
and Japanese Americans began buying homes in the formerly all-White suburbs in the 1950s and
’60s, although their access was limited (and Black families had essentially no access; Cheng,

2013). Some families bought in unincorporated, and therefore less racially restrictive, areas of
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Los Angeles County that are today incorporated suburbs. By 1970, formerly all-White Monterey
Park was “majority minority.” The combination of deindustrialization, the Fair Housing Act of
1968, 1970s immigration from Southeast Asia, and other changes in immigration laws and
patterns led to White flight, and White residents were essentially absent from West SGV by
1990. Suburbs there were no longer synonymous with—or producers of—Whiteness.

In the SGV “moral geography,” multigenerational investment in the neighborhood, or a
single home, for reasons other than monetary return is common sense. Latinx or Asian families
in the SGV have held on to their property for generations, while White owners have been more
likely to move out of the neighborhood when their family becomes a minority. For newer
immigrants, homeownership may not be “synonymous with furthering the wealth and prospects
of a heteronormative nuclear family but instead offer[s] an entry point to the area for extended
family members upon immigrating to the United States” (Cheng, 2013, p. 58).

Similarly, Lipsitz (2011) identified a “Black spatial imaginary” that challenges the
normative spatial relations of Whiteness and values community problem-solving over individual
efforts, inclusion over exclusion, and community cohesion over property values:

African Americans and members of other aggrieved communities of color have been

largely unable to control the exchange value of their neighborhoods. ... Yet in response,

they have developed innovative ways of augmenting the use values of the spaces they
inhabit. They pool resources, exchange services, and appropriate private and public
spaces for novel purposes. These practices have been vital to the survival of Black people
and Black communities, but they also offer a model of democratic citizenship to

everyone. (p. 56)

In this alternative “moral geography,” space is not necessarily something from which individuals
profit at the expense of others. Out of necessity, Black neighborhoods—which are more likely to

have a cross-class population than White neighborhoods—have embraced “public cooperation in

solving public problems” instead of foregrounding individual property rights and values (Lipsitz,
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2011, p. 56). In majority-Black suburbs, residents “augment the use value of their neighborhoods
by relying on each other for bartered services and goods” and use private spaces over which they
do have control, such as hair salons, as public spaces, sometimes for political mobilization.
Lung-Amam (2015) has similarly shown how Chinese, Vietnamese, and Filipino residents have
remade private spaces of suburban malls into places to get information such as local and
international news and employment ads, receive medical care, celebrate weddings and holidays,
watch arts performances, and speak native languages.

Suburbanites of color have also used suburban space to construct lives they could not
have in White-dominated spaces, to enjoy a quality of life to which White suburbanites have
long had access. Prince George’s County, where the GAD is located, rose to national prominence
in the mid-2000s as the country’s wealthiest majority-Black county, due to decades of migration
by Black D.C. residents following the 1968 Fair Housing Act. Prince George’s was transformed
from a rural, majority-White suburb to a majority-Black suburb of middle-class professionals but
also lower-income residents fleeing the disinvestment and 1990s drug violence in D.C.—and
later, the high prices.

Those migrating to Prince George’s had a “vision of suburban space that included
remaking the county, social, politically, and symbolically, as black and middle-class territory ...
[they] envisioned a place where middle-class blacks would exercise political and economic
power equal or superior to that of whites” (Wiese, 2004, p. 274). They sought to create
supportive, welcoming Black spaces outside the White “mainstream.” Between 1993 and 2004,
about the same number of people moved in as moved out of the county; those who moved in
were more likely to be Black and/or foreign born; those who moved out were more likely to be

White. A 2007 Brookings Report noted, “With its relatively affordable housing prices and
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middle-income character, Prince George’s County seems to serve as a pathway to the middle
class for large numbers of lower-income, working minorities from Washington, D.C. and
Montgomery County” (Derenzis & Rivlin, 2007, p. ii). In 2022, neighboring Charles County
surpassed Prince George’s as the wealthiest majority-Black county. However, Prince George’s is
still majority Black and the majority of county leadership is Black. It has elected a Black county
executive since 1994 (Wiese, 2004).

Despite the efforts of many communities to claim and remake suburban space, living in
suburbs does not necessarily mean access to opportunity. Suburbs are still likely to be segregated
by race and class (Denton & Gibbons, 2013), and increased racial and ethnic diversity has been
accompanied by a rise in suburban poverty and, in many places, concentrated poverty (Institute
on Metropolitan Opportunity, 2019). Denton and Gibbons (2013) have lamented, “It is hard to
conclude ... that increasing diversity of the suburbs is promoting racial integration at more than a
snail’s pace” (p. 28). And as Powell and Reece (2013) noted, the “opportunity line” is now less
likely between city and suburb and more likely between segregated neighborhoods within cities
and suburbs (p. 227). In a familiar pattern that radiates out from gentrified central cities, many
older, previously disinvested suburbs close to the city have now been targeted for
redevelopment, as Lung-Amam (2021) explained:

Many of the suburbs into which diverse populations have settled are also redeveloping

into more mixed-use, walkable, and “urban” places. Though suburban development has

typically been characterized by strip malls, single-family homes, and parking lots, the
new mantra for good suburban development calls for more walkable, dense, and mixed-

used development, especially near transit. (p. 450)

Historically disinvested suburbs, which are often majority Black or Brown, typically have

limited resources and power to address community needs or control redevelopment. Segregation

and concentrated poverty deter civic involvement and weaken the capacity of local governments
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to address their needs or engage in metropolitan-level problem-solving. When redevelopment
and gentrification patterns are regional phenomena, this puts such suburbs in a vulnerable
position. Land-use decisions can pit local governments against each other instead of bringing
people of different backgrounds together to solve problems within municipalities (Oliver, 2001).
“With little incentive for wealthier municipalities to cooperate, and weak regional governance
structures that could require them to do so, struggling suburbs are left to fend for themselves,”
Lung-Amam wrote (2024, p. 13).

As Fiedler (2011) observed, the popular discourse about suburbs often focuses on the
dichotomy of city and wealthier, Whiter, outer suburbs: “The postwar, inner suburbs form an
often forgotten in-between space in the popular spatial imaginary” (p. 73). Meanwhile, many
older inner-ring suburbs need economic investment. After experiencing extended
underinvestment, they pursue redevelopment to remain economically competitive and garner
revenue, yet this can push lower-income residents and small businesses further out into the
suburbs, excluding them from the benefits of suburban “retrofitting” (Sweeney & Hanlon, 2017.
As redevelopment increases housing prices and commercial rents, this new type of suburban
redevelopment benefits those who can stay. When policymakers do not prioritize affordability
for current residents, the effect of creating a more “urban” space can be displacement. For
example, Markley (2018) found that in Atlanta, “neighborhoods with older housing stock, more
renters, lower incomes, lower rents relative to home prices, and higher Latinx populations in
close proximity to inner-suburban downtowns” were most likely to be targeted for
redevelopment” (p. 606). But instead of improving livability for existing residents, these
suburban redevelopment efforts are creating the same patterns of gentrification found in cities,

such as pricing out those who rely on walkability from more walkable areas.
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When suburban neighborhoods initially undergo redevelopment, much like their city
counterparts, they may become more diverse and less segregated. The key question, as
Hostenbach and Musterd (2021) have asked, is whether these changes “are structural or
temporary as class maps are redrawn, and whether these reductions actually amount to greater
spatial equity and opportunities” (p. 489). Lung-Amam (2024) noted that Latinx and Black
suburban neighborhoods are particularly likely to be segregated and isolated, because “their
metropolitan regions have restructured around them, repeating familiar patterns of
underinvestment in their new neighborhoods” (p. 12).

As a majority-Black county also home to many recent Latinx immigrants, Prince
George’s has long garnered less investment than its neighboring counties in the Washington,
D.C., region. Now, as investment picks up, residents and small businesses risk being priced out.
2.1.4 Gentrification in the Prince George’s Gateway Arts District

The Prince George’s GAD abuts the Washington, D.C., border, a street named Eastern
Avenue where neighborhoods on either side look similar. Route 1, which is also Rhode Island
Avenue, runs all the way to the center of D.C. New investment including commercial buildings
sales and renovations, new restaurants and shops, and new apartment construction has traveled
up Rhode Island Avenue, radiating from the center of Washington, D.C., and crossing Eastern
Avenue into the GAD. This new investment has boosted the economic development that civic
leaders in the GAD have been working on for the last 20-25 years. At the same time, the
population of the corridor has grown.

Gentrification patterns and rising costs of living are impacting the entire metro region,
but the pace of gentrification has been much faster and the changes starker in Washington, D.C.,

neighborhoods. In 2019, a study from the National Community Reinvestment Coalition found
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that from 2000 to 2013, Washington, D.C., was the most gentrified city in the country, with
20,000 Black residents displaced (Richardson et al., 2019).! After 2005, the population of D.C.
increased for the first time in decades. The suburbs also saw population increases, along with
increased rates of poverty, particularly in inner-ring suburbs (Lung-Amam et al., 2022). As the
region has grown in overall population, who lives where continues to shift, with affordability
increasingly out of reach in those inner suburbs.

In the Prince George’s GAD, the combination of arts district efforts and regional
investment patterns has accelerated development along the corridor in the last decade. New
housing and mixed-used development projects have dotted Route 1 and are also concentrated
around transit centers in the GAD municipalities, primarily the West Hyattsville and Hyattsville
Crossing Metro stations, the latter of which sits next to a shopping center. According to the
Census, the total number of housing units in GAD municipalities grew from 10,508 in 2000 to
13,868 in 2020, a 32% increase in housing units over 20 years, indicating construction of new
housing units in the corridor. As of 2022, 10 development projects were in progress in GAD
municipalities totaling nearly 4,000 dwelling units, with about half the projects also including
commercial space (Prince George’s County Development Pipeline, 2022). While the Prince
George’s County Planning Department has stopped presenting data in a “development pipeline”

dashboard that allows a breakdown by “planning areas,” a November 2024 scan of the county’s

I “Utilizing a methodology developed by Columbia University Professor Lance Freeman, the study examines
increases in education levels, home values and income as the defining criteria of whether gentrification has occurred
in a neighborhood (2005). We determine which neighborhoods (census tracts) show indications of gentrification
over the period from 2000-2013. In tracts with indications of gentrification, a second analysis is conducted to
examine whether racial/ethnic displacement occurred during the same time period. The research questions addressed
by this study are: 1) How prevalent is gentrification and subsequent displacement? 2) Are there regional differences
in gentrification and displacement? 3) What census variables are associated with gentrification across the nation?”
(Richardson, J. Mitchell, B. & Franco, J. (2019) Shifting neighborhoods: Gentrification and cultural displacement in
American cities. National Community Reinvestment Coalition. https://ncrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/NCRC-
Research-Gentrification-FINAL.pdf)
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difficult-to-read Development Activity Monitoring System Dashboard suggests at least four
more large residential or mixed-use development projects are in progress in the GAD
municipalities.

As I have detailed, there are multiple ways to measure gentrification and displacement,
including in their early stages. The purpose of this dissertation is not to conduct such a
measurement of the GAD municipalities. However, to evaluate whether and how news media
covered these trends requires identifying some basic markers of gentrification in the area, using
criteria from existing research.

The GAD municipalities exhibit many of the markers for early- to mid-stage
gentrification that Chapple and Zuk (2016), Bates (2013), and researchers at the Voorhees Center
(2013) have identified. While the changes have not been as rapid as in many neighborhoods in
Washington, D.C., the following are true of Mount Rainier, Brentwood, North Brentwood, and
Hyattsville:

1. GAD municipalities are located near transit stations and close to the city and
employment opportunities: The GAD municipalities are home to two Metro stations

(West Hyattsville and Hyattsville Crossing, both opened in 1993), are serviced by

multiple bus lines, and directly border D.C. They are also next to a MARC Maryland

commuter rail station.

2. The population is growing: U.S. Census data show the overall population in the GAD
corridor has increased in the last several decades (adding together all municipalities). The
combined population of the four GAD municipalities grew from 26,609 in 2000 to

33,941 in 2020, a 28% increase (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000, 2010, 2020).
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3. Home values are rising but are still relatively affordable compared to the rest of the
D.C. metro area:

o Census data show home values in each of the four municipalities increased
significantly between 2000 and 2020. The median value of a home (in 2020
dollars) increased between 80% and 120% between 2000 and 2020 (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2000, 2010, 2020). (Because of the 2008 subprime mortgage crises,
which created a housing bubble and inflated prices, median home values rose
more slowly in the period between 2010 and 2020.)

o In most GAD municipalities, “typical home values™ have risen by between
$80,000 and $100,000 in the last five years, with home values in July 2024 in the
four municipalities ranging from $420,000 to $490,000 (Zillow, 2024). By
comparison, the “typical” value of a home in Washington, D.C., and in
neighboring suburb Montgomery County is around $620,000. In Prince George’s
County as a whole, the typical home value is $425,000.

4. Rents are increasing and becoming less affordable for residents

o The percentage of respondents who said 30% or more of their monthly income
was going toward rent—the typical measure by which households are considered
housing cost burdened>—increased over the last decades. Averaging the four
municipalities,

= 45% of renter respondents said they spent 30% or more on rent in 2000,

= 53% said this was the case in 2010, and

2 See https://www.zillow.com/research/zhvi-user-guide/ for Zillow’s definition of and calculation for “typical home
value.”
3 See https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2022/12/housing-costs-burden.html on cost burden.
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= 49% said this was the case in 2020 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000, 2010,
2020).
While more respondents said they were cost burdened in 2010 than 2020, this
may be due to rents rising to the point that lower-income residents have moved
out of the area. Averaged between the four municipalities, and in 2020 dollars:
= median rents rose from $981 to $1,283 between 2000 and 2010, an
increase of 31%;
= median rents rose to $1,488 in 2020, a 16% increase from 2010;
= overall, average median rents in GAD municipalities increased 52% over
20 years, from 2000 to 2020.
S. Demographic changes in race/ethnicity and income level
o Higher-income people have moved into the area and/or low-income residents
have moved out. Census data (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000, 2010, 2020) show the
median household income of residents in the GAD municipalities has climbed
since 2000, anywhere from $10,000 to $30,000 (in 2020 dollars), depending on
the municipality. Averaging all four municipalities together, median household
income in the GAD cities increased from $62,510 in 2000 to $74,576 in 2020
(again, in 2020 dollars).
o Mount Rainier has a large supply of apartment buildings and the highest
percentage of renters of all the GAD municipalities—only 25% of housing is
owner occupied. Mount Rainier also has a much lower median income than the

other three municipalities, where housing is majority owner occupied. Yet Mount

45



Rainier’s owner-occupied housing had the highest median value ($398,200) of all
GAD municipalities in 2020.
o The primary change in race/ethnicity demographics in GAD neighborhoods since
2000 has been the increase in Latinx residents and the increasing number of
respondents marking “two or more races” on their Census forms.
* From 2000 to 2020, Hyattsville saw a decrease in “White-only” residents,
a slight increase in “Black-only” residents, a fourfold increase in residents
identifying as “two or more races,” and a fourfold increase in “Hispanic or
Latino” residents.
= The other three municipalities also saw a major increase in Latinx
residents and a steady decrease in Black and White residents, with the
exception of historically Black North Brentwood, which saw an increase
in White residents.
6. New, higher-end retail and restaurants have opened
o Many vacant storefronts along Route 1 have been renovated and occupied,
especially in the last 10 years, and other small businesses have been replaced by
higher-end retail and food businesses. In addition, new mixed-use development
has provided new commercial spaces for food, retail, and service businesses.
While few other researchers have analyzed gentrification trends in the GAD area, Finio
(2023) mapped gentrification in neighborhoods along the Purple Line light rail corridor in
Washington, D.C.’s Maryland suburbs from 2000—2019. The new public-private transit

investment, still under construction, will run just north of the GAD, and Finio’s countywide
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quantitative analysis shows gentrification is already in progress—and clustered—near the Purple
Line. This includes all of the GAD municipalities.

Typical of many quantitative studies of gentrification, Finio used Freeman’s (2006)
approach by first identifying census tracts that are “eligible to gentrify,” which are “low-income
areas that have seen little new construction and have not been receiving an influx of financial
capital” (Finio, 2023, p. 6). Then, gentrified neighborhoods are identified as those “eligible”
neighborhoods that saw increases in measures of socioeconomic status—such as median home,
rent, and household income values, and percentage of the population age 25 and over with a
bachelor’s degree. Finio’s findings align with the data I provide showing gentrification

happening in GAD neighborhoods (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2

Gentrification Along the Purple Line, Including Gateway Arts District Neighborhoods
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Note. From “Gentrification and Business Closures in Maryland’s Purple Line Corridor,” by N. Finio, 2023, Journal
of Planning Education and Research, 45(1), p. 3. Copyright 2023 by Nicholas Finio. The circle marking Gateway
Arts District municipalities is my addition.

In summary, over the past 20 years, rents and home values in the GAD municipalities
have risen, the median income has risen, the population has higher levels of formal education,
development has increased, and new higher-end restaurants and retail have opened. My research
does not evaluate levels of displacement, and no other comprehensive research has been done to
evaluate this, but overall the GAD is an increasingly expensive place to live. I did not explore

whether commercial rents have also gone up for small businesses, but research has generally
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shown that residential and commercial gentrification are intimately connected, and it is likely
that commercial rents have also increased (Alvarez et al., 2024).

GAD municipalities have been compelled to respond to these trends amid concerns from
residents, local council representatives, and other stakeholders. In 2020, Hyattsville
commissioned national nonprofit Enterprise Community Partners to develop an affordable
housing strategy, which included a 2022 rent stabilization study. “The city’s strong housing
market makes it more difficult for low-income households to live in the city,” wrote the authors
(Enterprise Advisors, 2020, p. 12). Hyattsville is currently working to enact the study’s
recommendations, which include:

e Increase and preserve affordable, accessible housing options.

e Prevent involuntary displacement and stabilize neighborhoods.

e Preserve and expand existing affordable home ownership.

e Ensure that internal policies and practices advance equity. (Enterprise Advisors,
2020, p. 5)

In the initial 2020 housing study, analysis of “demographic trends, market conditions,
existing supply of affordable housing, housing needs, and pathways to opportunity,” indicated
that market conditions were changing and there was a need for more types of homes (including
culturally relevant), more affordable housing, and higher-quality housing (Enterprise Advisors,
2020, p. 9). The study noted that Hyattsville was a destination for those priced out of D.C. and
neighboring Maryland counties, and that “higher-income households (those earning $125,000 or
more annually) are becoming a larger share of Hyattsville’s population. The number of higher-

income households grew by 63 percent between 2013 and 2018” (Enterprise Advisors, 2020, p.
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5). However, the number of extremely low-income residents also grew, and renters became a
larger share of city residents. The report noted:

The City of Hyattsville has long been a diverse community with multiple racial and

ethnic groups and immigrant communities represented. But who lives in Hyattsville is

changing, and stakeholders interviewed during Phase 1 recognize these demographics
shifts. Several City Councilmembers reported that residents in Hyattsville tend to be

younger, work in professional occupations, and single. (Enterprise Advisors, 2020, p. 3)

Similar concerns about affordability led the Mount Rainier City Council to pass a rent
stabilization bill in 2023. Renters, who make up more than two-third of the city’s residents, were
worried their rent would keep rising and they would not be able to keep up (Beachum, 2023).
The text of the ordinance states, “the City Council finds that the cost of rental housing in the City
is abnormally high” and “the current rental market in the City poses a threat to the public health,
safety and welfare of the City’s residents” (Ordinance No. 10-2022, 2023, p. 2). The ordinance
caps rent increases at 4% in a 12-month period. Later that year, responding to county-wide
concerns, the Prince George’s County Council passed a similar temporary rent cap, then made a
version of the law permanent in July 2024.

These data show measurable changes and trends in the GAD over the last several
decades, which I argue can be classified as early or mid-stage gentrification. These changes, as |
have discussed, are part of D.C. metro-level shifts, including the “back to the city” movement of
White, higher-income residents, the displacement of Black and lower-income residents from
D.C., and the rise in suburban poverty, particularly in inner suburbs. However, as prices now rise
in the GAD suburbs, those seeking more affordable housing and amenities may be forced to
move further and further from the city. In the next section, I discuss what the literature says

about how journalists cover neighborhood change and gentrification in general, and how they

have covered these processes in the D.C. metro area specifically.
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2.2 Journalism, Place, and Gentrification

News media are a site for the formation and circulation of public discourse about
gentrification and neighborhood change. News accounts can naturalize the processes of
gentrification by, for instance, reporting on results (such as new restaurants or displacement of
residents) but not the long-term causes, by treating development as inevitable, and by using
certain sources as authoritative voices. Key to this discourse around gentrification is how
journalists construct “place.”

Cultural geographers regard place as constructed and mediated; because place (i.e., as
opposed to space) requires actors with varying degrees of power, there is a politics to how
different actors articulate place (Hubbard, 2010; see also Adams & Jansson, 2012; Cresswell,
2014; Massey, 2005). Place is not a priori;, it arises out of specific circumstances and is
inherently unstable (Lefebvre, 1991; Massey, 2005). As Reichert Powell (2007) argued, place is
the outcome, not the backdrop, of social, cultural, economic, and political activity (p. 4). It is
constituted by subjective, lived experience and the ways in which that experience is articulated,
by both people inside and outside that space. Place is grounded in the particularity of local
conditions (Adams & Jansson, 2012, p. 301) and “made and remade through networks that
involve people, practices, languages and representations” (Hubbard, 2010, p. 5).

Hubbard (2010) argued the “seeming solidity, authenticity or permanence [of place is] a
(temporary) achievement of cultural systems of signification that are open to multiple
interpretations and readings” (p. 5), and Adams and Jansson (2012) highlighted the role of media
in constructing place:

Even the place one inhabits, what one thinks of as the ‘‘here and now,”’ is only partly

known through direct experience; it is also dependent on mediated ways of being-in-
place, such as the hometown newspaper, locally produced radio and television programs,
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portraits on the wall, and countless face-to-face conversations about local conditions and
affairs. (p. 307)

The way places are constructed discursively impacts our behavior toward them. As
Makagon (2010) argued, “Stories about gentrification in the press bestow importance on the
topic and help shape our perceptions of the process as a whole, including who benefits from the
class remake of city neighborhoods and who might be considered victims” (p. 32). Gutsche
(2014) argued that journalists engage in “news place-making” through language and source
choices that “contribute to dominant characteristics of geography based upon long-standing
narratives about race, place, and people” (p. 4).

Scholars have often conceptualized the relationship between news media and the city as
mutually constitutive. Goist (1971) highlights how sociologist Robert Park in 1923 observed that
newspapers held society together, creating a sense of place and sense of belonging, orienting
people toward a geographical area but also the idea of the city. The sheer size of cities made it
impractical for newspapers to function like small-town local news outlets, yet Park (1923)
observed how they managed to cultivate the same feeling of community:

It is possible, however, to select certain particularly picturesque or romantic incidents and

treat them symbolically, for their human interest rather than their individual and personal

significance. In this way news ceases to be wholly personal and assumes the form of art.

It ceases to be the record of the doings of individual men and women and becomes an

impersonal account of manners and life. The motive, conscious or unconsious, of the

writers and of the press in all this is to reproduce, as far as possible, in the city the

conditions of life in the village. (p. 277)

Guarneri (2017), too, contended newspapers have been historical actors and agents of
change that have created a sense of community tied to geography or, at the very least, a shared

concept of the city: “By circulating definitions of regional character among widely dispersed

readers, newspapers helped to build metropolitan regions and turned Americans themselves into
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metropolitans, bound to their regional neighbors by both real and imaginary ties” (p. 9). Her
focus is the 1880s—1920s, when
Newspapers cultivated a new model of urban community, in which residents understood
and interacted with their cities not simply by living in them but by reading about them. ...
As they expanded, newspapers reoriented readers to a larger metropolitan geography.
City papers followed their readers as they moved to the city’s perimeter, offering
suburban delivery service and suburban news coverage. (Guarneri, 2017, p. 8)
Papers also “functioned as economic infrastructure,” Guaneri argued, advertising goods to
consumers and helping develop regional economies. Newspapers and other outlets have
continued to follow readers/consumers who pay for subscriptions and who advertisers target.
Guaneri pointed out that, in their role constituting place or community, journalists have
always made assumptions about who belongs in the public sphere and, thus, for whom they write
(and advertisers target). Journalists’ idea of the city left people out, disregarding and erasing
communities who are very much part of metro areas. And at the same time, news outlets played
with ideas of geography and place to appeal to audiences that matter to them. Parisi and
Holcomb wrote in the 1990s—before the acceleration of the “back to the city” movement of
people and wealth—that
Many newspapers, courting affluent audiences for urban retail centers or more dispersed
suburban markets, have dropped the city name from their mastheads in favor of larger
regional identifications. This suburbanized newspaper has been criticized for
withdrawing coverage from poor neighborhoods and orienting content toward the
interests of more affluent metropolitan regions. (p. 377)
The authors, examining U.S. and UK papers to theorize how journalists define urban space and
frame economic development projects, argued that journalism “affirms and protects the political

center by shrilly marking deviations privileging the powerful as sources, and downplaying or

ignoring oppositional views” (Parisi & Holcomb, 1994, p. 389). They argued news discourse
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essentially pays lip service to marginalized or critical voices but still conceptualizes “the city”
using official rather than popular positions (and sources).

Even when their target markets were suburban after mid-century White flight, news
outlets still often paid more attention to downtown development, relying on the symbolic capital
of the city to bring together readers when suburban development was more dispersed and less
spectacular (Kaniss, 1991; Parisi & Holcomb, 1994). Newspapers in particular have long relied
on the city as their site of business, including their physical offices. But some outlets are now
vacating these downtown offices as operations shrink, and cultivating a geographical identity
that includes readers has become much more complicated in the digital age, calling the
relationship of journalism and “place” into question, as I discuss further in Section 2.3.

Geographers such as Henri Lefebvre (1991) and David Harvey (2012) have long been
concerned with the “right to the city,” or who has the right to space. A parallel question is who
has the right to define space or place? This is particularly important when spaces and places are
changing. Journalists have the power to circulate ideas about who has the right to certain spaces
and who and what belong, and these ideas can influence what activities decision-makers allow in
certain places and what resources are provided to those places, among other things (Gutsche,
2014, loc 590). Particularly when neighborhoods are changing demographically or gentrifying,
the right to define begets “rights to spatial resources and authority to determine what kinds of
activities are appropriate” in that space (Modan, 2007, p. 7).

Discourses of place operate at different scales and across different types of outlets,
including news media. Tuan (1991), one of the first geographers to bring attention to the role of
language in geography, argued that words have the “power to call places into being” (p. 686)

across culture, including in private conversations, literature, and geopolitical formations. Modan
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(2007), a linguist, showed how different groups deployed descriptions of their gentrifying Mt.
Pleasant (D.C.) neighborhood in public discourse such as meetings, casting some people and
spatial activities as legitimate and some as not. How people constructed neighborhood identity
played out in neighborhood conflicts about the right to space, such as the right to hang out in
public parks and streets or play loud music (from primarily Latinx establishments).

Amidst growing anti-immigrant sentiment on the national level, Modan (2007) identified
a “moral geography” in the neighborhood “cleanup” effort, articulated by majority-White groups
(p. 297). Public discussions about community “norms” placed a native-born community at the
center and immigrant residents on the margins. In the neighborhood next door, Columbia
Heights, Maher (2015) found that some longtime residents heard the economic development
discourse of “multicultural celebration” and “diversity” as erasure of their work on and
knowledge of the community—their place history (p. 980). Indeed, some newer and White
residents characterized the changing neighborhood as a redeveloped, multicultural “frontier,”
glossing over the inequality that change can bring as well as the work of longtime residents. This
place construction ignored that a place already existed and cast people of color as an abstract
asset. As Carey (1989) reminded us, “the purpose of representation is to express not the possible
complexity of things but their simplicity” (p. 22). The power to represent is not always equally
distributed.

Journalists are place-makers with significant power to represent. Usher (2019) argued for
more scholarly inquiry into the relationship of journalism and place and “the role of place in
structuring knowledge about the world and its impact on lived experience,” because of the
multiple ways place is significant in the production of news (p. 132). This includes “place as the
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geographic and material setting of news,” “place as lived: where action and meaning is made,”
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and “place as cultural, economic, and symbolic power” (Usher, 2019, p. 91). Journalists have a
role in producing place in all these contexts. Drawing on Bourdieu, scholars have conceptualized
journalists as actors in broader “fields” of representation and meaning-making, with journalism
as a practice that finds “concrete expression in urban space” and is productive of, not an effect
of, urban social relations (Rodgers, 2013, p. 61). Zukin and Maguire (2004) stressed the role of
journalists as “cultural intermediaries” who help market and produce spaces (or create places) for
middle-class consumption. Yet Harris and Hendershott (2018) found that newspapers
consistently represented suburbs negatively in Toronto, which has been gentrifying for decades,
and Hamilton, Ontario, which has struggled economically with loss of manufacturing. Journalists
consistently directed criticism to these places “even though most readers live there” (Harris &
Hendershott, 2018, p. 975). New development and sprawl were commonly criticized, for
example, yet in coverage of inner suburbs, discussion of poverty, crime, and ethnicity was
prominent.

While this pattern of criticism may have changed in metro areas where the “inversion” of
wealth is increasingly putting news media’s target audience in downtowns, it points to how
suburbs—and their residents—have often been ignored or misunderstood. Newsroom cuts and
fewer journalists covering local news mean even less coverage of geographic areas that do not
have the “symbolic capital” of the city. I have illustrated why this lack of attention may matter
even more as gentrification in the suburbs increases caps in wealth and power there. But further,
as news outlets struggle economically, they may be increasingly seeking “global” audiences that
are not defined by geography (Hess & Waller, 2014; Nielsen, 2015).

How do journalists construct place in news? In addition to descriptive language, choices

about what sources to use—or who is presented as authoritative—can be key. During and after
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the 2015 Baltimore uprising following the murder of Freddie Gray, national (non-Baltimore)
journalists evaluated their own and their peers’ performance covering the events, such as in
media columns. Examination of this meta-discourse showed these outsider journalists rarely
considered voices, accounts, or experiences from within a place—Freddie Gray’s neighborhood
of Sandtown-Winchester, for one—to be necessary in order to accurately represent that place
(June-Friesen, 2017).

In the way they deploy sources and describe places, journalists help construct
“consensus” or common sense assumptions. Hall and his colleagues (1978) famously examined
the social construction of crime and crisis in London and news media’s role in producing
discourses of “mugging.” They found the idea that certain neighborhoods were deficient
“criminal patches” became “social fact” in newspapers, fusing race and place and sidestepping
discussions of causality.

But Hall et al. (1978) argued events can only be “made to mean” in news stories if they
are “located within a range of known social and cultural identifications,” or cultural codes or
maps (p. 54). Construction of places as problems requires drawing on (and reinforcing) existing
assumptions, stereotypes, and marginalizations. Researchers have found journalists are likely to
deploy mainstream ideologies—cultural codes—to make sense of events, and more likely to
cover what already fits into “consensus” views than that which challenges the status quo
(Ettema, 1990, 2009; McCombs, 1997; Tuchman, 2004/1978). For instance, Gin and Taylor
(2010) noted that activists working within “market-based systems of land distribution” are more
likely to get journalists’ attention than those wish to change the whole system.

Journalists in the United States have regularly pathologized place, conflating it with

deficiencies such as poverty or crime (Ettema & Peer, 2004; Macek, 2006), often framing lower-
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income urban neighborhoods in terms of their problems, not their assets— “poverty-stricken,
crime-ridden, violence-prone, welfare-dependent, drug-infested, gang-ruled, predator-haunted”
(Ettema & Peer, 2004, p. 283). Burgess (1985) found that the British press also perpetrated a
“myth of the inner city” when covering 1980s uprisings, drawing on ideas about “the
‘undisciplined’ and ‘licentious’ activities of the white working class, but also the invasion and
destruction of that ‘traditional’ community by black people who are noisy, violent and criminally
inclined” (p. 223). She argued the result is “news from nowhere,” as

The empty, hollow form of the myth denies any reality to the places and people being

written about. It perpetuates a generalised understanding which “locates” inner cities as

distinct, separate, alien and potentially destructive of “our civilised way of life.” The
myth removes the places and the people who live in them to a grey, shabby, derelict,
poverty-ridden, fairy-tale land which can be conveniently ignored because it has no

reality. (Burgess, 1985, p. 223)

Again, these constructions help make common sense about the social defects and flawed
values of people who live there (Macek, 2006), or represent residents as passive victims, not
valuable sources of information (Liu & Blomley, 2013). Such journalism contributes to broader
social discourses about whether places and the people in them deserve resources and whether
they have the ability to speak for their own needs.

Journalists establish common sense or social fact by replicating frames of powerful
groups, naturalizing privileged viewpoints (Angus, 1992; Gibson, 2004; Hall et al., 1978).
Gibson (2004) found that, in covering a mid-1990s urban redevelopment proposal that would
reopen a pedestrian mall to traffic, Seattle’s local media relied primarily on story frames
provided by business and government sources, “[quoting] downtown business sources over four
times as frequently as non-profit/advocacy sources,” citizens, and academics (p. 292). Journalists

presented the redevelopment from a presumption of consensus, in which the importance of the

project to downtown “health” was common sense, until the process became more fraught and
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business and political leaders began to disagree. Only then did journalists report a “controversy”
and incorporate dissenting community voices; “consensus is presumed until voices are loud
enough to change the narrative,” Gibson concluded (2004, p. 296).

In his examination of news “place-making,” Gutsche (2014) showed how journalists’
discourses about place mirrored those of decision-makers, such as government leaders. In news
coverage of an Iowa City neighborhood where former residents of Chicago had (re)settled, he
found journalists and city officials described the primarily Black “Southeast Side” in nearly
identical ways, while residents described it differently. Journalists regarded officials’
interpretations as authoritative and did not seek out sources from within the neighborhood (or
even visit the neighborhood). Stories about “those people from Chicago” tapped into longtime
narratives about Black Chicagoans moving to Iowa City to access social welfare, place connoted
race and behavior (Gutsche, 2014, loc 1621). Focusing on crime, school problems, and
dysfunctional families and deploying terms like “roaming, animals, youth, loafing, and
congregating” in reporting, journalists constructed a place that was “other” to the rest of the city
and became a “rhetorical symbol of cultural values and ideology” (Gutsche, 2014, loc 1612 &
1832). Journalists and city officials comprised an “interpretive community” that presumed a
“consensus” view. Residents, however, positioned the Southeast Side as their home and
constructed other city spaces as problematic, with inadequate public transportation and overt
racism from White people confining them to a certain space.

Therefore, news discourses are powerful and constitutive, particularly in treatment of
urban development, neighborhood change, and gentrification. Coverage can influence policy
decisions, pave the way for development, and impact local consumption habits. Scholars have

documented how news coverage of gentrifying neighborhoods has often cast them as “urban
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frontiers” and artists as “pioneers” in this space, and artist-led gentrification as a “natural”
process (Makagon, 2010). Such frames often make place a problem to be solved but also present
a landscape that is a blank canvas: “A place can only be a frontier if it is being thought about as
something other than its current form” (Makagon, 2010, p. 40). How journalists report on place
can prepare it for next steps, such as “cleanup,” more development, new residents, and
displacement of less desirable people or businesses. In this case, symbols help “create the very
reality they present” (Carey, 1989, p. 23). Wilson and Mueller (2004) pointed to one powerful
representation of place in news that helps legitimize gentrification and mark neighborhoods
worthy of investment: “dying neighborhoods in need of middle-class technical salvationists” (p.
282). In coverage of low-wealth, underinvested St. Louis neighborhoods, reporters only
mobilized the metaphor of “struggling beings in need” in discussions of gentrification and
gentrification-ripe neighborhoods” (Wilson & Mueller, 2004, p. 290).

Journalists also have the power to commodify and market “exotic and authentic cultural
urban experiences” that can affect neighborhood growth, because “representations of place have
a material impact on urban growth and decline” (Collins, 2020, p. 258). New neighborhood
businesses, restaurants, and arts activity geared toward more recent residents are often cast as
“progress” by journalists, and evidence that revitalization is working. Chapple et al. (2010) found
that news media drummed up excitement about arts revitalization in Berkeley and Oakland,
California, celebrating “hot destinations” where arts had been a catalyst for economic activity
and brought new amenities like higher-end restaurants. Restaurant reviews also promote
consumption of place through food. Hyde (2014) found that restaurant “reviewers frame culinary

‘authenticity’ and attach symbolic value to a low-income area of [ Vancouver], while often
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acknowledging an emerging civil discourse that sees gentrification as a problem” (p. 341). Yet
they fail to address ongoing structural inequality:

While the journalists in my sample celebrate the culinary offerings of the [Downtown

Eastside] that are heightened by the ‘grit’ and ‘authenticity’ of the urban environment,

they also speak to questions about the potential negative impacts of gentrification on the

area. What I have found, however, is that they do so in a way that is often dismissive of
the most radical and negative opinions of the process, in particular, those of antipoverty
activists. Thus, the language used to frame culinary authenticity and the gestures toward
ethical entrepreneurialism take on new dimensions when analyzed alongside the
structural transformations taking place in the neighborhood, such as condo developments.

(Hyde, 2014, p. 356)

What is missing from news coverage of neighborhood change and gentrification is also
key to how journalists represent place. Journalists sometimes lack awareness of or concern for
neighborhood histories—who lives there and has been living there. Prince (2014) pointed out
assumptions about whom city spaces are for and whose needs and desires count in her critique of
a Washington City Paper piece titled “Guide for the Responsible Gentrifier.” She wrote,

[L]ittle restaurants in Petworth [and] big Whole Foods stores in Logan Circle are

unequivocally marked as community amenities. Although the article acknowledged some

of the race-based economic disparities at work, much of it was written as if the author
didn’t know that the commercial needs and desires of young newcomers, who he
congratulates for gentrifying the city, do not neatly coincide with those of long-term

community members. (Prince, 2014, p. 118)

Discussions of the root causes of gentrification, such as long-term underinvestment in a
neighborhood, are also often absent from reporting. Dreier (2005) argued that news media failed
to examine how state policies are implicated in neighborhood change—how conditions are “a
consequence of federal policies that promote suburbanization and urban disinvestment” (p. 197).
Journalists also often frame changing residential demographics in terms of consumer preference
instead of, for instance, long-term federal transportation and housing policy. Lees (1996) argued

that journalists oversimplify gentrification, relying on binary stereotypes to represent processes

of neighborhood change and the people involved, such as inner city versus suburb, “pioneer
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gentrifiers” versus working class, and other class-based dualisms. She contended this
oversimplification is “responsible for the neglect of other nuances which may also be
significant” for understanding (Lees, 1996, p. 461). Modan and Wells (2016) have highlighted
how news media “naturalize” gentrification by not reporting on the details of how it happens or
who is responsible. Instead, agents of change are invisible and gentrification is presented as a
natural, inevitable process. In their examination of the way journalists have used the term
“gentrification” over time in the Canadian newspaper The Globe and Mail, Tolfo and Doucet
(2021) found that coverage left out important context:

Never self-reflective, or deeply inquisitive as to the policy shifts that enabled this type of

development, these narratives rarely acknowledge the lived experience of low-income

residents or the wider political-economy that produces gentrification. Contemporary
media accounts of gentrification do not give any indication as to the complexities of the
process, nor do they address its root causes. Gentrification is framed less as a process
connected to wider trends of growing inequality and more about lifestyle characteristics

or esthetics. (p. 1433)

Yet journalists are not always boosters for gentrification or change. In an analysis of 20
years of coverage in seven major newspapers (the most comprehensive study to date on news
coverage of gentrification), Brown-Saracino and Rumpf (2011) responded to Parisi and
Holcomb’s (1994) claim that journalists are usually boosters for new development and news
coverage is uniformly complicit in the process of gentrification. Building on research that shows
media coverage “no longer straightforwardly encourages a frontier and salvation framework,
instead encouraging self-consciousness among some gentrifiers” (Brown-Saracino & Rumpf,
2011, p. 293), they found that some coverage did incorporate articulations of place by longtime

residents and addresses displacement and loss of affordable housing. However, journalists

appeared to be less critical of gentrification in the early and late stages of the process, when
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“consequences are the least apparent” or gentrification seems inevitable (Brown-Saracino &
Rumpf, 2011, p. 298).

Journalists also have framed coverage of gentrification and redevelopment in ways that
make sense or are comfortable for their audience. In news stories about neighborhood change,
the potential role of audiences in this process is often invisible. Cantu (2015) argued that news
outlets “frame gentrification in a way that relieves readers of responsibility in an unequal
systemic process” (p. 8). For instance, journalists sometimes foreground the “melting pot” idea
to celebrate the (often temporary) neighborhood diversity that comes with gentrification. Cantt
(2015) contended that journalists fail to call out how “social relations still reflect power
dynamics between class and race” because this is “an easier pill for white, affluent and educated
urbanites to swallow than any analysis implicating them in structural oppression” (p. 8). In their
analysis of Globe and Mail articles, Tolfo and Doucet (2021) found that coverage of
gentrification attended to middle-class reader concerns, offering a “middle-class interpretation of
the challenges associated with gentrification” (p. 1426). They found that 1980s coverage was
more critical of gentrification’s impact on marginalized, working-class urban communities;
1990s coverage cast gentrification as more positive because of opportunities it offered the middle
class, and more recent coverage was again critical because of how rising costs were impacting
the middle class:

As gentrification has become mainstream, so too have the experiences, motivations,

fears, and desires of the gentrifiers become central to how the newspaper has framed it.

Displacement of the poor has been replaced with concerns about whether young

professionals (and their children) will be able to afford their urban dreams. (Tolfo &

Doucet, 2021, p. 1432)

In their survey of 20 years of news coverage in nine papers in seven major U.S. cities, Brown-

Saracino and Rumpf (2011) found that when journalists criticized gentrification, a primary theme
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was displacement of longtime residents and attendant loss of place “authenticity”—an
“[attribute] that some gentrifiers and journalists admire” (p. 302). Here again, journalists align
themselves with readers who are more likely gentrifiers than longtime residents.

This lens can help pave the way for neighborhood change because it portrays it in a
beneficial light. When Rucks-Ahidiana (2018) examined portrayals of gentrification in two San
Francisco newspapers between 1990 and 2014, she found that while coverage raised more
concerns about gentrification than it touted benefits, it paid more attention to working-class and
Latinx neighborhoods than it did poor and Black neighborhoods, resulting in “an oversimplified
and skewed portrait of who benefits and who loses as a result of gentrification in San Francisco”
(p. 1). She argued that this skewed coverage matters because it informs middle-class
understandings of what gentrification “looks like” and can influence “whether or not they view
gentrification as a negative or positive development, and for whom” (Rucks-Ahidiana, 2018, p.
2). Journalists were less likely to write about negative consequences of gentrification for poor
Black neighborhoods compared to other neighborhoods, which Rucks-Ahidiana argued is likely
to reinforce a lack of concern among readers about changes affecting these places and even
support the idea that higher-income residents moving in could be a positive thing for the
neighborhood.

2.3 Changing Media Landscapes

As news has gone digital and ad-dependent journalism has experienced an economic
crisis, newsrooms and news products have shrunk and changed, and the relationship between
journalism and place has been altered. Usher (2019) noted that where news is produced has
changed (it does not necessarily come from a centralized physical newsroom in a downtown) and

new technology has democratized who can represent place or be in place. Hess and Waller
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(2014) contended that a digitized, globalized media landscape has changed boundaries and
location of “communities,” and people may have multiple place attachments that are physical,
psychological, and/or social. Local outlets are increasingly connected to (and republishing)
global information flows, while the amount of original reporting on local issues has shrunk.
Local outlets have shuttered, and national and regional outlets have cut reporting on nearby
communities while courting a less place-based digital audience (Abernathy & Stonebely, 2023;
Hess & Waller, 2014; Philip Merrill College of Journalism, 2024).
For example, the 2024 Maryland Local News Ecosystem Study from the Philip Merrill
College of Journalism at the University of Maryland found that
One major issue in Maryland journalism is what has happened as the biggest paper in the
D.C. region, The Washington Post, has become more of a national and international
product since Amazon founder Jeff Bezos purchased it in 2013. Under Bezos, The Post
made significant investments in hiring and digital technology (though staft has lately
been cut back amid falling revenues), while reducing coverage of the D.C. suburbs—
once a cornerstone of its business model. (p. 20)
In some places, new hyperlocal digital outlets have helped fill such gaps, but disappearing local
news sources are usually not replaced, and existing alternatives to traditional legacy media, such
as public media or alt-weeklies, cannot keep pace with what is being lost (Abernathy &
Stonebely, 2023). The 2023 State of Local News report from the Medill School of Journalism at
Northwestern University found that 204 counties in the United States were “news deserts,”
defined as having no newspapers, local digital sites, public radio newsrooms, or “ethnic
publications™; 228 counties were at risk of losing their last remaining local news outlet
(Abernathy & Stonebely, 2023). For local outlets that remain, researchers have also identified
declines in original or “enterprise” reporting, meaning journalists are less likely to originate the

idea for the story and stories are instead triggered by breaking news or announcements from

local leaders (Philip Merrill College of Journalism, 2024).
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Numerous scholars have connected the crisis in journalism to declines in civic
engagement, distrust of civic institutions, and threats to democracy. Many have lamented the loss
of local newspapers in particular and reflected on the cultural-social role of local media. For
example, Nielsen (2015) suggested,

Local media help ‘orient’ us towards each other within a shared geography, they mark the

weddings, anniversaries, and funerals of those around us as relevant; they provide a

common set of references that goes beyond news to include social events, sports, and the

offers of local businesses. (p. 16)

In both urban neighborhoods and more remote rural places, “Having a local news medium
dedicated to covering you and people around you helps mark the identity of the place where you
live as somewhere and helps mark people there as someone,” Nielsen argued (2015, p. 16,
emphasis in original). Hess and Waller (2014) argued that despite the globalization of
information in online spaces, geography still matters, as place-based local journalism links
people together through a shared “sense of place.” They advocated reconceptualizing traditional
small, local news production as “geo-social journalism”; a news outlet may have a “solid
connection to geographic territory,” which includes the distinct social, cultural, and political
contexts of “place,” but also a role in wider social space “and as a node to the wider global news
media network” (Hess, 2013, as cited in Hess & Waller, 2014, p. 49).

But if local news is important for creating a place-based sense of belonging for readers or
acting as “social glue” (Heiselberg & Hopmann, 2024; Hess & Waller, 2016; Mathews, 2022;
Reader & Hatcher, 2012), it is also important to consider how journalism has long been deficient
in serving the needs or interests of some people in its geographic sphere. Some voices have never

been represented in news, and some communities never attended to. Usher (2023) cautioned

against romanticizing how local news has operated in the past:
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If scholars wish to fetishize the existence of a local news outlet in a community as
essential to democratic life and civic connection, it might be helpful to think more
critically about whether a local news outlet actually has content specific to that
community (p. 242)
Some places have never had access to professionally produced news that serves their needs and
interests, and “these are places that are not only poorly served by the commercial media, but they
have also been poorly served by healthcare, financial, and tech industries, among others” (Usher,
2023, p. 246). Even in metro areas with better access to news and information, legacy news
outlets often only serve a portion of the population who live in wealthier neighborhoods (and are
more interesting to advertisers). Small-town outlets may be “enmeshed in the local business
establishment” (Usher, 2023, p. 246). Thus a lack of local news sources has simply been part of a
broader pattern of disinvestment in some communities and within places, where residents may
have found other ways to stay informed and engaged in their community, such as social media or
local listservs. In the GAD, these non-legacy forms of media—which are not the subject of study
in this dissertation—are key sites of information. Further, both the more traditional legacy media
and hyperlocal outlets that cover the GAD municipalities do not serve or give voice to all
communities located there, as I discuss further in my findings.

The 2024 study of Maryland’s local news ecosystem (Philip Merrill College of
Journalism, 2024) found that with the changes at the Washington Post, coverage of Prince
George’s County (home to the GAD) was significantly reduced. For both Prince George’s and
neighboring Montgomery County (the two Maryland counties bordering D.C.), “there isn’t
anything like a metropolitan or even a local newspaper that exclusively covers either county.
There are hyperlocal sites and blogs. But the limited nature of the Washington Post and local TV

coverage of these counties is striking in the data” (Philip Merrill College of Journalism, 2024, p.

21).
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Prince George’s fared worse than Montgomery County in terms of dedicated news
coverage, with no news organization offering “complete daily coverage of news events and
government activity in this county of about 955,000 people” (Philip Merrill College of
Journalism, 2024, p. 22). Prince George’s County is large and diverse, and the study does not
map coverage patterns within the county, which undoubtably deserve scrutiny. The authors
highlight a “handful of hyperlocal sites,” all of which are in or close to the GAD corridor—one
of several wealthier pockets of the county where population is concentrated. This includes the
nonprofit Streetcar Suburbs News, which runs the monthly Hyattsville Life & Times local
newspaper and website where content is updated more regularly. The 20-year-old Life & Times,
a largely volunteer operation that used to be subsidized by the City of Hyattsville before
incorporating as a nonprofit media group, comprises a major portion of this dissertation’s corpus
for textual analysis.

Overall, changing media landscapes and reductions in local news may mean fewer eyes
on new development and gentrification trends, particularly in disinvested areas already
underserved by dedicated, reliable journalism coverage. While journalists and journalism may
not be the only reliable source of information on place and neighborhood change—and may not
do a good job asking the right questions about who is responsible, who is affected, and how—
they play a key role in informing communities and shaping public discourse and opinion about
development and change.

2.4 Conclusion

The extensive research on gentrification has shown how underinvested neighborhoods,

usually home to lower-income communities of color, change when redevelopment happens. As I

have discussed, longtime residents and business owners often struggle to stay in place when
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housing prices and rents rise. Changing neighborhood demographics and amenities can also
cause cultural displacement and loss of political power. I have also discussed the popularity of
using arts to “revitalize” economically disinvested areas and court a “creative class” and how
arts-driven redevelopment can displace long-term residents—and artists—if affordability
protections are not put in place and diverse residents are not part of the planning process.
However, more research is merited to understand both how gentrification—including arts-driven
gentrification—impacts communities in its early stages and how it plays out in suburban
contexts. Gentrification scholars have largely ignored suburbs, and suburban scholars have
largely ignored gentrification (Lung-Amam, 2024), even though cities and suburbs are intimately
connected and experience the same economic and demographic trends. Further, and central to
this dissertation, the body of literature on how journalists cover gentrification is still small, and
little of it focuses on coverage of the early stages of change. Additionally, most research on
journalism and place focuses on urban context, and while there is some literature on journalism
and suburbs, little of this focuses on redevelopment, neighborhood change, and gentrification.
Gentrification is impacting neighborhoods in most growing U.S. cities. It is a complex
local issue that directly impacts many lives. Housing affordability is a nationwide crisis. The
wealth gap is growing, poverty is suburbanizing, and access to opportunity is determined in large
part by where one lives. Journalism can help us better understand these complexities on the
ground. More information in the news about policies that enable gentrification and how
communities are impacted could influence leaders to intervene early to mitigate displacement.
Understanding how common (dominant) understandings and public discourse about

neighborhood change develop and circulate is key for critically evaluating whom that discourse
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privileges and what impact it might have on policy decisions and individual and community
experiences.

In the next chapter, I discuss my methodology for investigating how journalists have
covered development, neighborhood change, and gentrification in the Prince George’s County
GAD neighborhoods, what discourses of inner suburb neighborhood change are prominent
across news coverage, and how journalists understand their role in processes of change. There, I
explain the literature on which I base my methodology, including how discourse works and

related concepts of encoding/decoding, framing, and articulation that inform my textual analysis.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

This dissertation uses a mixed qualitative methods approach that combines textual
analysis of news stories and semi-structured interviews with local journalists to examine how
journalists cover development and change in the Route 1 Gateway Arts District (GAD)
municipalities and how they make meaning of these events and trends. I analyzed 175 news
stories from hyperlocal (city level), local (county level), regional (metro level), business, real
estate, and arts news outlets. I also interviewed seven journalists who have covered development
and change in the Route 1 corridor.

My goal was to identify representations of place and discourses of development and
change in news and how these representations and discourses were deployed. I was also
interested in how coverage varied by type of outlet and date of news coverage, as well as what
sources were used. Again, by “discourse,” I mean representations or “ways of thinking” about
people, places, or events that “appear across a range of texts, and as forms of conduct, at a
number of different institutional sites within society” (Hall, 2013, p. 29). Discourse is how
knowledge is produced, “a cluster (or formation) of ideas, images and practices, which provide
ways of talking about, forms of knowledge and conduct associated with a particular topic, social
activity or institutional site in society” (Hall, 2013, xxii, italics in the original).

In doing textual analysis of news stories and interviews, I applied a critical, cultural
studies lens, which informed my understanding of how texts work to construct knowledge and
oriented me toward latent themes. Critical-cultural studies also provided the theoretical
underpinnings of my research questions. A central concern was the ways in which discourses
about development and neighborhood change in news coverage may reinforce, reveal, or

undermine systems of power in society, and in particular, systems and ways of thinking that
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operate in changing neighborhoods that are gentrified or in early stages of gentrification. I was
interested in how journalism covers development-induced changes that impact people in
different ways depending on their identities and position in society, and whose experiences,
voices, and concerns were present in news coverage. What ways of thinking or ways of talking
about neighborhood change were prevalent, how did that discourse operate across coverage, and
why might that be?

My analysis focused only on the “encoding” part of the communication process, not the
“decoding” aspect, which would involve examining how audiences (such as residents of the area)
read, understood, interpreted, accepted, or rejected these news stories and the discourses housed
there. Stuart Hall’s (1993) idea of encoding/decoding has been used widely by media and
communications researchers to understand how messages and images are produced,
disseminated, and contested or reproduced; how meaning is made at different stages of the
communication process; how various kinds of audiences accept or refuse to accept the meanings
“preferred” by journalists; and how power operates through discourse. The idea is that the ways
in which particular actors “encode” messages with dominant ideas may not necessarily be how
other actors “decode” message—that is, they may not buy in to a particular discourse of
neighborhood change. While examining audience decodings of news discourses of neighborhood
change would provide a fuller understanding of the entire communication “circuit,” such
research could constitute an entire other dissertation with a substantial audience outreach
component. Further, I am most interested in journalists’ role in discourses of change and
gentrification. In addition, there is no single audience for the coverage I examined; in-depth
research on audience decoding would entail identifying multiple audiences fragmented across

multiple platforms, also making it difficult to make any broad claims about how audiences
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“read” news of redevelopment. In making decisions about how to construct and define
qualitative research projects, Braun and Clarke (2006) argued, “What is important is that the
theoretical framework and methods match what the researcher wants to know, and that they
acknowledge these decisions, and recognize them as decisions” (p. 80).

The Washington, D.C., region has experienced some of the most intense gentrification in
the country over the past several decades (National Community Reinvestment Coalition, 2019).
Meanwhile, the city’s cost of living has risen and racial demographics have shifted dramatically
as Black residents leave and White residents arrive; D.C. was 71% Black in the 1970s and 41%
Black in 2020 (U.S. Census). The cost of living in D.C. is among the highest in the nation; a
2024 report by the National Low Income Housing Coalition (2024) found that a minimum wage
worker would have to work nearly 80 hours a week to afford a modest one-bedroom rental at
market rate. Thus equity issues are central to neighborhood change in the D.C. region, and
redevelopment is an inherently political topic that requires a critical lens.

Drawing on my reading and research on journalistic construction of place and race; news
coverage of gentrification; and neighborhood change, sub/urban demographic shifts, and
gentrification, I developed a “framework of concerns” that guided my coding while still allowing
for inductive analysis and data-generated themes. I discuss this further in the coming sections.
Researchers sometimes call this kind of framework “sensitizing concepts,” which provide a
starting point for a study (Bowen, 2006). “Sensitizing concepts draw attention to important
features of social interaction and provide guidelines for research in specific settings,” as well as
development of codes and thematic categories, Bowen wrote (2006). Charmaz (2003), who
developed constructivist grounded theory (GT) methodology, suggested that sensitizing concepts

should “provide starting points for building analysis, not ending points for evading it” (p. 259).
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Ryan and Bernard (2003) noted that while prior theorizing can close off possibilities in the data,
“assiduous theory avoidance ... brings the risk of not making the connection between data and
important research questions” (p. 94). Braun and Clarke (2006) wrote,

There is no one right way to proceed with reading for thematic analysis, although a more

inductive approach would be enhanced by not engaging with literature in the early stages

of analysis, whereas a theoretical approach requires engagement with the literature prior

to analysis. (p. 86)

In this chapter, after explaining my positionality in this research, I lay out my research
questions and detail my approach to investigating these questions. Next, I discuss my rationale
for collecting news stories, conducting semi-structured interviews, and employing reflexive
thematic analysis (RTA). To conduct my textual analysis of news coverage and interviews, |
used RTA process as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006, 2019).

I then offer a detailed explanation of how I collected approximately 1,000 news stories
from 22 outlets and established a corpus using MaxQDA software. I outline my process for
identifying and recruiting interviewees, as well as specifics of the interview process, recording,
and transcription. Finally, I explain how I selected, coded, and analyzed news stories and
interviews using MaxQDA software, employing primarily interpretive but also some descriptive
coding and using features in the software to offer—in addition to thematic analysis—bigger
picture, longitudinal findings about language (keywords), sourcing, themes, and other aspects of
news coverage about development and change in different kinds of outlets (e.g., hyperlocal or
regional) over a 15-20 year period.

3.1 Self-Reflexivity Statement

As I noted and explain in more detail in this section, my analysis of news texts was

guided by a primarily inductive approach combined with sensitizing theory, as is much

qualitative research. A purely inductive approach, in which all concepts or themes are derived
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bottom-up from the raw data, is not possible. Research is researcher-driven. My own conceptual
framework, including my theoretical lens, my existing knowledge of the topics of inquiry, and
my own positionality—including as a resident of the geographical area, a news consumer, and a
journalist—influenced my research and the ways in which I constructed meaning. My analysis
responded to research questions that were informed by previous engagement with literature,
which guided the types of data I was looking for.

I conducted this research in my own back yard; I brought my experiences and
observations as a 10-year Hyattsville homeowner to my analysis. Over the past decade, I have
observed new development, increased housing prices, demographic shifts, and changing
storefronts. I have been aware of my own position as one of an increasing number of young,
often White, homebuyers in these suburbs. I have talked with neighbors about how their home
values have risen to where they could not afford if buying today. I have heard longtime residents
celebrate new amenities for which they have waited so long. I have seen new development elicit
positive and negative responses from people living and working near me. I have attended
community planning meetings where some residents called for new, more upscale retail and
others worried about keeping Hyattsville a diverse, affordable place to live. I have heard some
people ascribe an arts identity to the area and others never mention the arts when describing their
community. I have seen residents excitedly discuss the new Route 1 mixed-use complex and its
Whole Foods on the local listserv; others wish they could have stopped the development in order
to preserve green space and tamp down congestion. Importantly, I have seen concerns about
affordability mount over the years on local listservs and in neighbor discussions.

While this “insider” status provided me with history and context, it may have limited

what I learned, what I noticed, or what the journalists I interviewed told me, depending on their

75



assumptions about my knowledge. Interviewees from hyperlocal publications were also area
residents, so while my status as their “neighbor” may have allowed me to speak more informally
with them or gain trust by showing insider knowledge, it may also have impacted what they
decided to tell me. Further, my identity—or perceived identity—as a former journalist or
academic researcher may have also impacted my relationship with interviewees. In addition, 10
years ago, I was involved as a volunteer consultant and writer with the community paper
Hyattsville Life & Times, whose articles I analyze and whose executive editor I interviewed. My
time at the paper was long before the current staff and writers, so I did not work with any of
them. However, they were aware of my previous involvement. Further, my research interest in
gentrification and concern with equity issues is apparent in my online presence. I clearly state my
interest in studying gentrification, news coverage, and equity issues on my website, for example.
This may also have affected how interviewees interacted with me and what they chose to say.

As Modan (2007) found in her ethnography of Mt. Pleasant, D.C., being a resident can
convey a status of legitimacy and quell residents’ skepticism about a researcher’s intentions. On
the other hand, being a community member means one is already aligned, sometimes publicly,
with certain interests or politics and peoples’ perceptions about this can affect what kind of
information interviewees share. A researcher’s race, class, ethnicity, professional status, or
housing status (renter/owner) can also affect how interviewees perceive them. Most of the
journalists I interviewed were a similar demographic profile to me—White, college-educated,
and middle-class. This does not match the diversity in communities these journalists are or were
covering. Therefore, I recognize that many perspectives were not present in our conversations.
This is reflective of long-term issues in journalism more broadly, related to diversity in

newsrooms and diversity of voices in news coverage. This problem came up in our
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conversations, and it is particularly relevant for coverage of development and neighborhood
change, because it impacts understandings and awareness of who is impacted by change and in
what way. I discuss this further in my findings.

Practicing reflexivity—an awareness of how my own identity or biases influence the
research process at all stages—was important to me. During the time [ was doing this research, I
intentionally did not voice strong opinions publicly related to development issues, choosing
instead to be more of an observer. In talking to people in the area, when mentioning my research,
I tried to speak in general terms about my interest in the public discourse and news coverage
about development and change, but I was not outspoken about my concerns regarding equity and
often avoided using the word “gentrification.” As much as possible, I chose to use relevant,
“naturally” occurring discussions or public discourse (such as at local events or gatherings) to
which I was party as sensitizing information that provided broad background and context for my
research. However, I found it impractical to have my research ears and eyes turned on at all
times.

3.2 Research Questions

The primary goal of my research was to understand how news media, from hyperlocal to
regional outlets, cover issues related to neighborhood change, including early-stage
gentrification, in the Route 1 GAD cities. How did journalism make meaning of these processes?
By “cover,” I mean reporting on re/development projects and new investments, changes in
housing prices/availability, new businesses or services, changing demographics, local
government planning decisions, and community reactions to such changes, as well as

“gentrification” explicitly. I also wanted to hear from journalists about how they understand
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processes of neighborhood change, including in my research area specifically, and how they
approach reporting on new development and effects or potential effects on the neighborhood.

As I discussed in Chapter 2, I understood “neighborhood change” to mean changes in the
social, economic, and/or physical landscape. This could include physical changes, such as a new
mixed-use development, or demographic changes, such as an increase or decrease in residents of
a particular race or ethnic group. Although the relationship between these different kinds of
change is not necessarily linear or sequential, a major driver of change is capital—new
investments in the neighborhood that lead to real estate development. For this reason, I focused
on collecting news stories that were specifically about physical re/development activity in Route
1 neighborhoods, including vacant spaces being filled or new businesses opening. This is not to
discount the broader development patterns and demographics shifts across the D.C. metro area
that are also part of the changes in Route 1 neighborhoods as well as many other inner suburbs.

While neighborhood change is not necessarily gentrification, as I discussed in Chapter 2,
the GAD has been showing signs of gentrification, and research—and patterns in other D.C. area
neighborhoods— shows such development activity often indicates active gentrification
processes. Gentrification occurs when existing residents or businesses are excluded from new
investment and neighborhood “upgrades” because such upgrades are targeted to newer, wealthier
residents moving to the neighborhood, or because they can no longer afford to live or operate in
the neighborhood (Baker & Lee, 2019; Slater, 2012; Smith, 1996). Gentrification implies a
power differential and involves some type of displacement: physical, cultural, or political (Hyra,
2014).

My goal was to understand how journalists report on and talk about the above

phenomena. But more specifically, I was interested in how journalists were producing or
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reproducing particular discourses about change, including ideas about arts-led revitalization and
who benefits from it. Based on my own observations as a resident and my previous research on
neighborhood change and gentrification, I wondered how Route 1 neighborhoods were being
constructed in news coverage, who or what was constitutive of place, and who or what
“belonged.” I wondered who the sources were in these news stories or what voices or
experiences were present in accounts of change. Who counted? As I later refined in my
framework of concerns that guided my coding, I wondered how journalists defined problems or
issues related to change and development, addressed who or what was responsible, addressed
who was affected and how, and generally represented the identity of places. I also wondered how
they thought about reporting on development.

After some preliminary reading of news coverage, and based on my reading of the
literature on gentrification and how journalists have covered gentrification—and, more broadly,
constructed place—I formulated the following research questions to guide my inquiry. These
questions follow goals of qualitative and critical inquiry to understand how meaning is made
through different forms of culture, in this case news texts, and to understand how power relations
play out in culture. Qualitative research questions are concerned with an interpretive “way of
knowing” through analysis of meanings and meaning-making instead of testing theories or
producing causal explanations (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011).

Research questions:
1) How have journalists and journalism re/produced discourse about development,
neighborhood change, and gentrification in the Prince George’s County Gateway Arts

District (GAD) neighborhoods of Mount Rainier, Brentwood, North Brentwood, and

Hyattsville?
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a. What are the recurring discourses about development,

b. How do journalists describe and explain change, and

c. Whose ideas about development and change and who or what belongs in these

neighborhoods are presented as authoritative?
d. What differences are there in coverage depending on type of news outlet and date
of publication?
2) How do journalists (again, including non-legacy/non-mainstream journalists) approach
covering development, and how do they understand their role in neighborhood change?

3.3 Qualitative Research Approaches
To prepare for analyzing news stories and conducting interviews, I read various sensitizing
material to orient me to how these issues were being talked about in news and in public discourse
(Bowen, 2006; Braun & Clarke, 2006; Charmaz, 2003). This included an initial scan of
approximately 30 news stories on development and change in the Route 1 GAD as well as other
kinds of media, such as promotional or marketing materials for new development. I also read
posts and discussions about development issues on two city-specific (but not city-run)
community listservs (“Hyattsville Organization for a Positive Environment (HOPE)” and
“MountRainierMD”’) and two Facebook groups (“Arts District Hyattsville” and “Mount Rainier,
Maryland”) to get a sense of community opinions. I attended public meetings about related
issues, such as a community forum with a developer and a Hyattsville city planning committee
meeting about affordable housing. I read planning and zoning documents, such as sector plans,
that applied to the GAD and its municipalities, and I attended community forums and planning
charettes related to the city of Hyattsville’s planning for the future. As my research spanned the

pandemic, some of these events were in person and some via Zoom. The intention was to gather
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background knowledge to help contextualize the news stories I read. This initial reading, along
with reading the literature, helped create “theoretical sensitivity” for my theme development and
analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Throughout my research process, I continued to keep an eye
out for this kind of contextual information.
3.3.1 Textual Analysis

My first step toward answering my research questions was collecting and analyzing news
stories using an RTA method for textual analysis. I conducted the bulk of my semi-structured
interviews after preliminary analysis of news stories, then analyzed interview transcripts using
RTA. This constructivist approach has many similarities to the GT approach to coding outlined
by Charmaz (2006), which I initially intended to use. Both RTA and GT are commonly used in
social science research, but thematic analysis is not intended to generate theory about social
processes in the way GT analysis is. Additionally, true GT requires theoretical sampling
(Charmaz, 2006), which was not part of my process. While the basic process of refining themes
is similar, RTA was better suited for analyzing the types of data I collected—news texts together
with interviews —and helping to answer my research questions with a critical cultural studies
approach. RTA is a flexible method that “can be applied across a range of theoretical and
epistemological approaches” that offers a clear process for moving through large amounts of data
(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 78) and identifying “patterns of shared meaning underpinned or united
by a core concept,” or a theme (Braun & Clarke, 2019, p. 11). RTA has become a popular
qualitative method for systematically constructing meaning-based patterns, which I detail further
below (Terry & Hayfield, 2021).

My approach to textual analysis is informed by several assumptions about how texts

work. “Texts” refers to a range of media that construct meaning using shared cultural codes, or
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systems of representation (Hall et al., 2013). Texts are inherently unstable, in that there is not a
singular meaning to be “found,” because authors and audiences may encode and decode this
communication, respectively, with different meanings. Further, texts are created according to
historically situated conventions. In the case of journalism, news texts are produced using a
particular set of conventions, such as using sources and quotes in a particular way or employing
language meant to convey “neutral authority” (Cotter, 2010). Such conventions help convey a
“preferred reading” that readers may or may not accept. As Given (2008) explained,

Texts are polysemic—they have multiple and varied meanings. However, this semantic

instability does not mean that readers can make a text mean whatever they wish it to

mean. Meaning is derived from the codes, conventions, and genre of the text and its

social, cultural, historical, and ideological context—which can work together to convey a

preferred reading of the text. (p. 866)
Therefore, textual analysis does not aim to find the “correct” meanings, nor simply to identify
that a word or concept is in a text, but rather in what way language is used to make meaning.
This analysis focuses on “what interpretations are possible and likely” (Given, 2008, p. 866),
with the assumption that this analysis is also influenced by a researcher’s knowledge,
perspective, and experience. Doing textual analysis at the latent level means going beyond the
semantic or manifest content and looking for discourse, or what Braun and Clarke (2006) called
“the underlying ideas, assumptions, and conceptualizations” that inform the semantic content (p.
84).

In this way, my analysis of news stories focused on how they talked about
re/development and change, why they might be talking about it in that way, and whether
particular ways of describing neighborhood change came up repeatedly. Hall (2013) described

how “knowledge” is repeated across various sites in society, and this repetition is what gives

discourse power to “[govern] the way that a topic can be meaningfully talked about and reasoned
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about” and further, acted upon (p. 29). These “ways of thinking” are made and remade in part
through news media, which is situated within wider frameworks of culture or social life
(Matheson, 2005). News can help create social realities (Brennen, 2012) and establish common
sense about why something is happening, who is responsible, who is affected and how, and
whose account of these things is authoritative. Sometimes, “the news is not telling us something
new, but reminding us of the resilience of already known structures of knowledge” (Matheson,
2005, p. 18).

Two other concepts about how texts work informed my analysis: articulation and
framing. Articulation, as it is used in cultural studies or by other post- or neo-Marxist scholars, is
a way of understanding how certain ideas are linked and bound together in a particular moment.
Hall (1996) described it as process in which social forces and ideology “find each other” for a
particular purpose, as there is no “necessary” or natural link between the two—an articulation
makes these connections. This linking or articulating happens in specific historical and cultural
moments in order to do something—a strategy for justifying an act, propelling a social
movement, or making identity visible or political significant. Articulation can entail the
production of group identities or social movements but also the production of common sense, or
taken-for-granted articulations in public discourse that may not be obviously constructed.
Articulations can include the “circulation of ideological forces such as capitalism, nationalism,
patriarchy, heterosexualism, democracy and technology that emerge within large discourses and
limit the potential of the individuals and groups involved to make meanings and facilitate social
movement” (Hanczor, 1997, p. 5).

Ideas are articulated to or with each other (like a truck, whose cab and trailer can be

disconnected and reconnected) for a purpose. For example, White nationalists have articulated
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their identity to President Donald Trump. As Hall (1996) explained, “You have to ask, under
what circumstances can a connection be forged or made? ... I want to insist that the popular
force of an organic ideology always depends on the social groups that can be articulated to and
by it” (pp. 141, 144, emphasis original). Hall described articulation as a temporary unity of
discursive elements; none of these linkages are essential or natural or necessary, but instead part
of a rhetorical effort in a chain of other efforts. Steiner (2016) noted that not all of these efforts
get equal play in public arenas such as news media; “Some articulations work from more
privileged positions” (p. 106).

Journalists articulate people, places, or events to meanings, causes, and effects.
Articulation as described here provides one way for thinking about how journalists make things
mean by producing, circulation, and reusing articulations and how this is part of a longer circuit
of meaning, or circuit of communication. “A text moves through these ‘moments,” with each
stage working on the material, constraining its meanings. Each is also subject to constraints
exerted by other stages” (Steiner, 2015, p. 106). None of these linkages are predetermined or
necessary—they are socially constructed and contingent. Which articulations about
neighborhood change appear in news coverage, for instance, many depend on whose
construction resonates with journalists in that moment.

Articulations also produce invisible assumptions, the basis from which a story is being
told, or common sense. Noted Angus (1992), because “ideology is most effective precisely when
it is invisible, when it has come to form the unquestioned basis from which people argue, rather
than the explicit conclusions that they argue toward” (p. 540, emphasis original). Journalism
often requires journalists to have some organizing ideas for beginning reporting and selecting

information and sources, so that “journalism begins not with the search for information or story
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but with the models and metaphors that propel the search” (Rosen, 1999, p. 283). The common-
sense basis from which news stories begin—how the central question is posed—can determine
whose articulations are part of the narrative. Also driving reporting are norms and conventions of
journalism, such as horse-race type political coverage, victims versus villains stories, hero tales,
tragedies, or simply the need to provide an authoritative account of “what happened.” Ettema
(2009), for instance, contended that “culture provides story forms within which events can be
organized, recounted and understood.” Through journalistic storytelling, Ettema argues, quoting
Schudson, “the world is incorporated into unquestioned and unnoticed conventions of narration,
and then transfigured, no longer a subject for discussion but a premise of a conversation at all”
(Schudson, 1995, p. 54, as cited in Ettema, 2009, p. 295).

Journalists’ accounts are subject to and created using frames, which draw on recognizable
cultural codes to interpret (or articulate) issues, events, and the people and places involved. As
broad structures of belief and ways of organizing information, frames entail the mutual
engagement of cognition and culture in a way that “organizes the facts into a meaningful
conceptual structure” (Ettema, 2009, p. 297). While frames and framing are inevitably part of
communication, the way in which information is framed or who does the framing is not
inevitable.

Some frames are more dominant across different kinds of media and platforms, such as
political speeches and advertising. Frames can operate through “metaphors, exemplars,
catchphrases, depictions, and visual images” (Borah, 2011, p. 249). Frames offer “preferred
meanings” or invitations to read information in a certain way. As the broad literature on framing
shows, these invitations can be “invisible” but also more visible frames, such as those articulated

by official sources like public officials. Some frames are powerful enough that they do not need
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to be central in the text, “but merely to be fleetingly present in a number of devices” (Van Gorp,
2007, p. 66).

Frames are not only present in new texts, but “have at least four locations in the
communication process: the communicator, the text, the receiver, and the culture” (Entman,
1993, p. 52). Entman’s (1993) well-known description highlights how frames are actively
produced:

Framing essentially involves selection and salience. To frame is to select some aspects of

a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way

as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation,

and/or treatment recommendation for the item described. (p. 52, emphasis original)
Frames can amplify or silence, as “another essential task of the framing process [is] the
classification of social actors and actions through the rendering of some facts about them more
salient than others” (Ettema, 2009, p. 297). Framing can also impact understandings of who is
responsible for what—that is, what actors are involved and who has power (Iyengar, 1991).
Iyengar showed a correlation between TV news frames and how audiences attributed
responsibility for a problem. When journalists framed a story episodically—as a single, stand-
alone episode—without placing an event in a broader, historical context or trend, audiences were
more likely to understand the problems such as poverty, crime, or terrorism at the level of
individuals, and attribute the problem (and solution) to individuals. However, when stories were
framed thematically, meaning they were situated in a broader social-historical context, audiences
understood problems to be societal and requiring collective, structural solutions.

As Hall (1975) reminded us in his intro to Paper Voices, the most significant items in
texts may not be the most recurrent, but they may have the most weight, which requires the

researcher to consider tone, placement, and other factors that form implicit patterns and

emphasis, including a “definition of what constitutes news” that operates at a second level to the
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actual (manifest) news content (p. 16). The key is sow what is said is said. Frames can shift over
time and may reveal changing ways of thinking among journalists or society more broadly. Hall
(1975) and his colleagues argued “that at all times, but especially in periods of rapid social
change, the press performs a significant role as a social educator” and interpreter of change (p.
11).

Thus textual analysis seeks to identify and examine taken-for-granted ideas, common
sense understandings, or other shared cultural codes that establish a basis for understanding
particular events. A discursive approach to textual analysis “examines not only how language
and representation produce meaning, but how the knowledge which a particular discourse
produces connects with power, regulates conduct, makes up or constructs identities and
subjectivities, and defines the way certain things are represented, thought about, practiced and
studied” (Hall et al., 2013, p. xxii).

I chose textual analysis for this research because it allows me to understand patterns and
themes in news coverage of and interviewee perspectives on development and change, and it
orients me specifically to the constitute power of language. When analyzing news coverage and
interviewee descriptions of neighborhood change along Route 1 in the GAD, I looked for what
Matheson (2005) called the “‘ruts in the road’ that have been formed over time in language use
because of the dominance of certain social interests” (p. 5)—language that “taps into well-
established ideological structures” and presents as “common sense” (p. 6). For example, in the
stories I analyzed, one such “rut” repeated descriptions of how new development was making an
area a “destination” for newcomers. Another rut was repeated use of language like “blight,”
“decay,” and “vacant” to describe an area pre- or mid-development in contrast to a discourse of

“revitalization” and “vibrancy” when an area or building had been redeveloped.
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Textual analysis also allowed me look at changes over time in 15-20 years of news
coverage on these issues in a particular geographical area, to see how development and
neighborhood change issues were framed and how this might reveal shifting (or stagnant) ways
of thinking about development in the region. As Altheide and Schneider (2013) observed, “When
language changes and the new or revised frameworks of meaning become part of the public
domain and are routinely used, then social life has been changed, even in a small way” (p. 115).
For example, in my findings, I discuss how journalists helped construct the arts district as a
“destination.”

3.3.2 Reflexive Thematic Analysis

To conduct my textual analysis of news stories and interview transcripts, I employed the
RTA process laid out by Braun and Clarke (2006) and later refined and clarified by the authors
in subsequent articles, in which “reflexive” was added to the name (Braun & Clarke, 2019) to
emphasize “the importance of the researcher’s subjectivity as analytic resource, and their
reflexive engagement with theory, data and interpretation” (Braun & Clarke, 2021, p. 330 ).
Terry and Hayfield (2021) called TA a “rigorous, powerful, and yet ‘straight-forward’ way of
engaging with qualitative data” (p. 3) and identified its core values as

(a) Theoretical flexibility;

(b) Procedural focus on systematic, ever-increasing, and rigorous engagement with data;

(c) Emphasis on the reflexive contribution of the researcher; and

(d) Framing of ‘themes’ as multi-faceted, conceptual, meaning-based patterns. (p. 4)

While theme identification and thematic coding is part of most qualitative analysis
processes (Ryan & Bernard, 2000, 2003), Braun and Clarke (2006) argued that thematic analysis

should be considered a method in its own right. In RTA, themes are “meaning-based patterns
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constructed by researchers from raw data through a rigorous, systematic process to help tell the
story of the data from a research project” (Terry & Hayfield, 2021, p. 13). The researcher is an
active participant in this process—“themes do not just ‘emerge’” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 96).
The “reflexive” aspect refers to the researcher’s role in knowledge production but also how
“[t]he coding process requires a continual bending back on oneself—questioning and querying
the assumptions we are making in interpreting and coding the data” (Braun & Clarke, 2013, pp.
13-14).
The RTA process is similar to the open, axial, and selective coding process that is part of
a GT approach (Charmaz, 2006). However, RTA does not include theoretical sampling as GT
does, in which data analysis (repeatedly) guides futher selection and collection of data in order to
test and develop a theory. RTA does not attempt to develop a theory. Braun and Clarke (n.d.)
have argued that RTA is similar to “grounded theory-lite,” in which researchers use GT coding
techniques to develop categories and understand the relationships between them, to generate and
interpret broad patterns in data. RTA has six “phases” which can be used iteratively and
recursively:
1. A thorough and ongoing familiarization with the data set.
2. An open-ended, organic coding process not constrained by concerns about agreement
between different coders, nor by delimiting and defining codes.
3. [Initial theme generation of tentative prototype themes from codes.
4. Developing and reviewing and testing those prototype themes against the data and
developing them as needed, which will potentially involve a process of deconstruction
and rebuilding new themes.

5. Defining and naming final themes, which serves as the basis for
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6. Writing up the report. (Terry & Hayfield, 2021, pp. 9-10, emphasis in the original)
I chose RTA because of its flexibility for use with inductive and deductive, theory-driven coding
and the method’s clear steps for building themes, which also helps make the research process
more transparent. I do not mean “deductive coding” as in positivist approaches, but instead that

[E]xisting research and theory provide the lens through which we analyse and interpret

data. Narrowly, this might mean exploring evidence for themes identified in previous

research; broadly (and more commonly), this often means using existing political or
explanatory theory ... as a lens through which data are coded and interpreted. (Braun &

Clarke, 2021, pp. 331-332)

My themes are primarily data-driven, but they are also theory-driven, and while my
research questions guided what type of news stories I collected, topically, these questions also
guided what I was coding for. However, my research questions were fairly broad and became
more focused after initial rounds of coding, which is often the case with an inductive approach.
As Terry and Hayfield (2021) explained, “In contrast to deductive analyses, the labels for latent
codes are informed by theory to help organize, rather than direct, what is looked for in analysis”
(p. 38).

3.3.3 Semi-Structured Interviews

My goal for journalist interviews was to understand how journalists approached covering
new development and issues related to neighborhood change and how they described what was
happening in the GAD and explained these changes—why they were happening, who was
responsible, who they affected and how, what the role of the arts was in these changes. My goal
was also to understand how different types of journalists—such as volunteers at hyperlocal
outlets—understood the issues and approached reporting on re/development.

Interviews provide in-depth “understanding [of] the social actor’s experience, knowledge,

and worldviews” (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011, p. 173). The purpose of qualitative interviews is to
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understand interviewees’ experiences and perspectives and the language forms they use to
articulate these experiences and perspectives (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011). Interviews also can serve
to verify or validate information found elsewhere.

Semi-structured interviews have a flexible structure in which the interviewer comes with
a list of topics to discuss (an interview guide), but the interviewee also guides the conversation,
and there is room to explore other relevant topics. In semi-structured interviews, new and
unexpected information and themes may arise and change the direction of conversation, and
interviewers may ask follow-up questions to delve more deeply into new information (Brennen,
2013). A semi-structured approach assumes the interviewer will try not to impose a structure of
meaning on what is being discussed. In this way, semi-structured interviews operate based on a
particular ethics of research in which power is shared (Mason, 2004). Semi-structured interviews
generate data interactively, as both interviewer and interviewee construct knowledge, and their
interaction is as important as the answers given by the interviewee (Mason, 2004).

While textual analysis formed the bulk of my data, interviews with journalists provided
context for what I was seeing in news coverage. I chose semi-structured interviews because this
type of inquiry was the best fit for exploring my research questions and garnering interviews
with journalists, who have a limited amount of time to give. I was not, for example, taking a
more inductive, immersive ethnographic approach in a community—such as the Route 1
neighborhoods or a newsroom—where [ would engage in long-term or recurring ethnographic
interviews. Because theory and previous research informed my research questions, this created

parameters suited for a semi-structured approach.
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3.4 Data Collection and Analysis
The data for this dissertation consists of a corpus of news stories collected from nearly 30
media outlets and semi-structured interviews with local journalists. I describe my sources of data
and process of collected that data next.
3.4.1 Collecting News Stories
To build a corpus of news coverage to analyze, I collected stories from news outlets that
had a pattern of reporting on my four municipalities, as well as the GAD area in general (for
instance, coverage of nearby relevant development). Based on my own knowledge as a resident
of the area and news consumer, and based on preliminary searches via Google and other
databases, I identified 29 English-language print, TV, and radio outlets (all of which have an
online presence) to search for stories about development and neighborhood change. This
included outlets focused on hyperlocal (city-level), local (county-level), metro/regional, business
or real-estate publications (regional), and arts (regional) news.
I developed the following keywords list to search these outlets for stories to analyze.
Keywords were based on previous reading of news stories and literature:
Primary search terms:
e “Gateway Arts District”
e “Prince George’s County” + “Gateway Arts District”
e “Prince George’s County” + “route 1 + “development”
e ‘“development”
e ‘“redevelopment”
e “construction”

e Mt. Rainier, Brentwood, North Brentwood, Hyattsville + above
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¢ OR names of cities/towns and then see if stories relate to development
Secondary search terms:

e “affordable” or “afford” in combo with above (to see if this is mentioned)

e “rent” or “home prices” in combo with above (to see if this is mentioned)

e ‘“gentrification” in combo with above (to see if this is mentioned)

e “displacement” or “displaced” in combo with above (to see if this is mentioned)

Also the word “change” in combo with above terms, esp. names of municipalities

To search for stories, I used a combination of library databases, including NexisUni and
Proquest, and search functions on news outlets’ own websites. I chose to search for stories going
back approximately 20 years, when archives made it possible, to be able to see changes in
coverage and because the GAD was officially designated in 2001. If a news story focused on
redevelopment, new development, other investments, and related changes in the GAD—or if a
story was not about these things but contained substantial description of them as part of the
story—I collected them either as a pdf or using the MaxQDA web collector function, a browser
extension. I did not find the type of coverage described above for several of the 29 news outlets I
had originally identified.

After a multi-year slowdown in my research due to the COVID-19 pandemic and family
events, [ updated my search of all outlets several times, and in the end collected stories through
October 2022. In the end, I collected approximately 1,000 stories from 23 outlets, compiling a
corpus of stories from between 1999 and 2022 (see Table 1). In the end, as detailed below, I
coded 175 stories, which were fairly evenly distributed among outlets, with the exception of the
early 2000s, when archives of hyperlocal outlets were not available or these outlets did not yet

exist.
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Table 1

News Outlets Included in Analysis

News Outlet

Website

Type/Geographical Focus

Bisnow

Capital News Service
The Diamondback

QGreater Greater
Washington

Hyattsville Life &
Times

Hyattsville Wire

NBC4 TV

Prince George’s
Gazette (ceased
publication in 2015)

Prince George’s
Sentinel (ceased
publication in 2020,
website has been
somewhat revived)

Route 1 Reporter
(ceased publication in
2021)

Urban Turf

WAMU-FM/DCist
(DCist ceased
publication in 2024,
archive still online)

Washington Business
Journal

Washington City Paper

Washington Informer

https://www.bisnow.com/was
hington-dc
https://cnsmaryland.org/
https://dbknews.com/

https://ggwash.org/

https://streetcarsuburbs.news/

https://www.hvattsvillewire.c
om/

https://www.nbcwashington.c
om/

https://www.thesentinel.com/c

ommunities/prince george/

https://routelreporter.com/

https://dc.urbanturf.com/

https://wamu.org/
https://dcist.com/

https://www.bizjournals.com/
washington
https://washingtoncitypaper.c
om/

https://www.washingtoninfor
mer.com/
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DC Metro/Regional
DC Metro/Regional
Local (County level or
similar)

DC Metro/Regional
Hyperlocal
Hyperlocal

DC Metro/Regional

Local (County level or
similar)

Local (County level or
similar)

Hyperlocal

DC Metro/Regional
DC Metro/Regional

Business or Real Estate (DC
Metro/Regional)

DC Metro/Regional

DC Metro/Regional


https://www.bisnow.com/washington-dc
https://www.bisnow.com/washington-dc
https://cnsmaryland.org/
https://dbknews.com/
https://ggwash.org/
https://streetcarsuburbs.news/
https://www.hyattsvillewire.com/
https://www.hyattsvillewire.com/
https://www.nbcwashington.com/
https://www.nbcwashington.com/
https://www.thesentinel.com/communities/prince_george/
https://www.thesentinel.com/communities/prince_george/
https://route1reporter.com/
https://dc.urbanturf.com/
https://wamu.org/
https://dcist.com/
https://www.bizjournals.com/washington
https://www.bizjournals.com/washington
https://washingtoncitypaper.com/
https://washingtoncitypaper.com/
https://www.washingtoninformer.com/
https://www.washingtoninformer.com/

The Washington Post https://www.washingtonpost.c DC Metro/Regional/National

om

Washingtonian https://www.washingtonian.co DC Metro/Regional
m/

WETA TV https://weta.org/ DC Metro/Regional

WILA TV https://wjla.com/ DC Metro/Regional

WTOP-FM https://wtop.com/ DC Metro/Regional

WUSA9 TV https://www.wusa9.com/ DC Metro/Regional

While keyword searches helped me find articles, I read each article before deciding
whether to collect it or not. This served as the first phase of RTA, which is familiarizing oneself
with the data before coding. This included making notes to myself about interesting aspects of
the coverage, new questions I had, or possible themes. By the time I amassed my corpus, I was
reasonably familiar with the news coverage | would be analyzing. As I will describe further, I
selected stories from each outlet using a consistent process and began my coding process using
100 news stories diverse in date and type of outlet.

3.4.2 Recruiting for and Conducting Interviews

The University of Maryland Institutional Review Board approved the project design for
the interview portion of this research under an expedited review process. I identified potential
interviewees for my research through my own knowledge of news outlets as a community
member and by searching journalist bylines to identify those who had reported on
re/development in the GAD geographical area or Prince George’s County more broadly. I
contacted interviewees by email and phone.

Journalists are busy, chasing deadlines, often working in understaffed newsrooms, and

with little extra time to give to an academic researcher. For this reason, it was hard to secure
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interviews and those I secured often required repeated follow-up messages. In addition, larger
publications like the Washington Post have policies against reporters speaking to researchers, so
while I tried to talk to several Post reporters, I was only able to talk to one former Post reporter.
Some reporters were also potentially skeptical of my angle or reticent to be part of the project,
despite my explanations of ways to keep them anonymous. In addition, there were not a large
body of journalists to interview in the first place, because the Route 1 corridor in Prince

George’s is not as heavily covered as other areas of the region. For at least half the time period of
stories I looked at, only one hyperlocal outlet (the Hyattsville Life & Times) was reporting on the
area. Focusing on journalists who reported specifically on re/development issues further
constrained my interviewee pool.

I conducted seven interviews by Zoom or in person at local establishments or homes,
depending on interviewee preference. I asked journalists to characterize the Route 1 GAD
neighborhoods, discuss what the “arts district” designation meant, describe the changes they
have seen along the corridor, and talk about why development and redevelopment in these
neighborhoods is happening, who is responsible, and how the changes are or may be affecting
residents, businesses, or others. Not all interviewees could speak to all these elements. I also
asked them about their approach to covering re/development (such as what is important to
address, who is important to talk to); the challenges of such coverage; what good coverage looks
like; what they think the role of news media is in neighborhood change; and how changes in the
media landscape impact all this (see Table 2 for list of questions).

Interviews were recorded with consent, as indicated on a consent form that I sent
interviewees ahead of time and had them sign at the time of the interview, either in person or

digitally. At the beginning of each interview, I also gave participants a demographics info sheet
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to fill out but indicated they were free to decline or choose not to answer certain questions. This
form collected information on how long an interviewee had lived or worked in the area (if local),
their age, gender identity, race and ethnicity identity, household income, and level of education. I
explained that all demographic information would be kept anonymous.

I gave interviewees the option, as indicated on the consent form, to remain anonymous or
choose how to be identified (name or other piece of identifying information such as “former
reporter for a regional news outlet”). Consent forms and demographic information sheets were
scanned and a digital copy placed in a password-protected folder. Hard copies were stored in a
lock box. Interview audio files and transcripts were labeled with an interview number and placed
in a password-protected online folder, as was a spreadsheet key matching interview numbers
with names. Any notes taken during the interview were typed up and/or placed in a lockbox or
password-protected online folder. A hard drive backing up all materials related to this research

was also kept in a lockbox.
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Table 2

List of Interview Questions for Journalists

1. What are some things that characterize GAD/Route 1 corridor towns? What or who
1s important in or distinct about these neighborhoods? Key to identity? Who lives
there? Who works there?

2. What does it mean to be a “Gateway Arts District”? What do you think it means to
residents, leaders, artists?

3. Describe development and neighborhood changes you’ve seen in the GAD/Route 1
corridor towns over the last X years, or speak more generally to region, suburbs.

4. Why has development and change happened in these places—and why is it
accelerating now? Who or what is responsible for these changes?

5. How do you think new development and the change it brings is affecting residents
or businesses? How are people experiencing it?

6. What is the role of the arts in these GAD towns/cities? Do you see a connection
between arts and development?

7. Where did/do you get news about your neighborhood/town? What sources?

8. What is your approach to covering re/development & change in [X place]? Who do
you talk to, where do you get info, what aspects are important to address, what
context is important for whom?

9. What are the challenges of covering development, neighborhood
change/gentrification issues?

10. What if any is news media’s role in these kinds of changes (re/development,
demographic changes, gentrification)?

11. What do you think about area news media coverage of your
neighborhood/town/city—particularly coverage about the change/development
happening here along Route 1?

12. Is there a difference in how local news media and bigger regional media report on
this area?

13. What kind of job do journalists do covering these issues?

14. What does good or what would better coverage look like to you?

15. What do you think development [in X place] means for the future? Where do you
see things going/takeaways based on your reporting?

Note. Interview questions were tailored for interviewee, depending on type of news outlet they worked for, where
they lived, and subject matter on which they reported.
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Key perspectives are missing from my interviews. Due to my own language limitations, |
did not recruit or interview journalists from Spanish-language publication, because I did not
search Spanish-language news outlets. In each of the GAD municipalities, 30%-50% of residents
identify as Hispanic, according to the Census. Additionally, although I identified potential
interviewees who are journalists of color, my final interviewees were all White. In my findings
and analysis, I discuss how diversity in newsrooms may have impacted the coverage I analyzed
and how themes in my interviews were also constrained by lack of diverse perspectives.

3.4.3 Analyzing News Coverage for Themes

In analyzing news stories, my goal was to understand how journalists explained
re/development and change happening in the GAD and how news discourses of development
produced knowledge about neighborhood change and gentrification. As noted, I was looking for
assumptions, or the basis from which stories were told—Ilatent themes.

I used the qualitative software MaxQDA to organize my corpus and analyze all news
stories. After importing the approximately 1,000 news stories I collected from 23 outlets, I did an
initial phase of coding on a sample of 100 stories selected evenly across all outlets and spanning
a 20-year period. I gathered these 100 stories by selecting every second, fifth, or 10% story from
each outlet, depending on how many stories were available from that outlet (for example, |
collected 291 total stories from the Washington Post but only 37 from the Prince George’s
Sentinel). 1 continued this selection process until I had 10—15 stories from each outlet,
comprising 100 total stories. I continued to use this method of selecting stories to code
throughout my analysis process described below. When I came across stories that turned out not
to be appropriate for analysis, I placed them in other folders to use for history and background

but not analysis.
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My criteria for deeming a news story appropriate was whether it was specifically about
new development or redevelopment and spoke to my research questions: defined an issue or
problem, addressed why it was happening or who was responsible, and possibly talked about
solutions or effects. In other words, if a story simply announced that a new building was being
constructed in X place at X time or that a new restaurant opened on X date, I chose not to
analyze that story.

The initial phase of coding generated more than 60 codes. During this process I decided I
needed to account for both thematic (interpretive) codes and descriptive codes. While my
primary aim was to understand themes in the news coverage, I wanted to potentially
contextualize these themes in relation to the following information about each news story. For
example, because I wanted to know whose ideas about development and neighborhood change
news media presents as authoritative, I decided to document what sources were in each story. I
therefore coded for the following descriptive information about each news story.

1. Date of story

2. Type of news outlet

a. Hyperlocal, focusing only on Route 1/Gateway Arts District cities
b. Local, focusing on Prince George’s County
c. Metro area/regional media, focusing on entire Washington, D.C., area
d. Business or real estate, all of which are metro/regional focus
e. Aurts, all of which are metro/regional focus
3. Type of article/story
a. News

b. Editorial/opinion (including “think pieces”)
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4. Sources/voices included in story

m.

n.

Local subject matter experts (not accounted for in other categories)
Local residents

Local business owners

Local employees

Local artists

Local (city) government leaders

Local nongovernment leaders (includes heads of organizations)
County government leaders

Other non-local sources

Urban planners

Developers or investors

Real estate agents

Another publication (media reporting on media)

Landlord/property owners

5. Context included in story

a.

Race and/or ethnicity explicitly mentioned in causes, effects, or implications of
development and change

Land use and development process (“behind the scenes’) detailed (such as
zoning, planning, financing)

Solutions to problems caused by development and change discussed
Metro-level trends in people leaving the city, moving outward, and vice versa

discussed
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[ used the “document variable” function of MaxQDA to record descriptive codes 1-3. I used the
regular coding function to record items 4 and 5—the sources used and whether particular context
was included.

Because of my interest in how journalists described places in the GAD and what kind of
language they used to characterize development and change, I also began to build a list of
keywords to track, with the goal of examining trends and changes in this language over time.
This was based on my reading of news coverage thus far as well as the literature on
gentrification and neighborhood change, which points out how particular discourses are, for
example, used to naturalize gentrification processes or construct places as deficient and in need
of upgrading (Lipsitz, 2011; Makagon, 2010; Modan & Wells, 2015).

To begin consolidating my 60-plus “thematic codes” into broader code groups, I read all
codes multiple times and began cutting repetition and grouping similar ideas or topics. Terry and
Hayfield (2021) referred to this part of the RTA process as “clustering,” where “codes that share
a story about a particular aspect of the data set are identified and brought together” (p. 47). I also
“promoted” certain codes to candidate themes. These codes had more richness or prevalence,
with a central organizing concept of their own that spoke directly to research questions and could
absorb other less weighty codes with key shared concepts (Terry & Hayfield, 2021). Eventually I
ended up with a set of 14 codes, some with subcodes. Some of these were still more descriptive
(that a particular piece of information was reported or included, or not) and some more
conceptual (in what way it was reported, and/or the underlying assumptions or latent values
guiding this coverage).

During this initial coding and code consolidation process, I developed a framework to

help guide further coding and orient it toward answering my research questions. This framework,
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based on my analysis thus far and reading of the literature, helped me home in on stories (or
parts of each story) that were relevant to my research. In my next round of coding, I focused on
coding for the following elements, and if a news story did not address any of these, I removed it
from my corpus:

A. What is the problem, issue, or solution related to new development or neighborhood

change

B. Who or what is responsible for these changes

C. Who is affected and how

D. Representation/construction of place, place identity
If a story did not center on the issue of neighborhood change but was relevant for how it
constructed the identity of a town or other place, I did not analyze it but saved it as context or
historical background.

Because the 14 consolidated codes were constructed from analysis of 100 news stories—
out of a total 1,000 collected from 23 outlets, according to the criteria described previously—I
wanted to test these codes on additional news stories from across my corpus to see if they
continued to work. That is, did certain aspects of news coverage speak to the above framework
of concerns that were not yet accounted for in my codes? As Terry and Hayfield (2021) stressed,
“Generating themes with the intention of creating options or possibilities to be tested and then
further developing them is one of the hallmarks of reflexive TA” (p. 56).

I created a sample for this second round of coding in the same way I had for the first, but
choosing every third or fifth article for each news source and making sure it was not part of my
initial 100 coded stories. I collected more stories from outlets with more coverage (i.e., more

stories in my overall corpus). I ended up with a second-round sample of 186 stories. I began by
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coding every first and last story from each source (to get a mix of publication dates). During this
process, | added several codes and revised others, ending up with 23 codes, some of which had
subcodes. When I had coded about 50 stories, I decided I was not finding new codes and that the
code system was working well.

To begin developing and reviewing these themes, I put this second-round set of 23 codes
through another consolidation process using clustering and promotion, as well as creating
thematic tables or maps in Figma (a web-based design and mapping tool) to help visualize the
types of information housed under each code and the relationships between codes. Because my
research aimed to understand how particular themes were repeated across news coverage, codes
that [ marked most frequently in news stories were given more weight and promoted, but also
consolidated with and contextualized by related codes. I also dropped or consolidated subcodes.
At this point I also paid attention to codes I had developed (from the data and from literature)
that were not prominent in the news coverage, as this was also significant. For example,
discussions of the economic landscape as it relates to race—that historical patterns of
disinvestment and then new investment have to do with who lives where—were almost
nonexistent in news stories.

After this round of consolidation and promotion, I arrived at 11 codes, which I then
regarded as my candidate or prototype themes (Terry & Hayfield, 2021). The goal here was to
keep moving beyond description and toward patterns of meaning in the data, or themes. Terry
and Hayfield (2021) argued this move

is achieved by developing a strong conceptual idea that holds disparate codes and data

together, as well as telling the best possible story of your data to answer your research

question. Your analysis involves constructing meaningful themes that are grounded in the

data, using extracts of data to evidence their credibility. You might like to think of each
theme as a chapter of an overall story of the data. (p. 44)
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To test my prototype themes and arrive at final themes, I reviewed coded data and the overall
data set to see if the themes worked in relation to the research questions and the coded excerpts. I
reviewed and modified my visual code maps to see all codes that had been clustered throughout
the process to develop a particular theme. This helped me understand if a theme was multifaceted
and more than just a code, whether it told a useful story about the data, whether there was plenty
of data to support the theme, and whether that data cohered or was too diverse. Was each theme a
“pattern of shared meaning underpinned by a central concept or idea”? (Braun & Clarke, n.d.,
“Developing and reviewing themes” section).

I then began to house these 11 prototype themes under my four broad areas of inquiry
(framework of concerns) outlined in my research questions and developed through the early
coding process:

A. Prototype themes related to: What is the problem, issue, or solution related to new

development or neighborhood change

B. Prototype themes related to: Who or what is responsible for these changes

C. Prototype themes related to: Who is affected and how

D. Prototype themes related to: Representation/construction of place, place identity
This provided an organizing principle for the prototype themes/codes, and a way to move toward
making broad statements using prototype themes. However, I wanted to further test these 11
prototype themes, and I wanted to bolster my descriptive data—that is, year of story, type of
outlet—so I coded 37 more stories from the four outlets that produced the most reporting on the
topic: the Washington Post, Hyattsville Life & Times, Route 1 Reporter, and Hyattsville Wire.

During this process, I added one previously existing code back in for a total of 12 prototype
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codes/themes, all grouped under the broader areas of inquiry listed above (A-D). See Table 3 for
a list of these themes.

Table 3

Prototype Codes Generated From Reflexive Thematic Analysis

1. Development that brings new and “better” goods, services, and housing is beneficial
because it elevates the neighborhood

2. Arts and artists are key to place identity and redevelopment

3. The area is now a destination for visitors, new residents, businesses, developers (and
this is positive)

4. There is/was blight, vacancy, or the wrong kind of use of space and development is
needed to change this

5. Local government and/or community members should have a say in development and
change

6. New development and neighborhood change are causing—or are likely to cause:
Lack of affordable housing/affordable commercial rents
Strain on community resources (including parking, environmental)
Artists displaced or in danger of being
Less local control (developers and county have power)

7. Local residents support new residential & commercial development & businesses

8. Local residents oppose new residential & commercial development & businesses

9. Development, redevelopment and new businesses are happening because of
government actions

10. Development & change is happening because of community efforts

11. Local government (city) supports new development & new businesses

12. Local government (city) opposes new development (or plan as proposed)

In total, I coded 88 stories in my second round to form the basis of my 12 prototype
themes and then final themes. In MaxQDA, I also consolidated all related codes from previous

rounds under these 12 prototype themes, to allow me to conduct mixed methods analysis with
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descriptive codes—such as comparing (and graphing) which themes were most common during
which time periods of coverage or what kind of sources were most used in different types of
outlets (regional vs. hyperlocal, for instance). However, as I began to explore these connections,
I realized that I was missing some hyperlocal coverage from a key outlet—the only hyperlocal
outlet operating at the time. The Hyattsville Life & Times’s online searchable archive does not
include stories before 2011. From 2007-2011, the paper is available only as full pdf versions of
each issue in Issuu (online), but there is no way to search text. Because I was missing this Life &
Times coverage, and because my early 2000s coverage was mostly regional coverage, | went
back and searched the full pdf issues. I collected 41 relevant stories and, in line with the number
of stories coded from other outlets, I coded 12 more stories (randomly chosen, such as every
third story) and added these to my corpus, for a total of 175 coded stories. Throughout this
process I threw out duplicate stories and stories from the first round of coding that were not
absorbed into my constructed themes. This process also decreased my total number of collected
stories from 1,000 to approximately 875.

I decided that coding 175 news stories was sufficient for developing findings because I
reached a point of data saturation: by the time I coded this many stories, the codes continued to
support my themes and did not generate new or conflicting themes. Additionally, this number is
in line with other studies that use thematic analysis. For example, in their article outlining a
qualitative study protocol for analyzing press coverage, Herzog and Kelly (2023) examined 21
scholarly articles that used thematic analysis and found these studies’ sample size ranged
between 32 and 286 articles, with median of 150. Braun and Clarke (2021) have also argued that
decisions about when to stop data collection are subjective and the point of data saturation is

specific to each research projects.
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To finalize my themes and begin developing my findings, I read coded segments for the
codes in each of the four framework areas and began to draft statements about what I saw and
gather examples to illuminate those statements. For example, the following two prototype themes
fell under part A of my organizing framework—+how the problem, issue, or solution related to
new development is framed.

e Development that brings new and “better” goods, services, and housing is beneficial
because it elevates the neighborhood
e The area is now a destination for visitors, new residents, businesses, developers (and this
is positive)
These were also some of the most prevalent themes among all coded stories. I read a selection of
these coded segments and began developing summary statements and conclusions about the
broader theme I was constructing in each of the four framework areas, using the 12 prototype
themes housed there. I also looked at statistics for sourcing, date of story, and type of outlet for
each theme, to explore. For example: During what time period was this theme most prevalent
and why might that be? I did this in each of my four framework areas, using the prototype
themes I had developed and organized under each area. When possible or logical, I merged and
rearticulated themes. For instance, during this stage of the process, I decided to incorporate
themes related to who is impacted by redevelopment, and how, into each of the three other major
theme areas. It became clear that themes about impact in news stories were relevant to and part
of (essentially a subtheme in) the other framework areas: how changes are framed, how
responsibility for change is attributed, and how place identity is characterized. At this point I
wrote “thematic definitions,” which Terry and Hayfield (2021) regarded as “chapter summaries”

or abstracts, of my three major themes (p. 61).
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I also used MaxQDA tools to search news stories for a list of keywords I had developed. I
developed the list from my own reading of news (and words or phrases I saw being deployed
regularly) but also the literature about discourses of gentrification and neighborhood change and
the way places are represented. I created maps and visualizations of what words appeared where
and when and added these patterns to my broader analysis.

I then returned to the literature to help contextualize or support the themes I was building
and the patterns I was finding. I used this to finalize my conclusions about how journalists frame
the problem, issue, or solution related to re/development or neighborhood change; how they
report on who or what is responsible for re/development, who is affected, and how; and how
place identity is constructed in news stories about re/development. Finally, I wrote a narrative of
my findings and analysis in the three final theme areas, using my thematic definitions, with
examples from my data.

As I discuss in my findings (Chapter 4), the three major themes—discourses—I identified
in news coverage of redevelopment of the Prince George’s GAD are:

1. Development is positive and beneficial for GAD neighborhoods

2. Change is “community-driven” and city and local leaders, vocal residents, and

homeowners comprise the community

3. The GAD is a place for art and artists, they are resurrecting it, and this is a common-

sense trajectory

My research addresses long-term patterns and processes that span decades and were
changing in real time as I did this research. Because of the timeliness of the topic and ongoing
new development and news coverage, it was impossible to keep my corpus of news coverage

completely up to date. However, at the end of writing the dissertation, I did a quick updated
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search of the same news outlets for relevant coverage and to see if anything had changed in
relation to my findings. I discuss this in Chapter 4.
3.4.4 Analyzing News Coverage Trends: Keywords, Sourcing, Context

Next, I turned to analysis of the descriptive codes I recorded for each story, including
date of publication, type of publication, sources used in a story, and whether context was
included about race, land use and planning, potential solutions to development-induced
problems, or metro-level trends in population movement and demographic change.

I used MaxQDA tools for visualizing patterns in data, mapping language frequency, and
generating analysis of code relationships with, for example, dates. This allowed me to establish
patterns and trends across the entire corpus, such as when “affordable/affordability” appeared in
news coverage over two decades.

I compiled data on story dates, types of outlets, and sources used to analyze what types of
news outlets covered redevelopment in the GAD municipalities, during which years this
coverage was most prevalent, and trends in what kind of sources journalists used. I compared the
number of stories on redevelopment in hyperlocal versus regional outlets and looked at during
what years the top keywords were deployed and in what type of news outlet. I also examined
how these patterns in coverage over time relate to the data on home values and rents in the GAD
over the same period.

Next I looked at the data I collected on what types of sources journalists used in news
stories, including whether different sources were used in different types of outlets, and discussed
my findings in relationship to the relevant literature and, later, in relationship to my themes
(news discourses of redevelopment). Finally, after an initial look at the data I collected on

“context” in news stories about redevelopment, as outlined above, I decided the lack of clear
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patterns made this data more suitable for supporting discussions in my conclusion regarding
what I found missing in coverage.
3.4.5. Analyzing Journalist Interviews
To analyze my seven interviews with journalists, I first sent the audio files for

transcription using Rev’s Al transcription service. Then, with my final themes generated from
news stories in hand, I read through each transcript to find instances where journalists spoke to
my final themes in some way, either through explicit reflection on the topics of that theme or
implicitly in how they answered a question or what they did not say. More specifically, I
compiled key findings from each of the themes I constructed from news analysis, then examined
how journalists spoke in interviews to key ideas from these analyses. To be clear, these key ideas
did not necessarily correspond directly to the questions I had asked journalists in interviews.
However, based on what I found during my thematic analysis, I wanted to understand how
journalists articulated the following, and I organized key excerpts from their interviews under
these ideas:

1. What “kind of place” is the GAD, what are the characteristics

2. Why is development and change happening and what is the impact

3. What is the role of journalists in development processes

4. How community is represented, voices, sourcing

5. Approached to reporting on development issues, challenges, and what good coverage

should include

6. Impact of newsroom cuts and loss of local news

I looked for the ways in which journalists’ understanding of development processes and their

own reporting either supported or seemed to be counter to what I found in my analysis of news
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stories. In my findings section, I use these interviews to contextualize my textual analysis
findings. I also discuss possible reasons for disconnects between how journalists reported and
what they said in interviews, including that I interviewed current or recently working journalists
who were not the same journalists reporting 20 years ago. Additionally, I note that
understandings and experiences surrounding GAD redevelopment have changed through the
years. Finally, journalist interviews also helped me understand how journalists at different kinds
of outlets approach reporting on development and the constraints they experience, such as
newsroom capacity. This informed the recommendations I offer for journalists and news outlets
in my conclusion.
3.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have laid out my theoretical approach to news texts, including my
assumptions about how texts and discourse work, and why I chose reflexive thematic analysis as
my method for doing textual analysis. I have described my own “insider” status in this research
as a resident of the geographical area | am studying and how that impacts my perspective and
thus, my findings. I have described my critical cultural theoretical orientation and how that, the
literature on gentrification and how journalists have covered it, and preliminary reading of news
coverage led me to my research questions and to develop a related framework of concerns to
guide my coding yet allow for inductive analysis and data-generated themes. This framework
focuses on how reporting articulates the problem, issue, or solution related to redevelopment or
neighborhood change; who or what is responsible; who is affected and how, and how place is
represented or how place identity is constructed in news.

I have also detailed how I collected approximately 1,000 news stories from 22 outlets to

establish a corpus using MaxQDA software, then outlined the steps of my reflexive thematic
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analysis, a coding process that generated 12 prototype themes. I use these 12 prototype themes to
construct my final themes and findings in the next chapter. I have also explained how I used
MaxQDA analysis and visualization tools to analyze descriptive codes, the results of which I
examine in the next chapter alongside themes and interview data. I have also described how I
identified and recruited interviewees and some of the challenges of gathering journalist
perspectives. I explained how I analyzed interview data, using it to contextualize my themes
from news stories.

Next, I turn to my findings and explain how I constructed final themes and how they
operate in news coverage and journalist reflections. This includes discussion of the interpretive
communities to which journalists belong; how journalists construct “community” and place;
naturalization of a White, middle-class perspective; and news cycles and the local journalism

landscape, including reductions in local news staffing.
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Chapter 4: Findings and Discussion

In this chapter, I describe findings and discuss answers to my research questions about
how journalists have covered redevelopment in the Prince George’s County Gateway Arts
District (GAD) municipalities and how journalists understand their reporting and their role in
neighborhood change. My findings are drawn from primarily thematic analysis but also
descriptive coding and interviews with local journalists. I also discuss why coverage may look
the way it does and what journalists could have done differently. To review, my research
questions are:

1. How have journalists and journalism re/produced discourse about development,

neighborhood change, and gentrification in the Prince George’s County Gateway Arts
District (GAD) neighborhoods of Mount Rainier, Brentwood, North Brentwood, and
Hyattsville?
a. What are the recurring discourses about development,
b. How do journalists describe and explain change, and
c. Whose ideas about development and change and who or what belongs in these
neighborhoods are presented as authoritative?
d. What differences are there in coverage depending on type of news outlet and
date of publication?

2. How do journalists approach covering development, and how do they understand

their role in neighborhood change?

First, in Section 4.1, I describe and discuss descriptive data I gathered on what types of
news outlets covered redevelopment in the GAD municipalities, during which years this

coverage was most prevalent, trends in keywords journalists used, and trends in what kind of
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sources journalists used. As I outlined in Chapter 3, I used MaxQDA tools for analyzing patterns
in data, frequency of keywords, and relationships between codes and dates of publication. This
section begins to answer my first research question, particularly whose ideas are included in
reporting (through sourcing). I also begin to look at language that contributes to discourses of
development by tracking keywords over 20 years of coverage.

In the next section, 4.2, I discuss the themes I built through qualitative thematic analysis
of 175 news stories. This is my method for answering the “how” portion of my research question
and the crux of this dissertation: in what way language has been deployed in news reporting to
make meaning of and produce knowledge about redevelopment and neighborhood change. My
thematic analysis examines how ideas about redevelopment in the GAD are articulated—how
they are linked and bound together in a particular moment—and how journalists have framed
what is happening in this geographical area that is undergoing early stages of gentrification.

My themes, whose iterative construction I discussed at length in Chapter 3, build on my
guiding framework of concerns (also detailed in Chapter 3) about news coverage of
redevelopment in a gentrifying neighborhood. Specifically, I outlined my focus on how
journalists addressed the following:

A. What is the problem, issue, or solution related to new development or neighborhood

change?

B. Who or what is responsible for these changes?

C. Who is affected and how?

D. What constitutes the identity of a place?

My thematic analysis process produced the following final themes, each of which I discuss in a

separate section:
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1. News Discourse 1: Development is Positive and Beneficial for GAD Neighborhoods
a. This theme addresses what is the problem, issue, or solution related to
redevelopment
2. News Discourse 2: Change is “community-driven,” and city leaders, community leaders,
vocal residents, and homeowners are the community
a. This theme addresses who or what is responsible for redevelopment and who is
affected, and how
3. News Discourse 3: The GAD is a place of art and artists, who are resurrecting it, and this
is the common-sense trajectory of GAD communities
a. This theme addresses how place identity is constructed in news and the
implications of this

In Section 4.3, I discuss my interviews with journalists and identify themes in (1) how
they talk about their approach to covering redevelopment and (2) how they understand their role
in neighborhood change. This includes how they explained the changes happening in the GAD
and who/what is responsible, as well as their reflections on what kind of job they and other
journalists do covering development and gentrification issues.

In my concluding chapter, Chapter 5, I will summarize all parts of my findings: my
descriptive and thematic analysis of news coverage, my analysis of interviews with journalists,
and relevant literature for a final discussion of my research questions.

4.1 Trends in Coverage of Redevelopment

The decade from 2010 to 2020 saw a marked increase in development projects and, in at

least Hyattsville, a major increase in business license applications (City of Hyattsville, 2025). I

analyzed 175 news stories in 23 outlets from 1999 to 2022 and found that the majority of stories
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about development in the GAD also ran between 2010 and 2020. The amount of coverage
increased further between 2017 and 2019, when hyperlocal outlets were providing more
coverage of redevelopment (see Figure 3). During this time period residents and journalists saw
tangible, visible effects of new investment, with changes in the built environment.

Figure 3

Number of News Stories in Corpus About Redevelopment by Date, 1999-2022
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Reporting by hyperlocal outlets comprises the majority of news stories in my corpus,

followed by regional, D.C. metro area publications such as the Washington Post (see Figure 4). I
detailed my news story search and collection process in Chapter 3. Regional business
publications did not run many stories on GAD redevelopment, and “local” county-level outlets

ran even fewer, due in part to the lack of such outlets, the Prince George’s Gazette having

shuttered in 2015 and the Prince George’s Sentinel in 2020. Most of the stories about

5

2022

development in my corpus were news stories (89%) and the rest were editorials or opinion pieces

(11%).
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Figure 4
Number of Analyzed News Stories in Corpus by Type of News Outlet

News Stories about Redevelopment by Type of News Outlet
1999 - 2022
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While the Washington Post provided most of the reporting on redevelopment in the GAD in the
early 2000s, the hyperlocal Hyattsville Life & Times, which launched in 2004, increasingly added
more reporting on the topic. For my analysis, the Post’s archive of coverage is available from all
dates, but the archive available for the Hyattsville Life & Times does not begin until 2007. While
these are not the only metro/regional or hyperlocal sources in my corpus, they produced the bulk
of reporting. In Figures 5 and 6, I show the number of stories by year for both categories of
outlet, which shows how hyperlocal coverage of redevelopment ramped up as regional coverage
waned, suggesting the hyperlocal outlets were potentially filling a gap and that development
issues felt more important to cover at the hyperlocal level, where these journalists had more of a

finger on the pulse on resident concerns.
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Figure 5

Stories About Redevelopment in Hyperlocal Outlets by Date

Number of Redevelopment Stories by Year in Hyperlocal Outlets
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Figure 6
Stories About Redevelopment in Regional Outlets by Date

Number of Redevelopment Stories by Year in Regional Outlets
6
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Note. There were no stories about redevelopment in the years 2007 and 2008.
4.1.1 Keywords: Trends in the Language of Development
I developed a list of keywords based on my reading of news coverage as well as the
literature on gentrification and neighborhood change, which points out how particular discourses
are used, for example, to naturalize gentrification processes or construct places as deficient and

in need of upgrading (Lipsitz, 2011; Makagon, 2010; Modan & Wells, 2016). My goal was to
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understand what kind of language was repeatedly used to describe and characterize development
and change. As Hall (2013) noted, repetition is what gives discourse the power to “[govern] the
way that a topic can be meaningfully talked about and reasoned about” and further, acted upon
(p- 29). My keyword exploration supplemented my thematic analysis, and I updated the keyword
list throughout my analysis process (see Figure 7).

Figure 7

List of Keywords Searched for in News Stories

Revitalization, Revitalize Pioneer/s

Affordable Renewal

Potential Decay

Transform/ed, Transformation New life

Abandoned Rebirth

Vibrant Neglect

Empty Unaffordable

Rehab, rehabilitate Gritty

Blight Creative class and creative-class
Affordability Derelict

Rundown Disinvestment and disinvest
Gentrification Artisanal

Renaissance Displace and displacement

MaxQDA allowed me to easily search keywords not just in the corpus of 175 stories I selected
for thematic analysis, but in a larger body of news stories from 23 outlets between 1999 and
2022. As I noted in Chapter 3, I began my analysis by collecting 1,000 news stories, then threw
out duplicate and irrelevant stories, and ended up with a collection of approximately 875 stories,
of which I selected 175 for thematic analysis. As Table 4 shows, the top two occurring keywords

were “revitalize” or “revitalization” and “affordable.”
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Table 4

Most Frequently Used Keywords in News Stories About Redevelopment in the GAD
Municipalities

Keywords
Revitalization, Revitalize
Affordable
Potential

Transform/ed, Transformation
Abandoned

Vibrant

Empty

Note. 1 searched 875 news stories for keywords.

“Revitalize” and “revitalization” were used fairly consistently throughout 20-plus years
of reporting on GAD redevelopment, but appeared more often after 2014 and were most likely to
appear in metro/regional outlets. For example, several stories about Whole Foods breaking
ground in 2014 on the Route 1 corridor (north of the GAD) discussed the project’s role in
“revitalizing” the area. Regional news outlets appear to have been most invested in the idea of
Route 1 “revitalization,” or at least using this language to describe efforts and changes. While
34% (59/175) of the stories in my final corpus for analysis were metro/regional outlets and 47%
(83/175) were hyperlocal, of the news stories that used the keywords “revitalize” and
“revitalization” (132), 62% were from metro/regional outlets and only 21% were from
hyperlocal outlets.

According to Merriam-Webster, to revitalize is “to give new life or vigor to” something
(Merriam-Webster, n.d.). This implies that something or some place is without vitality, lacking
something, or in need of support to grow. Growth and transformation are implied as solutions
(and as part of “revitalizing” are cast as wholly positive), but “revitalize” also indicates that an

area was once vital, then declined, and now work is being done to help it reach its “potential.”
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For regional news outlets, to “revitalize” the GAD was to remake it for newer, better, updated
purposes and for new residents and visitors in the region. The frequent use of this language
corresponds to the News Discourse 1 theme I identified (see Section 4.2.1) The idea of Route 1
as a “destination” was prominent in news coverage, and regional outlets often reported on what
the arts could do to attract new residents and shoppers, focusing less on broader benefits for
existing residents. The question of revitalization for whom (as presented in news stories) is one |
return to throughout my findings and discussion. Regional news media also commonly
constructed the GAD as a place with an arts identity—a place defined by artists—and linked arts
to revitalization, which I discuss in News Discourse 3. Regional outlets were more likely to use
artists as sources in stories and shore up the idea that arts gave the area vitality.

Revitalization was not the sole purview of journalists, of course. This language was also
used by city and county leaders, developers, and local activists working on redevelopment. In
news stories, a discourse of revitalization continued to mark growth and change in the area as
something positive, potentially masking negative consequences or future consequences such as
lack of affordable housing. That future appears to arrive in news coverage between 2017 and
2019, when journalists’ use of the keyword “affordable” spiked (see Figure 8). As I have
previously discussed, this was also the time period when the corridor experienced a building
boom (projects that had been in the works broke ground), and rents and home prices continued to

rise.
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Figure 8

News Stories About Redevelopment in the GAD Municipalities That Used the Word “Affordable”
by Date
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Note. There were not stories that used the word “affordable” in 2021.

In earlier years, up to 2015 or so, metro/regional reporting was more likely to include the
word “affordable,” and beginning around 2018, hyperlocal reporting was more likely to use the
word. The earlier coverage often discussed how the area was affordable and how redevelopment
was focused on affordable space for artists, with little discussion of who was being squeezed out.
Almost all stories from 2019 to 2022 that mentioned “affordable” did so in the context of local
concern about unaffordability, including pricing out artists, though at this point the regional
Washingtonian magazine and Urban Turf real estate site were still calling the area “relatively
affordable.” Overall, hyperlocal outlets led on coverage of concerns about cost of living
affordability as development ramped up in the GAD.

Yet all news coverage of increasingly expensive housing costs was behind the curve. As |
discussed in Chapter 2, census data show the median value of a home in the GAD municipalities
(in 2020 dollars) increased between 80% and 120% between 2000 and 2020, and average median
rents in GAD municipalities (combined) increased 52%. For residents, news coverage of

affordability likely lagged behind their experiences, and for renters, the lack of attention was
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likely a long-term issue. Census data showed that already in 2000, 45% of renters said they were
cost burdened by rent, and in 2020 that number was 49%. It is likely the rise in single-family
home prices played more of a role in getting journalists’ attention, but not until around 2017 did
affordability play a central role in news coverage of development in the Route 1 corridor. I
discuss this more in relation to themes found in news coverage in the following sections of this
chapter.

The word “gentrification” appeared in only 21 of the stories I collected from between
1999 and 2022, suggesting that journalists and/or local leaders rarely framed change in that way
(see Figure 9). Interestingly, most of those mentions were in metro/regional outlets. In the D.C.
metro area, “gentrification” is a weighty word with a generally negative connotation, and
something that has deeply impacted long-term residents, particularly Black and Brown
communities. The intensity of gentrification in the city of D.C. perhaps made journalists there
aware of the issue but also made changes in the GAD look minor in comparison.
Figure 9
News Stories About Redevelopment in the GAD Municipalities That Used the Word

“Gentrification” by Date
Number of News Stories with Keyword "Gentrification" by Year
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Note. Years that are not represented did not have any stories that used the word “gentrification.”
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In 2022, when my analysis of news coverage ends, large-scale displacement due to

gentrification, like that in D.C., had not been reported or documented in the GAD. But residents

recognized familiar patterns and were willing to characterize what was happening as

gentrification. For example, several hyperlocal stories in the Hyattsville Wire about new

development were only picked up in my search for “gentrification” because readers were using

the term in comments—journalists themselves did not use the term or wade into assessing

benefits or impacts of the project. For example, the entire 2020 story “More High-End

Apartments, Shops Planned Near Prince George’s Plaza” (where the Metro station and mall are

located in Hyattsville), read:

Another high-end apartment building with ground-floor shops is proposed for the
area just north of the Mall at Prince George’s in Hyattsville.

The five-story building on the northeastern corner of Belcrest and Toledo roads in
Hyattsville would have 321 apartments and 1,258 square feet of retail space.

Future phases of the development would include more townhomes, another
apartment building and a stormwater management facility.

The three-acre piece of land, part of a 21-acre parcel known as the Dewey
property, is currently home to several older low-slung apartment buildings.

The new apartments would be similar to other buildings along Toledo Road
behind the mall, such as Post Park, 3350 at Alterra and Lync at Alterra, including a
courtyard with a pool and 334 indoor parking spots.

They are also within the critical half-mile from the Prince George’s Plaza Metro
station, which means potential residents would consider it an acceptable walk to mass
transit.

The project is being developed by Dewey LC and San Diego-based residential
developer Fairfield Residential. (A. Beckwith, 2020)

Readers who commented, however, articulated (connected) new development to gentrification

and displacement. Their tone conveyed urgency:

Commentor 1: What’s happening to the people in the “low slung” apartments?
Commentor 2: [ have been here since 200. Since then, there are many wonderful changes
being made and I love it. But, I have some questions.... Where are the affordable houses
and apartments that people who earn 15 an hour can afford? Highend apt? What a
freaking joke!! Cannot even afford anything if you make less than 80k here in hyattsville.
Where is the rental control?

125



Commentor 3: This is right in my neighborhood. So where are all these luxury income
people coming from. This area is coming up but ppl still need affordable living. And
where are others suppose to move if u are only offering luxury.

Commentor 4: It is very sad that all those families are being forced out by pseudo

gentrification.

Commentor 5: Gentrification was inevitable over ten years ago in that area. The writing

was on the wall when the metro station opened.

Commentor 6: Everyone can’t afford the new apartments, or do not want to be forced out

from their current homes even if they could afford the new ones. PG needs to look at DC

to see what a failure over-development/gentrification is.

Commentor 7: One cannot afford these outrageous rental prices. DC and Maryland shame

on you! Where are the political people when you really need their help. My neighborhood

rentals are 2,000 and over 3,000 a month. My neighbors are getting evicted often. 'm

just 2paychecks away myself if any emergency happens. Affordable housing is needed

urgently!!! (A. Beckwith, 2020)

As I discuss further in my thematic analysis that follows this section, the infrequency of
“gentrification” in news stories about the GAD redevelopment supports my finding that
journalists were not leading the way in identifying the potential for or evidence of gentrification.
Journalists were more likely to use the language of “affordability,” but this was uncommon in
news coverage until the late 2010s, when housing costs reached the point that residents and
potential residents were talking about it regularly.

4.1.2 Sourcing: Who Is an Expert?

To understand how journalists contributed to discourses about redevelopment and change
in the GAD municipalities, I wanted to know whose voices were part of the coverage as sources
in news stories. As I ask in my research questions, whose ideas about development and change
and who or what belongs in these neighborhoods are presented as authoritative? Research on
sourcing in journalism has shown how “sourcing routines reinforce notions of who possesses
social power,” and how together, journalists and sources produce representations—or “common

sense”—about the way things are (Carlson, 2009, p. 1). As I discussed in my literature review,

gentrification research shows that those most negatively affected by rising costs and associated
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displacement are often those with less decision-making power about changes to their
neighborhood. Therefore I wanted to understand to whom in news stories journalists gave the
power to identify or define what was happening in a neighborhood, who was responsible, who
was affected, and how.

I wanted to find out if reporters called upon certain sources more often than others and
whether an “interpretive community” might be operating, in which journalists and sources (such
as local leaders) establish and deploy a shared understanding or interpretation of events,
promoting a (dominant) discourse about change. I documented the types of sources journalists
used in the stories I used for my later stages of thematic analysis (92 stories; while I coded a total
of 175 stories to arrive at themes, not all stories got the same treatment in this iterative process).
Information on sourcing was intended to supplement my in-depth thematic analysis. Table 5
shows the types of sources journalists used and the number of times each appeared. My source
types were based on initial reading of news stories and literature on gentrification. In this case,
the modifier “local” means connected to a particular municipality (town or city). I note that this
is a relatively small number of stories; the findings are intended to inform larger conclusions
drawn from thematic analysis and journalist interviews, not stand alone as an empirical

representation of all reporting on redevelopment in the area.
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Table 5

Sources in News Stories About Redevelopment in GAD Municipalities

Type of Source Number of stories | Percentage of
in which source stories in which
was used source was used

Local (city) government leader 48 52%

Local nongovernment leader (includes heads of 34 37%

organizations)

Developers or investor 32 35%

Local resident 28 30%

County government leader 21 23%

Local business owner 19 21%

Local artist 15 16%

Other non-local source 12 13%

Local employee 8 9%

Local subject matter expert (not accounted forin | 6 7%

other categories)

Real estate agent 6 7%

Other news outlet 5 5%

Non-local subject matter expert 5 5%

Landlord/property owners (not incoming 3 3%

developers)

Local shopper 1 1%

Urban planner 0 0%

Journalists called on local government leaders and leaders of other local institutions most
frequently as sources. This is consistent with previous research on journalists and sourcing, and it
is a central convention of reporting to get comments from city leaders and seek out sources with
knowledge and expertise on a topic (Berkowitz, 2019; Carlson, 2009; Ericson, 1998). Carlson
(2009) noted, “The continual scholarly attention directed toward news sources over the decades
has arisen, in part, due to the persistence of sourcing patterns that privilege a small set of

powerful social actors” (p. 538).
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In stories about redevelopment in the GAD, the breakdown of sourcing by type of outlet
is relatively similar, but metro/regional outlets were slightly more likely to use county
government leaders and local artists as sources in stories about redevelopment in the corridor,
aligning with the county-led “arts district” marketing. Interestingly, hyperlocal stories were
much more likely to use developers as sources. This may have something to do with hyperlocal
outlets taking over the bulk of coverage about redevelopment in the GAD in later years when
more projects were breaking ground and the Washington Post was cutting local staff and
reporting. This may also be because hyperlocal outlets were more invested in the minutiae of
planning and progress of specific development projects. Overall, in stories I analyzed about
redevelopment in the GAD corridor, journalists called on developers and investors for about the
same number of stories as local residents.

Hyperlocal outlets were most likely to call on

1) local government (city) leaders (27 stories),
2) developers/investors (18 stories),
3) local residents (15 stories), and
4) local nongovernmental leaders (11 stories).
Metro/regional outlets were most likely to call on
1) local nongovernmental leaders (16 stories),
2) local government (city) leaders and local artists (each 11 stories),
3) local residents (8 stories), followed by
4) developers (6 stories).
Sourcing bestows and reinforces social power. A journalist’s choice about whom to use

as a source both legitimizes the authority and expertise of that source and presents a particular
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worldview or interpretation of events. Conversely, sources such as government leaders can help
legitimize journalists and news outlets by show they have “access” to those in power. Sourcing
choices reflect what aspect of redevelopment journalists deem important to cover, but sources
can also drive how stories are framed (Entman, 1993; Gitlin, 1980). For instance, if journalists or
city leaders are most interested in showcasing new buildings, amenities, and changes in the
physical environment intended to make a place a “destination” for visitors, journalists may not
feel input from local residents is useful for their story. Or if the framing of a story is more about
investment in the area to build the tax base, journalists may use sources from those for whom this
is centrally important, such as county leaders, instead of going to longtime residents or business
owners to ask about impacts (good or bad) on them.

As Carlson (2009) pointed out, the interaction between journalists and sources is “how
the news gets made” but “not all individuals stand the same chance of being called upon as a
source” (p. 527). Journalists give some individuals the opportunity to speak to the way things
are, to establish common sense, and “make meaning” of what is happening. Why does this
matter? Berkowitz (2019) argued,

The short-term answer is easier: controlling the face of the news provides shape over

public opinion and the ability to exert power over social issues and social debate. But the

short-term answer is not enough: the ability to influence the news also equates to long-

term control over cultural meanings. ... In the long-term, the interaction between

reporters and their sources—and the media accounts that result—have the potential to

shape people’s taken-for-granted assumptions about how their world revolves. (pp. 111—

112)

Whom journalists tap as a source of valuable information on redevelopment in the
GAD—and whom they do not—also reveals whom the news (and news outlet) is for. The voices

and perspectives that journalists deem important signal which audiences they deem important,

and to whom they are delivering news. For example, in hyperlocal outlets I analyzed, while
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journalists were likely to tap city leaders as sources, I rarely saw perspectives from renters,
lower-income, or Latinx residents relayed. These sourcing patterns, as well as the patterns in
language use I have documented above, informed my thematic analysis, which I outline in the
next sections.
4.2 Themes in News Coverage of Redevelopment

In this section, I describe the three major themes, or discourses, I identified in news
coverage through reflexive thematic analysis. I illustrate these themes with examples from news
texts and discuss findings using relevant literature.

4.2.1 News Discourse 1: Development Is Positive and Beneficial for Gateway Arts District
Neighborhoods

A recurring theme in news coverage in all types of outlets across the last 15-20 years was
that development is positive and beneficial, because it elevates the neighborhood, brings
amenities, and makes the area a destination for new residents, businesses, and developers. 1
constructed this final theme from the following codes or “prototype themes” that were prevalent
throughout the news coverage.

e Development that brings new and “better” goods, services, and housing is beneficial
because it elevates the neighborhood

e The area is now a destination for visitors, new residents, businesses, and developers (and
this 1s positive)

In this section, I discuss this theme and how journalists addressed, presented, or framed
redevelopment and neighborhood change in the GAD neighborhoods. This includes how they
cast redevelopment as a solution to problems stemming from underinvestment and a necessary
step for transforming places into what they could and should be. I provide examples from news

stories that show how this discourse was repeated throughout coverage—a defining characteristic

131



that gives discourse its power—and produced a common-sense basis for telling stories about
change in the GAD (Angus, 1992; Hall et al.,, 2013; Matheson, 2005). This discourse explicitly
and implicitly addressed for whom redevelopment and change was beneficial, as benefits were
articulated to (linked to) remaking neighborhoods to be destinations for visitors, new residents,
new businesses, and new investors/developers. Journalists were more likely to cast
redevelopment as a benefit for newcomers than for existing residents. Finally, I show how,
despite clear patterns elsewhere in the D.C. metro region, discussions about the impact of
development on affordability lagged behind positive coverage of new investment in the area by
several years.

First, I describe in what news outlets and during which time periods the theme was most
common. | then detail news stories about remaking the area into a destination through arts-led
development and courting a “creative class.” I examine how reporters attended to (or failed to
attend to) causes of previous disinvestment in Route 1 neighborhoods, their attention to new,
higher-end restaurants and other amenities, and their laments that development was not
happening fast enough. I discuss whether and how different news outlets discussed whom
development would benefit—or not benefit—and in what ways. Finally, I look at how and when
over the last 20 years concerns about affordability appeared in news coverage that cast
redevelopment of the GAD positively. I conclude with a summary of findings surrounding this
theme. I also discuss why coverage may have looked the way it did, and how journalists could
have reported differently.

Of the 175 total stories I analyzed, spanning approximately 20 years, the discourse that
development is beneficial and elevates the neighborhood was prevalent in both regional media

(such as the Washington Post) and hyperlocal outlets (such as the Hyattsville Life & Times
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community paper): more than half of all stories about new development in each type of outlet
had this theme. Stories that focused on the Route 1 corridor as a new “destination” were more
common in the regional media coverage: 56% of all regional media stories in my corpus
exhibited this theme (33/59 stories) but only 29% of hyperlocal (24/83), and 39% of business and
real estate (7/18).

Most of the stories deploying the discourse that development is positive and beneficial
were produced between 2011 and 2019; and overall, the majority of stories in my corpus were
also produced between 2011 and 2019, suggesting that when journalists reported on
re/development in the Route 1 corridor, they were likely to deploy this theme. This is the same
time period during which development in the GAD municipalities accelerated; according to the
U.S. Census, between 2000 and 2010, the number of housing units in the GAD municipalities
increased by 1,159 units, but between 2010 and 2020, the number of housing units increased by
2,201 units. This means the production of new housing doubled between 2010 and 2020
compared to the previous decade, and there were more completed development projects with
visible, tangible results (as opposed to early-stage development processes such as sales and
permitting). While there is no similar data on the number of new businesses that opened or
vacant storefronts that became rehabbed and/or occupied during this time, data provided by the
City of Hyattsville shows a steady increase in the total number of businesses; in 2004, the city
received 286 business license applications, and by 2020 it received 505 applications. The number
of applications, which require annual renewal, stayed around 500 for the next four years (City of
Hyattsville, 2025). As I discussed in Chapter 2, census data and other research shows that during
this time period median incomes, home values, and resident levels of education, all of which are

markers of gentrification, also rose (Finio, 2023).
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Implicit and explicit in all stories casting development as positive and beneficial was that
Route 1 neighborhoods (and Prince George’s County in general) are underinvested and
underserved by retail, food businesses, and other services compared to nearby D.C. and
neighboring Montgomery County. Yet reporting in regional news outlets often focused on
who/what will come instead of how new investment in the area would benefit existing residents.
Hyperlocal outlets were more likely to consider implications for existing residents but also
focused on attracting new residents and businesses. Stories about local protests against
development necessarily focused on current residents and their opinions. All outlets failed to
consistently and comprehensively address who would benefit from new development, who
would not, and in what way. The common-sense basis from which most stories were told
presumed that development was beneficial (Angus, 1992; Hall et al., 1978). I discuss this more
below.

Early 2000s coverage in regional news outlets about the newly or soon-to-be established
GAD also deployed a discourse of “remaking” the area to be a destination for newcomers,
particularly artists and arts supporters, articulating (in Stuart Hall’s sense of loosely linking
together) deficiency to redevelopment to newcomers, presenting a common-sense or “natural”
progression. This coverage described places that needed elevating, as in a 2000 Washington Post
story that began:

SoHo and Greenwich Village are not exactly what come to mind when you pass
through the so-called gateway communities on Route 1, a ragtag expanse of industrial-
style buildings, laundromats and car dealerships.

But to [Prince George’s] County Executive Wayne K. Curry (D), the terrain's

charm rests on its potential. Forget fast-food joints and gas stations. Try art galleries and
loft studios filled with fledgling Picassos. And that’s only the beginning.
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“First you get the artists, then you get the antique stores, then you get the
restaurants,” Curry said. “We could create an enclave, redefine an area.” (Schwartzman,

2000)*

Six years later, a laudatory 2006 Post story headlined “A Haven Grows in Hyattsville:
An arts district pioneer helps revitalize Prince George’s County’s faded Route 1 corridor”
featured then-dean of University of Maryland’s School of Architecture Garth Rockcastle, who
was renovating an old Hyattsville building; decades earlier he had “helped create one of the
country's first experiments in using the arts to revamp downtrodden urban neighborhoods” in
Minneapolis (emphasis added; Johnson, 2006). Rockcastle saw this same potential in the GAD—
described as a “sad strip” by the reporter—and in his own project creating a live-work space for
himself. “A whole city will be influenced by what we do here,” he was quoted as saying.

“These days,” the reporter wrote, “this is classic urban-redevelopment theory: Artists and
other ‘creatives’ are often the first to discover The Next Great Place. Behind them follow the
money, the yuppies and the coffee shops” (Johnson, 2006). The story explains how the Gateway
Community Development Corporation, which oversees the arts district efforts and funding, is
“working to transform the rundown Route 1 corridor, from Mount Rainier to Hyattsville, into a
thriving collection of studios and galleries” and “take advantage of the area's burgeoning
identity—that of a destination for artists priced out of the District.” It notes that “Hyattsville was
experiencing a renaissance even before the city held a reception to welcome Rockcastle to
town.” But

[[Jongtime residents tend to resent descriptions like redevelopment. They prefer to

describe what’s going on as a belated discovery. The town, as Mike Franklin, owner of

the eponymous Franklins [restaurant, brewery, and general store], puts it, is finally

“coming into its own.” Regardless of what it’s called, there’s some serious revitalization
underway. Three blocks north of Rockcastle’s place, and two blocks north of Franklins,

41 do not analyze 2004-2006 coverage from the area’s primary hyperlocal outlet, the Hyattsville Life & Times,
because there is no searchable archive of the publication for this time period. As such, I cannot compare regional and
hyperlocal reporting on the new arts district. My corpus includes hyperlocal reporting beginning in 2007.
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developers are transforming 21 rundown acres along Route 1. This spring, developer

EYA plans to begin selling “Arts District Hyattsville.” It is building 300 rowhouses of

brick and sheet metal, plus about 200 condos. The new three- and four-story buildings

will offer, all total, as much as 30,000 square feet of restaurants, shops and doctors

offices. The plan is to return downtown Hyattsville to its splendor of the early to mid-

1900s. (Johnson, 2006)

According to the reporter, “Hyattsville is ripe for this kind of redevelopment” because of its
proximity to Metro stations, “urban mood,” and diversity. “Rockcastle calls Hyattsville a town of
immigrants and former hippies, and [Mayor Bill] Gardiner doesn’t disagree. ‘A lot of people
ended up in Hyattsville because they couldn’t afford Takoma Park,’ the mayor says,” referring to
a nearby D.C. suburb in Montgomery County known for its progressive politics but with higher
housing prices and more economic development (Johnson, 2006).

This story and County Executive Curry’s “first you get the artists” quote in the 2000 Post
story showcase the “creative class” logic upon which the GAD effort was built, based on ideas
popularized by urban studies professor and author Richard Florida. His 2002 book 7he Rise of
the Creative Class popularized the idea that drawing artists and other “creative class” types to an
area will bring more economic development. City leaders across the country embraced this
“solution” to revitalization and focused on creating places that would draw such a population. As
I discussed in Chapter 2, critics have since argued that Florida’s “creative class” theory lacks
evidence, treats correlation as causality, can exacerbate social and economic inequality, caters to
Whiter, wealthier residents, and does not ask questions about who may be harmed by policies
that revolve around “creatives” (Markusen & Gadwa, 2010a; Rich & Tsitsos, 2016; Stern &
Seifert, 2010; Strom, 2010). Researchers have also argued there is little evidence that “creative

class” presence stimulates economic growth more than other models (Berry & Glaeser, 2005;

Rich & Tsitsos, 2016).
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Early news coverage of the GAD in the Post was largely uncritical of the “creative class”
approach embraced by local leaders. In the coverage I analyzed, the logic was generally
reproduced without being interrogated, and there was little mention of potential negative effects
(and for whom) of efforts to draw creative types and build a “creative economy.” As I will
discuss in more detail, this was likely in part because the Route 1 corridor so clearly lacked
investment, and because the GAD began with grassroots efforts that predated Florida’s book and
the county- and state-designated arts district. Local leaders and artists had begun efforts in the
late 1990s to showcase and support artists who were already living and working in the area,
which was affordable and offered diverse, vacant studio spaces.

Also in 2006, a Post reporter invited Florida “to tour the region and discuss how his
theories apply in different neighborhoods” (Shin, 2006). Florida was in residence at a local
university at the time. Parts of the story ring tongue-in-cheek, and it recognizes “a dearth of
affordable housing and rising income inequality” in D.C., but the profile also gives Florida a
platform to showcase his ideas—an outside expert interpreting what is happening in Prince
George’s County:

With Florida riding shotgun, his assistant steered his seven-year-old Land Rover
toward Prince George’s County.

The author of the best-selling “The Rise of the Creative Class” has become
increasingly influential with local development officials since moving here from
Pittsburgh two years ago for a post at George Mason University.

In Prince George’s, his work—which argues that cities that attract highly
educated “creative class” workers fare better economically—was considered “validation”
for the Gateway Arts District, a public initiative to revive the Route One corridor. The
Greater Washington Initiative last week began running ads that cast Washington as a
creative-class hub. In Fairfax, economic development officials are working on a summit
on creative economies and how businesses in the region can attract a creative workforce.

Florida approves of such talk. His criticism of Washington is that not enough of
its residents think of themselves as living in a creative, dynamic place, worthy of cutting-
edge architecture and other traits of a world capital.

“People in these communities think they’re part of a different region and they're
not,” he said. “This is a global center. It's one of the 10 most important economic regions
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in the world, a place approaching the influence of a London, and to not think about it that
way is tragic.”

But what about Hyattsville?

The small, inner-Beltway city was not looking like part of a world capital when
Florida saw it in August, invited by a reporter to tour the region and discuss how his
theories apply in different neighborhoods. He hasn’t done much touring yet, between
travels and lecture and consulting and teaching. He’s still at that introductory stage,
where a casual glance of a Hogs on the Hill restaurant on Bladensburg Road in Northeast
Washington provokes delight.

“Boy, that place looks fabulous.”

Upon arriving in Hyattsville, he paused in front of a laundromat along Route One.
Through the window, a man inside motioned him to move his car along.

“He thinks we’re coming to transform the neighborhood. ‘Get out.” Great,”
Florida said.

Stepping onto the sidewalk, Florida surveyed a series of billboards advertising
town homes starting in the $300,000s. The signs depicted a tidy, middle-class community
scheduled to take the place of empty lots. Local officials envision a potpourri of artists
and families and professionals inhabiting a vibrant new neighborhood.

Florida wondered.

“It looks like an attempt to recreate an urban fabric,” he said. But, “can you really
build something new that has those organic neighborhood qualities? That’s a big open
question.”

“People don't want to live in something prefab, especially since we’ve all left
family behind,” he said later. “We want to go somewhere real, to be part of something
bigger than us. Value comes from authentic-ness.”

Creative-class types, after all, value authenticity. They prefer “streets lined with a
multitude of small venues” such as coffee shops, restaurants and bars with live
performances and exhibits, art galleries and bookstores, which set the stage for
overlapping social scenes, Florida writes in “The Rise of the Creative Class.”

For members of the creative class, “this kind of ‘scene of scenes’ provides another
set of visual and aural cues they look for in a place to live and work,” he writes. “You
may not paint, write or play music, yet if you are at an art-show opening or in a nightspot
where you can mingle and talk with artists and aficionados, you might be more creatively
stimulated than if you merely walked into a museum or concert hall, were handed a
program, and proceeded to spectate.”

“I believe people are creative. Creative people are not just knowledge workers,”
he said, standing at the counter at Franklins, a Hyattsville restaurant, waiting for a BLT.”
(Shin, 2006)

By 2019, a Post headline read “Maryland’s Gateway Arts District has swelled into a
cultural destination” (S. Williams, 2019). Across all years of coverage, however, the language of
“destination” was prominent, and more common in regional outlets like the Post, local TV news,

Washingtonian magazine, and regional business and real estate outlets like the Washington
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Business Journal and Urban Turf. By definition, a destination is something people travel to—mnot
somewhere they already are. The “destination discourse”—targeted to regional visitors, but also
new residents—implicitly left out the people who were already living in the area. Those residents
were eager to have more amenities, according to local news stories and my own observations and
experience, yet much news coverage was geared toward newcomers who might buy a house, or
the reader looking for somewhere new and exciting to visit. In my findings in Section 4.2.3, |
discuss how this destination discourse was articulated to the arts and how news coverage
produced an arts-focused place for the area, which left out nonartist residents and businesses and
those for whom arts were not a primary focus or concern.

However, a few Post stories from the early 2000s did offer in-depth reporting that
addressed benefits that redevelopment could offer existing residents. These stories highlighted
grassroots efforts to revitalize the corridor and establish the GAD, focusing on civic leaders—
including artists—who were trying to bring investment to their communities. For example, a
2002 Post story titled “Reclaiming Lost Ground: After Years of Decay and Neglect, Hyattsville
Embraces Initiatives to Shore Up a Sagging Economy,” presented the GAD’s origin story this
way: “The area began to attract artists organically a few years ago, and Hyattsville and its
neighbors, with the county’s help, latched on to the idea” (K. Williams, 2002). The feature story
provided historical context:

Robert W. Armentrout remembers when Hyattsville was a busy little city, with hardware

and grocery stores, banks and a thriving shopping mall. Centered on Route 1, a few

minutes’ drive northeast of Washington, it was once the commercial center of Prince

George’s County. That was long before Armentrout, 71, became mayor 3 1/2 years ago,

and long before Interstate 95 and the Baltimore-Washington Parkway diverted traffic

from Hyattsville and Route 1, once the main thoroughfare from Maine to Florida. The
two-square-mile city shrunk in prominence on maps of the area. Hyattsville and other

locales on Route 1 in the 1960s became known as “car alley” after new- and used-car
dealerships moved in.
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The story goes on to describe how “an intense effort by Armentrout and other civic leaders in
recent years to attract investment and jump-start development has led to some nascent success.
Other old and blighted urban communities are watching the efforts closely. If Hyattsville can be
revived, maybe other neglected areas can, too.” The reporter notes that “a few developers and
national retailers have moved into the community” and “plans for elaborate projects including a
movie theater, ice skating rink and funky art studios are beginning to come to fruition.” They
quote Prince George's Council Chairman Peter A. Shapiro: “[Developers] are like penguins. One
jumps in and the others follow.”

The reporter makes clear that development is needed to remake the area—"“There are still
vestiges of the old town, including used-car lots, strip malls, liquor stores and pawnshops, but
glimpses of the shiny new Hyattsville envisioned by city leaders seep through”—and that the
mayor’s vision for economic development is shared by “other Hyattsville stakeholders, including
property owners, longtime residents, civic groups and politicians.” But, we do not hear from
many residents or civic groups in the story.

The story includes context that I found to be largely absent in later stories about
development along Route 1—the relationship between race, disinvestment, and redevelopment.

Also working against Hyattsville are problems faced by the entire county. Specifically,
one question is asked by all who promote development in Prince George’s County: Why is the
country’s most affluent majority-minority county so underserved by retail? The same answers
are echoed: competition from more affluent neighbors, such as Montgomery and Fairfax
counties, and general misperceptions of the county based on race and class. “An area that is

majority people of color and working class isn’t a part of the picture for developers,” Shapiro
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said. “What is missed is the depth and breadth of the money in black Prince George’s. They see
black and they see poor.” (K. Williams, 2002)

Although the reporter does not dissect these statements or detail how different parts of
Prince George’s have different demographics, the explicit mention of race and class related to
processes of neighborhood change in the GAD is notable because in the years that follow, this
context is largely absent in the stories I analyzed. It appears again in more recent stories, when
accelerated investment and new luxury apartment buildings brought community concerns about
affordability and journalists started mentioning race and class again.

Because the Route 1 corridor was so underinvested in the early 2000s, few stories
addressed potential long-term effects of new development and investment such as gentrification
and displacement. While clear gentrification patterns were shaping up next door in D.C., the
latest wave of gentrification had not yet so starkly remade the city; intense investment had
begun, and the population was growing, but gentrification effects that are difficult for even those
least affected to ignore, such as skyrocketing rents and widespread displacement of Black
residents, had not peaked. Middle-class consumers of mainstream media in the D.C. region were
less likely to be priced out by development than they would be 20 years later.

That journalists at the time were not raising concerns about how development in Prince
George’s and the GAD could eventually bring gentrification is not necessarily surprising. Yet
there were some exceptions. A 2002 Washington City Paper story titled “Here Comes the
Neighborhood,” written by a journalist living in Hyattsville, celebrated the then-new Franklins,
run by local resident Mike Franklin. However, it showed awareness of (perhaps direct experience

with) what gentrification typically looks like, pointing to local concerns about how to grow and
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whom economic growth should serve. The reporter (and restaurant owner) valued a diverse
clientele and seem self-conscious about their potential role in gentrification:

It would be a lie to say that the reason my wife and I bought our house in historic
Hyattsville a year and a half ago was because of Franklin’s [sic] Restaurant, Brewery,
and General Store. But it might be the reason if we were buying today.

Already, Franklin’s [sic], with its exposed beams, funky colors, and playful
design sense (dig the corrugated metal siding!), is being touted by local officials as the
centerpiece of the much-talked-about Gateway Arts District. The idea is to attract
commerce and art—an often uneasy alliance—to the sometimes desolate stretch between
Hyattsville and Mount Rainier. Artists’ live/work spaces are next, followed by (everyone
hopes) a steady infusion of shops, boutiques, coffeehouses, and more restaurants.

If this sounds like gentrification, it’s gentrification of an appealingly modest sort,
one that aims to grow with, not against, its environment. The same might also be said of
Franklin’s [sic], which boasts so few claims to refinement that it seems to be doing
everything possible to avoid being tagged as upscale. (Kliman, 2002)

As time went on, regional reporting on the GAD such as that in the Washington Post
continued to revolve around the idea—the draw—of an existing arts community, but the
“burgeoning” scene seemed more and more notable for experiences it could offer new visitors,
residents, and investors. Stories were less about the existing community or grassroots artist
groups involved in early “revitalization” efforts. Reporters largely reproduced county—and some
city—officials’ public discourse about the GAD. For example: “A portion of the Prince George’s
County Route 1 Corridor is breathing new life thanks to the arts,” began a 2013 story from local
TV news outlet WILA:

A unique community known as the Gateway Arts District formed in 2002 and now

county leaders want to see even more growth. The Arts District includes the Mount

Rainier, Brentwood, North Brentwood, and Hyattsville neighborhoods. Together they

offer shopping, entertainment and restaurants capped off with art studios and galleries.

County leaders want developers to take notice and begin investing. “Having that funky

type of place that we can have in Prince George’s County that people are used to only

going into the District or some other places are right here,” says Prince George’s County

Executive Rushern Baker. (Park, 2013)

Describing the area as a “thriving arts district” that was “quickly developing,” a 2016 Prince

George’s Gazette story celebrated the opening of Pyramid Atlantic Art Center in a historic,

142



Hyattsville city-owned building renovated to include studios, classrooms, and
exhibit/performance space. The story quoted then-Mayor Candace Hollingsworth:

Hollingsworth said when EY A began building townhouses in Hyattsville off of Route 1 a
few years ago, it was seen as “taking a risk” because there was a possibility of it being a
bad investment. But Hollingsworth said Pyramid Atlantic represents a turning point for
Hyattsville. “Pyramid Atlantic being here means a lot more to us than just having an arts
organization. It has exhibited a few things,” Hollingsworth said. “One is that I don’t think
anyone is taking risks anymore on Hyattsville and Prince George’s County. I think people
are betting on Hyattsville and Prince George’s County.” (Rojo Keyes, 2016)

Similarly, a 2019 WAMU-FM story about a Savor, a new food hall on Route 1 in
Brentwood, embraced the idea that arts-related development had elevated the area as a
destination. The food hall opened in the lower level of an arts-focused (or arts-marketed) mixed
use development called Studio 3807, which includes luxury apartments and townhouses. Rent for
a studio started at $1800, as of 2025—about the same average rate as in D.C., according to
Zillow (Zillow Observed Rent Index, 2025). The development also includes six artist studios and
a gallery. The WAMU story explained:

This idea of shared space where culinary artists can come and flourish fits in perfectly
with the overall vision of the Gateway Arts District. For nearly two decades, the Route 1
corridor ... has served as a beacon where artists from all manner of disciplines come to
live, work and play. The art community that has grown from this concept has helped
revitalize this area. (Ciammachilli, 2019)

The story continued:

Brentwood Mayor Rocio Treminio-Lopez remembers when 3809 Rhode Island
Ave. (Savor’s address) was just another blighted building. “And one of the things that I
ran on was to eliminate blight,” she said. “And when I see this, I feel like—and I’'m sure
some of my residents will feel the same way—that they can see something beautiful
coming to the town. I think, for the most part, they will feel happy that this is coming
because it’s going to put Brentwood on the map.”

Savor is the culmination of a years-long development project for the Gateway
Arts District. John Paradiso lives and works in the building where Savor is located. He
said Savor has the ability to transform the neighborhood. “I think this building ... with its
art component and now its restaurant and culinary food incubator, food hall component,
really solidifies the kinds of ideas that folks had way back when they were saying, “let’s
develop our little neck of the woods on the border with D.C.” (Ciammachilli, 2019, p. 2)
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The development’s website embraces a similar destination narrative for marketing:

At Studio 3807, you will be in the center of a vibrant community of artists, entertainers,

entrepreneurs and restauranteurs. Entertainment and enlightenment are only steps away.

Restaurants, coffee shops and local boutiques line the streets. Bi-annual Open Studio

Tours allow you to talk and engage with national and international renown artists. And,

everywhere you look, you will see the evidence of a creative spirit that is unique to the

area and infectious (Studio 3807 Apartments, n.d.).

While regional news media’s destination discourse about the GAD pointed to how the
area was finally getting investment it needed—that it was finally being recognized as a worthy
investment similar to neighboring areas in D.C. and Montgomery County—it did not spend
much time addressing how that investment would benefit local residents, including artists. The
discourse articulated development to elevating the neighborhood through becoming a
destination. To support this, these stories also cast most residents, businesses, and activities in
the area as connected to the arts.

Hyperlocal media, not surprisingly, did not deploy the destination discourse as heavily.
These outlets focused more on what existing residents wanted or thought about new
development, though reporting left out some key perspectives, as I will discuss. Despite focusing
more on locals, hyperlocal media still treated aspirations to be a destination positively. A 2007
Hyattsville Life & Times article titled “At Home in Hyattsville,” about the “new neighbors” who
had moved into the new Arts District Hyattsville townhouse development, explained:

At present, nine arts-related projects are established along Route 1: galleries, artists’

housing and studios, and Joe’s Movement Emporium, a performing arts center. Also

under way is an African American Museum and Cultural center with 6,000 square feet of
exhibition space. The Brentwood Art Center, opening in early 2008, will feature a gallery
and classroom space and affordable commercial studios for artists. These are the anchors,

expected to draw further arts activity and related commerce such as restaurants,
bookstores, and the like. (Yager, 2007)
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In a 2010 Hyattsville Life & Times editorial titled “Making Hyattsville a Destination,” the new
president of the paper’s board—and 18-month resident of Hyattsville at the time—marveled at
the dearth of retail and dining options compared to her previous home in Northern Virginia,
where “there was a Starbucks and a Panera on every other block™ and “boutique shops, ethnic
restaurants, and Trader Joe’s abounded” (Duin, 2010). She noted the “shining promises” of the
new Arts District Hyattsville mixed use development “at the end of all those backhoes on Route
1” but wondered naively: “Is the real reason behind it all the racism that has cut this section of
PG County off from what the rest of metropolitan Washington enjoys?” Her take: the area
deserved to be a destination (perhaps signified by chain stores), and new development was
helping Route 1 reach its potential, even making it into what it “should” be. Some longtime
residents who were waiting for investment would likely have agreed, as would local
municipalities looking to bolster their tax revenue.

The Hyattsville Wire, an online hyperlocal site started in 2012 by an area resident, has
capitalized on the destination concept, highlighting the uptick in area development, and attention
from other area media to the Route 1 Corridor. The outlet bills itself as “the premier source for
lifestyle news for Woodridge, D.C., Mount Rainier, Bladensburg, Edmonston, Brentwood, North
Brentwood, Hyattsville, Riverdale Park, University Park, College Park and the greater Route 1
corridor in the suburbs of Washington, D.C., with a focus on dining, arts and culture, history,
urban planning, and real estate and development” (The Hyattsville Wire, n.d.). The meat of the
Wire is announcements and news about development, new restaurant and retail openings, local
events, and when local businesses make the news elsewhere. The site does not do deep dives on
development-related issues, critical assessments of redevelopment projects, or in-depth reporting

with multiple sources.
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An up-and-coming-destination and arts identity has been key to the Wire’s coverage. A
2014 post titled “Mapping the Route 1 Renaissance” looked at “all the major projects happening
along Route 17 from the D.C. line (Mount Rainier) to College Park (R. T. Beckwith, 2014). (This
includes all GAD towns, plus Riverdale Park and College Park.) “The Route 1 renaissance is
gaining momentum,” the Wire declared. A 2017 story titled “Whole Foods Draws Attention to
Route 1,” highlighted the (other) news coverage the development had received. The Wire story
did not critique the news coverage. Instead, it assumed that positive media attention from
Washington-centered outlets was a good thing, calling the coverage “valuable,” though not
specifying valuable for whom:

The opening of the grocery store chain at Riverdale Park Station has received a ton of
attention from Washington-area media. The Washington Post wrote more than one story.
Business-oriented publications like the Washington Business Journal and Bisnow wrote
about it. The Washingtonian magazine included it in a list of “coolest developments™
coming in 2017. ABC affiliate WJLA, CBS affiliate WUSA and NBC Washington had
segments. It was covered on radio station WTOP, while “The Kojo Nnamdi Show” on
WAMU devoted 20 minutes to the topic. Even Washington Hispanic chimed in. The
stories were almost entirely positive, too. Here’s a snippet from the Post:
And the store has already become a selling point to new residents in this part of
Prince George’s, real estate agents say, noting that homes nearby are selling
quickly. Many are going to millennials looking to settle in an area where housing
is more affordable than in other parts of the Washington region but with the same
amenities.
It’s hard to calculate the value of this saturation coverage—what the public relations
industry refers to as “earned media”—but it’s substantial. Due to industrywide cutbacks
on local news staffs, small towns like Riverdale Park don’t get as much attention as they
used to, so major coverage like this is even more valuable. This summer, a lot of potential
homebuyers are going to come check out Route 1, and more than a few of them will have
first heard about it from one of these stories. (R. T. Beckwith, 2017, p. 3)

This story reinforces the idea of putting the GAD area “on the map” with new, elevated
amenities and explicitly calls out news media’s ability to showcase how the area is “valuable,”
potentially driving more investment. Implicitly, the Wire articulates this new value being created

by development to an audience for whom such amenities are valuable.
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Along those lines, in 2019, the Wire considered “How Coffee Is Fueling Route 1’s
Development”:

[O]ver the past few years, a number of coffee shops and roasters have opened, followed
not long after by hip new restaurants, upscale grocery stores and other markers of growth
and development. It’s a pattern that researchers have long noticed. A 2018 Harvard
Business School study, which used data from Yelp, found that a new coffee shop,
whether Starbucks or another cafe, was associated with a half a percent increase in
housing prices in that ZIP code that year. And that neighborhoods where coffees shops
were opening tended to be areas where there was an increase in the overall number of
businesses opening. (A. Beckwith, 2019b)

The story described all the coffee offerings of the past few years, commenting: “Whether they
were cause or just a correlation, they’re definitely a sign of how much the Route 1 corridor has
changed already and what is coming next.”

But for regional media outlets, development along Route 1 was not happening fast
enough. A 2011 Washington Post editorial, “Progress and Pushback in Prince George’s,” about
the then-proposed mixed-use development anchored by Whole Foods, shook its finger at
“wrongheaded” locals who did not know what was good for them:

For years, residents of Prince George’s County have lamented the shortage of
high-end local shopping and dining venues, complaining that developers and investors
favored swankier precincts in the District and Montgomery and Fairfax counties. Now a
reputable developer has proposed exactly the kind of project that much of Prince
George’s has lacked—upscale stores, restaurants, townhouses, apartments, offices, a
hotel, and a gigantic fitness center, all anchored by what would be the first Whole Foods
grocery store in the county of 870,000 people.

The 36-acre project, proposed by the Cafritz Company, would bring huge benefits
to the urbanizing Route 1 corridor near the University of Maryland at College Park,
where it would be located on a site that housed factory workers during World War II. It
would represent a major gain for the county, which needs to broaden its tax base and
burnish its scandal-marred reputation. And it would be a magnet for thousands of Prince
Georgians wanting to shop, eat and recreate much closer to home, saving them long
drives to neighboring jurisdictions.

So far, though, the loudest community voices are rising in opposition to the
project, warning of traffic, overcrowding and the risk to existing shops and businesses.
The objections are predictable; they are also wrongheaded. They ignore the experience of
other close-in suburbs in the region—think of Arlington and Bethesda—that have added
dynamic commercial centers without adverse impact on established residential
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neighborhoods. They disregard the fact that the location of the proposed project—inside
the Beltway, close to a Metro station and barely eight miles from Capitol Hill—would
attract just the sort of well-educated and relatively affluent residents who can support
businesses and amenities such as those Cafritz envisions. And they are heedless of what
has become known nationally as the Whole Foods Effect—the grocery chain's potential
as a catalyst for redevelopment and higher property values. (The Washington Post, 2011)

The same year, in a news story, the Post evaluated “The State of the Arts District? So-so,”
lamenting the pace of change.

Nearly 10 years ago, a group of Prince George’s County residents teamed up with
hopes of transforming four areas of vacant storefronts, used-car lots and seedy
warehouses into a funky, eclectic community along Route 1. The group coalesced around
the artists who lived in Hyattsville, Mount Rainier, North Brentwood and Brentwood,
believing that interest in the arts could revitalize the area.

“We wanted to create a sense of place . . . to change the perception of the
corridor,” said Peter A. Shapiro, a former County Council member, who worked with the
group. “There wasn’t really a downtown, and we wanted a destination.”

They wanted a mini-SoHo. But the two-mile stretch from Eastern Avenue to
Madison Avenue, which the state designated as the Gateway Arts District in 2003, has
been slow to change. Auto repair shops, industrial buildings and empty storefronts
occupy prime real estate. Mounds of dirt and overgrown weeds sit behind a sign
announcing that stores, lofts and restaurants are “coming soon” as part of a $150 million

project being developed by the Bethesda-based firm EY A. The sign has sat by the side of
the road for almost two years. (Wiggins, 2009)

By 2015, regional lifestyle magazine Washingtonian portrayed the GAD as beginning to
fulfill what it could and should be. “The Best Washington Neighborhoods to Buy a Home” story
featured “Hyattsville’s arts district—with new residences, retail, and restaurants from developer
EYA—and the historic district,” with then-mayor Kevin Ward touting a “walkable lifestyle and
neighborhood feel that I don’t think most buyers picture in the suburbs” (Kashino, 2015).
Another key piece of info: “Whole Foods—the ultimate sign that an area has arrived—will land
about a mile away in late 2015 as the anchor of a development in nearby Riverdale Park by
Calvin Cafritz Enterprises.” The magazine also advised “try Mount Rainier” where “Menkiti
Group announced plans for a development with Joe Englert as a tenant—he’s the guy whose hip

bars helped revitalize Northwest DC’s U Street and Northeast’s H Street.”
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Not surprisingly, the hyperlocal Hyattsville Life & Times and Route I Reporter were
more likely to address development implications for existing residents and give voice to
hyperlocal opinions about the “wrong” and “right” kinds of development for the area. Most of
the time this was reporting on disagreements and protests—the louder, organized voices in the
GAD towns. For example, a 2011 letter from the editor in the Hyattsville Life & Times lamented,

There seems to be no real middle ground when people talk about or write about the
proposed Cafritz Corporation development in an area just north of Hyattsville. Some of
them are really excited about the prospect of a Whole Foods store coming to the area and
see it as an unmitigated good. They maintain that it will make good food more accessible
and may help make for a more walkable neighborhood, as well as bring in revenue. It will
be a major plus for Prince George’s County to have such a high-end store, they say, and a
sign that we’ve arrived. People on the other side of the issue are concerned about the
development’s effect on the already heavy traffic in the area. They point out that the
Route 1-East-West Highway intersection is already a failed one. What will happen, they
ask, when you add more people going to more stores (not just Whole Foods) plus a large
number of apartments and townhomes? And they worry about the impact on schools and
other infrastructure: How will they handle all these new people? And they add to this
what they see as the negative environmental effects of removing a rare piece of woodland
in our midst. (Minaert, 2011)

The paper also covered major disagreements within Hyattsville about a new development
project on the site of a long-vacant Washington Suburban Sanitary Commission (WSSC)
building in the middle of a residential area and next to a major park. The long and contentious
development process (ongoing as of this writing) has involved local activists for and against the
project and city complaints to the county about the developer’s practices. In 2017 the paper
reported,

A crowd of over 200 Hyattsville residents descended upon Vigilante Coffee Company on

Nov. 8 to view and provide comments on a presentation by local developer, Werrlein

Properties. The packed house ... included strong advocates of the proposed development

and the benefits it would bring the community, others who voiced concerns regarding

traffic and the loss of the empty parking lot currently used for event parking, and those

who would like to see a repurpose of the former WSSC building rather than a teardown
and replacement. (Walters, 2017)
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For years property owner Douglas Development Corporation (which owns much land and
property across the D.C. area) had done nothing with the 1930s art deco WSSC building. Then,
in 2017, when rising properties values and surrounding development ensured a good profit,
Douglas sold the property to Werrlein Properties, which planned to demolish the building and
build single family homes and townhouses on the lot and adjoining empty parking lot. The
plan—and Werrlein’s practices—divided residents on whether an old (some argued historic)
building should be torn down or readapted, what the best use of that space was for Hyattsville,
what level of density was acceptable in the largely single family home neighborhood, whether
the developer should be allowed to build in a flood plain, and what the environmental impact
would be on nearby wildlife habitat.

Werrlein requested rezoning for their project, which the Hyattsville City Council and
mayor opposed, but the County Planning Board—the final say—gave the green light. However,
local activists campaigned against the project and mobilized court challenges, with particular
focus on the lower parking lot open space that abutted a wetland in the park. Along the way,
Werrlein proceeded without the necessary permits and violated environmental regulations,
including failing to mitigate stormwater and sediment runoff. After years of legal wrangling and
after completing townhouses and single family homes on the upper lot, the developer finally
agreed to sell the lower lot to the City of Hyattsville for a high price, which was being negotiated
at the time of this writing.

Reporting on the “Werrlein development” has been somewhat uneven, as there is no paid
beat reporter following the complexities of the project (still ongoing and tied up in legal
challenges as of this writing) through multiple years and tracking all legal and permitting

processes at the county level. Still, the paper has recognized how important the development is to
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community members and has published more than 20 stories (and counting) on the project. It has
given space to editorials by those both “for” and “against” the proposed development. A resident
opposed to the early plans wrote,

I believe the proposal’s purported benefits are significantly outweighed by the damage it

would do the city’s historic character, community identity, and social and environmental

sustainability. Neighbors are understandably concerned about the long-empty buildings,

but the urge to do something—anything—with the WSSC site does not justify this ill-

conceived attempt to replace historically significant buildings and community-oriented

open space with a speculative housing development that affords no public benefit and

exerts additional pressure on already overburdened roads and schools. (Davis, 2018)

A resident who supported the project wrote:

Werrlein Properties’ proposal for the long-neglected former WSSC property would

restore the Historic District’s pattern of traditional residential development to a site where

it previously existed, stitching the surrounding neighborhood back together with a

sensible, attractive streetscape while removing a dangerous eyesore. Though I take its

opponents in good faith, their arguments risk missing an opportunity to beautify and
reconnect the neighborhood, leaving us indefinitely with an unproductive monstrosity

and a barely used parking lot. (Seath, 2018)

Most of the ongoing reporting on the development detailed land use, permitting, zoning, and
other legal updates, but also continued to reference local arguments for and against the
development, including giving the developer space to write an op-ed.

With Werrlein and other developments, hyperlocal journalists typically followed the lead
of (vocal, perhaps connected) residents or city leaders; that is, journalists reported on potential
negative effects of development when readers voiced those concerns, usually related to parking
and traffic, school crowding, environmental degradation, loss of historic buildings, or other
strains on resources. The coverage I analyzed showed little reporting in which journalists
initiated a close or sustained look at these issues. It is important to note that this kind of

enterprise, in-depth reporting, takes resources that are often unavailable at outlets that have little

capacity or are majority volunteer.
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Most hyperlocal coverage presumed that development of the right kind would bring and
was bringing benefits to the area as a whole. While attending to perspectives of local residents
more than journalists at regional publications, hyperlocal journalists rarely broke down who
within the community might benefit in what way, or whether the benefits of development were
or would be equitable or uneven. Further, hyperlocal coverage included few voices and
perspectives from long-term residents who did not feel connected to or care about the arts;
residents or businesses who did not think revitalization efforts would benefit them; and recent
immigrants, who are primarily Latinx.

Affordability concerns began to appear in news stories using the “development elevates
the neighborhood and is beneficial” discourse in the last seven years or so, primarily in
hyperlocal outlets. This means attention to the rising costs of rents and home prices in the GAD
lagged a few years behind the peak period of “positive” development coverage (2011-2019)—
and lagged behind the actual rise in prices. The COVID-19 pandemic and resulting economic
landscape also brought affordability concerns to the forefront. Previously, most mentions of
affordability were about the GAD as an “affordable alternative” to other D.C. metro area
neighborhoods. But in more recent years, journalists began to make the connection between
“beneficial” development and rising rents and home prices that are not beneficial to those with
lower incomes, including some longtime residents. Journalists began deciding that rising costs
were important to mention.

For example, in a 2019 piece about Hyattsville’s Ward 5 candidates for City Council
(representing West Hyattsville), the hyperlocal Route I Reporter gave space to candidates
talking about the benefits of new development, but also noted: “Both highlighted affordability

issues as among the most important [issue] facing Hyattsville” (Theis, 2019). A 2022 Hyattsville
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Life & Times story reported, “An underused parking lot near the Mall at Prince George’s may
find a new use as apartments and retail space. Under a proposal presented to the Hyattsville City
Council and Mayor Kevin Ward on Dec. 6, 2021, AvalonBay Communities, Inc. would build
and operate a mixed-use building with 360 apartments and 1,000 square feet of ground-floor
retail.” The reporter then included the following:

Hyattsville’s affordable housing action plan, its community sustainability

plan and the county’s transit district plan all include goals for building and preserving

affordable housing; despite this, none of the projects proposed in the Prince George’s

Plaza Transit District, including the 6400 America Boulevard project, the Dewey

Property and the Landy Property, will actually build affordable housing.

Like the other projects proposed for the transit district, AvalonBay plans to build
only market-rate housing. When asked about including affordable apartments, Tom

Haller, an attorney representing AvalonBay at the Dec. 6 presentation, clarified that the

project is a market-rate project, not an affordable housing project. He later explained that,

based on market research and the target market for the location of the new building,

AvalonBay intends to design the building and apartments “targeted toward the upper 20s

and 30s-something market, people that would be interested in living in a more urban

retail environment within walking distance to the Metro station.” (Behrend, 2022)

Route I Reporter was more oriented to these issues since its inception, but reporting by
regional outlets on the beneficial development in GAD cities also began to make note of
affordability concerns, often following the lead of community leaders. A 2021 Washington
Business Journal story headlined “Hyattsville Has Some Big Development Brewing” outlines
how “The city has in recent years focused its efforts on spurring housing development, and that’s
paid off as hundreds of housing units came online—and the city’s population swelled from
17,500 in 2010 to 21,200 a decade later. Close to 800 new housing units are under development
in the city right now” (Navera, 2021). But later, the reporter includes: “The city council adopted
an affordable housing policy before Covid hit that noted about 72% of Hyattsville residents
making $35,000 to $50,000 are cost-burdened and the city needs to add 340 affordable housing

units to keep up with growth” (Navera, 2021). A long feature from WAMU-FM the same year on
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“How One Stretch of Hyattsville Small Businesses Survived the Worst Year Ever” (the first year
of the COVID-19 pandemic), recognizes that “increased demand for the suburbs has driven up
costs. The average home price in Hyattsville has doubled in the past 10 years, according

to Zillow” (Lefrak & Pascale, 2021).

However, the dominance of “development elevates the neighborhood and is beneficial”
discourse and the lack of attention to potential longer-term effects on affordability until later
stages, when the problem—while chronic—is treated as acute, mirrors what other researchers
have found. As I discussed in Chapter 2, research shows that journalists appear to be less critical
of gentrification in early and late stages of the process—early, when “consequences are the least
apparent,” and late, when gentrification seems inevitable (Brown-Saracino & Rumpf, 2011, p.
298). Yet journalists may also be increasingly concerned with gentrification when it impacts the
middle class, such as when, as Tolfo and Doucet (2021) found in Toronto, housing prices
became unaffordable not just to low-income people or when the “authenticity” or culture of
where they live begins to change as certain long-time residents and businesses are pushed out
(Brown-Saracino & Rumpf, 2011).

To summarize the findings in this section, discourse that development is positive and
beneficial, because it elevates the neighborhood, brings amenities, and makes it a destination for
new residents, businesses, and developers produced a common-sense basis from which the
majority of news stories in my corpus were told. Reporters presumed that development was
beneficial. This discourse also made assumptions about who lived in the GAD and whom the
news audience comprised—that is, who counted. While journalists sometimes highlighted the
need for investment in the GAD communities due to long-term, race-based disinvestment in a

majority non-White county, they rarely attended to the potential for unequitable development
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with uneven benefits going forward. Hyperlocal journalists covered resident opposition to new
development projects and occasionally discussed what the “right kind” of development could be
for neighborhoods, but most news stories were largely uncritical of development. They rarely
asked critical questions about whom redevelopment would serve or analyzed whether
redevelopment was demonstrably benefitting residents.

Instead, journalists presumed a community—and a news audience—for whom the GAD
was a destination, for whom it was up-and-coming, for whom it offered new amenities. Certain
voices and perspectives were simply not present in the coverage. Reporters—from both well-
resourced and shoestring outlets—rarely sought out sources beyond those publicly or loudly
vocal in their opposition to or support for development. News stories about redevelopment thus
also produced an uncomplete picture of who constituted the GAD, which I discuss more in my
findings Section 4.2.2. Recent immigrants and residents who rent were largely absent from the
reporting. Yet over the last several decades, the number of Latinx residents has grown to nearly
40% of the total population of GAD municipalities.

The problem of journalism having an “invisible” standpoint that centers White, middle-
class experience and perspective yet is presented as “representative” is not new (Aleman, 2014).
Researchers have shown how sources and opinions included in news stories often represent only
a segment of a neighborhood or community but are made to stand in for the whole. Alamo-
Pastrana and Hoynes (2020) argued that “Taken-for-granted assumptions of a primarily white
audience are embedded in the news making process. Professional journalists produce news that
they expect will be consumed by whites, even if they are uncomfortable with (or unaware of)
these assumptions” (p. 79). Further, journalists are trained to practice “objectivity”” and approach

reporting as disembodied neutral knowledge (Alamo-Pastrana & Hoynes, 2020). Of course,
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Whiteness operates invisibly in culture more broadly, of which journalism is a part. As Lipsitz
(1995) noted:

Whiteness is everywhere in American culture, but it is very hard to see. As Richard Dyer

argues, “white power secures its dominance by seeming not to be anything in particular.”

As the unmarked category against which difference is constructed, whiteness never has to

speak its name, never has to acknowledge its role as an organizing principle in social and

cultural relations. (p. 369)

This is not to say every reporter who contributed to a positive discourse about development in
the GAD was White (though from what I know most were), or that every such story failed to
consider diverse voices and perspectives. But on the whole, stories that cast development in a
beneficial light failed to address “for whom.”

In addition, news stories that framed GAD redevelopment as positive spent little time
talking to those without connections to or affinity for the arts—although they did not often talk to
artists themselves. Reading regional news coverage about redevelopment in the GAD, such as in
the Washington Post, one might assume everyone living and working there was an artist, cared
about arts, or had income to spend on arts-related entertainment. In articulating redevelopment to
arts to benefits, journalists further reproduced a “creative class logic” shared by civic leaders and
developers that focused on who would come to the area rather than who was already there. As |
have mentioned, regional coverage in particular shifted focus over time from how development
could impact the existing arts community to what arts-led development could offer new visitors,
residents, and investors.

In much of the coverage that celebrated redevelopment, an “interpretive community”
appeared to be operating. Journalists and civic leaders at the municipal and county level—along

with the area residents, arts leaders, outside experts, and developers whom journalists

consulted—similarly regarded redevelopment in the GAD as generally beneficial, elevating the
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area, and needed to create an arts destination and economic development. Journalism scholars
have argued that journalists comprise an interpretive community “that lives and acts within
shared rules and norms, a professional culture that produces common narratives and consensual
meanings” (Berkowitz, 2019, p. 1; Zelizer, 1993). However, journalists also participate in other
interpretive communities that share a “common-sense vision” and deploy “preferred meanings”
that have been defined by the community (or community leaders) journalists report on and/or are
part of. Hyperlocal journalists additionally often live in the communities they report on and have
personal and professional relationships with leaders or groups who establish these common-
sense dominant ideas about events or changes. As discussed in my literature review, Gutsche
(2014) showed how journalists and city officials comprised an “interpretive community” that
presumed “consensus” views about Black Chicagoans moving to Iowa City and impacting city
neighborhoods. Sources for news stories are drawn from that interpretive community, creating
essentially a feedback loop that reifies common sense. In my corpus, the choice of sources
produced a discourse—a preferred frame—that “everyone can agree development is beneficial
for everyone and being a destination should be the goal.” Interpretations counter to this were
mostly left out, and this frame became “invisible” or naturalized.

Relatedly, news reporting on rising rents and property taxes, which most affect lower-
income residents and small business owners, including artists, lagged behind the reality on the
ground. As a 10-year resident of the area, I observed that housing affordability was a concern
among residents before news outlets started addressing it in stories about redevelopment. I heard
it in discussions, saw it on community listservs, and heard local leaders talk about it. While the
speed of change along Route 1 was not as fast as in some D.C. neighborhoods, journalists could

have anticipated that the area would eventually become unaffordable for some. As development
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ramped up, journalists could have provided more reporting on housing cost trends, how other
municipalities had dealt with such neighborhood change, how residents were already being
impacted, and potential solutions for stemming displacement.

Framing development as solely positive and beneficial, even in an area hungry for
investment, only told the front end of a long, more complicated story. A fuller account would
have meant more regular attention to whom the development was for, how it might affect diverse
communities, and what structures were in place to make sure lower-income residents and
businesses who had long waited for investment in their neighborhoods could benefit long-term.
In my next section, I further discuss how journalists conceptualized “the community.”

4.2.2 News Discourse 2: Change Is “Community-Driven” and City and Local Leaders, Vocal
Residents, and Homeowners Comprise the Community

A second theme in news coverage of development and change in the GAD was that
change is “‘community-driven,” and city leaders, community leaders, vocal residents, and
homeowners comprise the community. 1 developed this theme (News Discourse 2) through
analysis of news reporting that addressed who or what is responsible for redevelopment, who is
affected, and how. I looked at how journalists described agents of change and how they attended
to who was—or might be—affected by changes brought by redevelopment, as well as what those
impacts might be. I paid attention to which actors were used as an authoritative source, and
journalists questioned or reinforced who has power to create neighborhood change.

I developed News Discourse 2 from the following related codes or “prototype themes,”
which I previously identified throughout the news coverage in my corpus.

e Development, redevelopment, and new business is happening because of government
actions

e Development and change is happening because of community efforts
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e Local government and/or community members should have a say in development and
change
e Local government (city) supports new development and new businesses
e Local government (city) opposes new development (or opposes the plan as proposed and
might support if amended)
e Local residents support new residential and commercial development and businesses
e Local residents oppose new residential and commercial development and businesses
e New development and neighborhood change are causing—or are likely to cause—[X
occurrence]
I reread the stories that exhibited these themes multiple times to develop a broader theme related
to actors involved in processes of redevelopment. Ultimately, my analysis identified long-term
patterns regarding whose voice and experience matter, who “represents” a place or
“community,” and how news stories reify the power of those representatives to make decisions
for and speak for communities and neighborhoods. What and who were missing from reporting
was notable. Journalists centered city leaders, community leaders, vocal residents, and
homeowners in their reporting on both why redevelopment was happening and how it might
affect those who live and work in the GAD. Journalists used these actors to represent the broader
population of GAD municipalities and constitute “the community,” deploying them as
authoritative sources. Overall, the loudest or most organized voices, and the voices in positions
of power, made the news—something scholars have long documented in media research
(Carlson, 2009; Gans, 1980; Hall, 1978).
Further, in using “by community, for community” redevelopment narratives, reporters

excluded significant portions of the population living and working in these municipalities,
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including recent immigrants, who are primarily Latinx, and small businesses that had little
connection to the arts. Residents of historically Black North Brentwood rarely were included. As
I detailed in my analysis of sourcing at the beginning of this chapter, they simply never appeared
in coverage, much less discussions of whom redevelopment would impact, either positively or
negatively. I further describe how journalists reported on the impacts or potential impacts of
redevelopment below.

Overall, journalists relied on local officials, community organization heads, and
organized voices to explain the causes and impacts of redevelopment. By “organized voices” I
mean groups such as the Hyattsville residents who organized and brought lawsuits against
redevelopment of public park—adjacent open space in a flood plain or neighbors who advocated
for a major new Whole Foods—anchored development in nearby Riverdale Park. As I discussed
in the first section of this chapter, sourcing is a key convention of journalism, and journalists
always use sources to help frame issues. It is common—and necessary—for journalists to talk
with city leaders about economic development efforts. However, relying heavily on official
voices and voices from particular demographics allows certain frames, or articulations, to
dominate (Entman, 1993; Gitlin, 1980). For example, using city or county leaders as sources
produced many stories focused on what local government was doing to foster redevelopment in
the GAD, articulating change to progress. But this offered only a partial explanation for why and
how development was happening and how it was impacting those living and working along
Route 1. As Ettema (2009) noted, frames can amplify or silence voices and actors by “rendering
of some facts about them more salient than others” (p. 297). In this case, journalists made

sources’ positions as residents or community leaders more salient than their privileged identities

160



related to race and class—identities that might impact how they experienced redevelopment and
change.

Although I could not track this in my analysis, my observation as a resident of the area
was that a majority of the sources that journalists used in stories about GAD redevelopment,
aside from local government representatives, were White middle-class homeowners. Journalists
(including volunteer hyperlocal reporters and major newspaper reporters) mostly centered the
experiences and concerns of these sources, including concerns about negative impacts of
redevelopment. This may explain the lag in reporting on affordability issues. As I note in the first
section of this chapter, a majority of renters in GAD municipalities said they were cost-burdened
by rent in 2010, yet it was another 10 years before affordability was foregrounded in news
coverage of Route 1 corridor development. While some residents of the GAD were happy to see
new retail or concerned about traffic and parking, others were likely worried about affording to
stay.

Next, I discuss further how journalists addressed (or did not address) who or what was
responsible for GAD redevelopment and who or what might be impacted. I also discuss how in
attending to these aspects of change in the region, journalists constructed communities that did

not correspond to the demographics of GAD municipalities.

Journalists’ focus on local self-determination and a “by the community, for the
community” grassroots narrative excluded many residents, also leaving out actors and factors
that shaped redevelopment—the process where public and private actors bring capital investment
to a neighborhood in order to renovate or demolish existing structures and rebuild spaces to court

new retail, services, and other amenities and increase economic activity. Reporting in the 2000s
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(the GAD’s first decade) in particular focused on the bottom-up efforts of “the community” to
foster economic development. Yet journalists foregrounded formal efforts by cities and
commonly cast elected leaders, leaders of local economic development organizations (such as
community development corporations, or CDCs), and heads of arts organizations as the
grassroots “community.” In news stories, the “bottom-up” community activist movement that
was the GAD was represented not by a wide swath of “ordinary” residents but by a small group
of local leaders.

In a 2002 Washington Post article headlined “Reclaiming Lost Ground: After Years of
Decay and Neglect, Hyattsville Embraces Initiatives to Shore Up a Sagging Economy,” the lead
actors were the mayor and other civic leaders, whose “intense effort ... in recent years to attract
investment and jump-start development has led to some nascent success. Other old and blighted
urban communities are watching the efforts closely. If Hyattsville can be revived, maybe other
neglected areas can, too” (K. Williams, 2002). It detailed how “[c]ity leaders and their staff
devoted hours to finding federal, state and county tax incentives and grant programs that could
be applied to the area and marketed to developers,” and worked to convince county and state
leaders to help support revitalization, which at the time had just resulted in the “government-
subsidized $70 million Gateway Arts District,” guided by the county’s redevelopment authority.

In 2004, a Washington Post story titled “In Mount Rainier, the Art of Renewal,” narrated
the GAD beginning this way: “Other cities have successfully managed to revive troubled older
neighborhoods or eyesore urban corridors by using artists and their buzz as bait to lure investors.
But the idea sounded like pie-in-the-sky when it was launched here in 1999. The impetus came

from community activists, who formed a community development corporation and, needing
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management expertise, turned to a specialty developer in Minneapolis called Artspace Projects
Inc” (Hockstader, 2004, emphasis added).

The reporter tells us that “Other Hyattsville stakeholders, including property owners,
longtime residents, civic groups and politicians, shared [the mayor’s] view” that Hyattsville
needed more investment; however, the only sources quoted in the story are the mayor, the county
executive, a County Council person, the president of the Hyattsville CDC, an employee of the
county redevelopment authority, a developer, and business owner Mike Franklin, whose
restaurant “is touted as the first success of Hyattsville's renaissance” (Hockstader, 2004). The
mayor’s framing, and his role, drive the story: “The developers' visions and site plans cannot
become concrete soon enough for Mayor Armentrout. He figures it will take the city almost as
long to rebuild as it did to decay.”

Mayors of GAD municipalities got a lot of play in Washington Post stories as community
spokespeople, both characterizing their cities and outlining what should happen with
redevelopment. In 2003, the Post report that Mayor [Brian] “Knedler says he is pinning his
hopes on the arts district to help revitalize the town. He goes so far as to call the strip of Route 1
through Mount Rainier ‘disgusting.” ‘In five years, though, we’ll probably be similar to Adams
Morgan with galleries and shops,’ he said. ‘That’s what I’d like to see happen’” (Ruben, 2003).
One might imagine many residents or other community leaders would not use the word
“disgusting” to describe their town. (It is worth noting that by 2008, Mount Rainier did not
mirror Adams Morgan, a neighborhood in Washington, D.C., long known for its nightlife scene.)

In 2009, the Post story “The State of the Arts District? So-So” gave a by-then familiar
summary of the GAD’s conception, now with “residents” as drivers, followed by a quote from a

resident/County Council member: “Nearly 10 years ago, a group of Prince George’s County
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residents teamed up with hopes of transforming four areas of vacant storefronts, used-car lots
and seedy warehouses into a funky, eclectic community along Route 1. The group coalesced
around the artists who lived in Hyattsville, Mount Rainier, North Brentwood and Brentwood,
believing that interest in the arts could revitalize the area. ‘We wanted to create a sense of place .
.. to change the perception of the corridor,” said Peter A. Shapiro, a former County Council
member, who worked with the group. ‘There wasn't really a downtown, and we wanted a
destination’” (Wiggins, 2009).

According to the reporter, “They wanted a mini-SoHo,” but change had stalled after the
2008 economic crash—storefronts were vacant, construction sites were stalled, and auto shops
and industrial building still dominated Route 1 (Wiggins, 2009). Still, the story describes payoff
from investing in artists and subsidized artist housing, noting that artists have moved their
studios to the area, all of which is framed as a first phase of (positive) change.

This reporting on the early years of the GAD was not inaccurate, but it was incomplete. It
is true that city and community leaders in the GAD municipalities, including some artists,
worked hard to create an arts district plan, support artists, and court development in previously
disinvested neighborhoods. Their articulated aim was and is to benefit (at least some of) the
existing community, but also draw new visitors and residents, including artists, and expand the
tax base through new arts and entertainment organizations and events, new retail and service, and
new housing. City leaders and community-based organizations such as the Gateway CDC and
Hyattsville CDC, the arts organization Joe’s Movement Emporium in Mount Rainier, and the
Gateway Arts Center in Brentwood continue these efforts today.

However, who represented the “community” in news stories was very narrow, and the

grassroots arts district narrative got much more play than other key factors in the GAD’s
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establishment—the role of federal, state, and county funding; private developer decisions (and
their relationship to county leaders who made planning decisions); and actions by landlords who
had been sitting on vacant land or buildings in the GAD and then began renting, selling, or
redeveloping when they could get higher returns. Attention to these actors, compounding
economic factors, and the long tail of “how the (redevelopment) sausage is made” was the
exception, not the rule.

A lack of consistent longitudinal reporting on GAD redevelopment from the inception of
the arts district was part of the problem, due to a lack of outlets and resources. Of the three
hyperlocal outlets I identified as having the most coverage of the topic, the Hyattsville Life &
Times offered the most reporting on area development, but it did not publish its first issue until
2004, and archived issues were only available to me starting from 2007. The hyperlocal
Hyattsville Wire did not launch until 2012 and has posted mostly short, one-off stories about new
development—simply that it is happening, or that a new restaurant has opened—without much
backstory or context. Route I Reporter (a one-man band) did not start publication until 2018 and
only stayed alive two years, but during that time it delved into land use and how planning
happens at the county and city level, including for particularly controversial redevelopment
projects in GAD municipalities. All three of these hyperlocal outlets had skeleton staffs
(sometimes a single person), with the Hyattsville Life & Times relying on volunteer reporters,
most of whom were community members with varying levels of journalism training.

Therefore, the longest-term reporting came from regional outlets, primarily the
Washington Post, which by the 2010s was repeatedly cutting D.C. metro area reporting staff. In
the 2000s, when it had more local journalists covering the GAD area, the Post did offer in-depth

reporting on local development processes, trends, and players. For instance, reporting on the
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inception and growth of the GAD explained how the official county and state arts district
designation, which prioritized funding in that area and offered tax breaks to artists and arts-
related development, was key to beginning redevelopment processes, as was new zoning.

The Washington Business Journal also “followed the money,” and explained financial
mechanisms of development, typical of a business news outlet with a regional audience of
developers, investors, and business owners. For example, a 2007 Washington Business Journal
story highlighted the role of the state bringing investment to the area: “Interest in Hyattsville’s
Route 1 corridor has ramped up since April 2005, when Maryland officials designated it a
‘priority place.” The designation makes the corridor a high priority for state funds dedicated to
economic development and beautification efforts, said Jim Chandler, Hyattsville’s community
development manager” (Coombs, 2007).

As time went on, coverage of GAD redevelopment by regional outlets was less focused
on why or how development was happening or the status of long-term efforts. By the 2020s,
“destination” stories in the Post like “How to Spend $40 in Hyattsville” were more typical
(Simmons, 2014). Real estate sections ran more stories on why GAD municipalities were a good
place to buy a house, increasingly taking the “arts district” concept for granted without
examining it (although the real estate section would not typically do that kind of reporting). By
2013, the local ABC affiliate WJLA-TV regurgitated the party line about how the GAD was
“breathing new life into Prince George’s County” with the now-familiar origin story: “Founded
in 2002, four neighboring municipalities took on one goal: To revitalize and provide a unique
environment for artists” (Park, 2013). The story promoted upcoming GAD arts events and how
the municipalities

offer shopping, entertainment and restaurants, capped off with art studios and galleries.
County leaders want developers to take notice and begin investing. “Having that funky
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type of place that we can have in Prince George’s County that people are used to only

going into the District or some other places are right here,” says Prince George’s County

Executive Rushern Baker. Baker says the Gateway Arts District plays a key role in

economic development and growth. “I believe that we can not only go up the Route 1

Corridor for the Arts District all the way up to the University of Maryland, but down the

Route 1 Corridor through the District of Columbia,” he says. (Park, 2013)

By this point, new construction projects were accelerating in the corridor, and tangible changes
in the built environment along with arts activities seemed to constitute “success.” News stories
appeared less concerned with how those changes came to be, who was involved, and how it
affected diverse residents and businesses. There was, however, a whiff of displacement threats in
the WJILA story: “‘We have artists and entrepreneurs, we have retail, we have wholesale, we
have community institutions that are rooted here and not going anywhere,” Arts Management
consultant Anne L’Ecuyer says” (Park, 2013).

Overall, for both regional and hyperlocal outlets, the longer it had been since the arts
district’s inception, the less likely new stories were to talk about the development incentives such
as tax breaks, planning processes and land use regulations, or other financial mechanisms highly
relevant to how redevelopment unfolded in the GAD. Redevelopment was taken for granted; it
just was. Relatedly, reporting often left out the broader economic backdrop in which the GAD
came to be—a regional landscape in which gentrification had starkly reshaped D.C. and was
continuing to radiate out into the suburbs, where developers were looking for new places to
invest and residents pushed out of D.C. were looking for housing. The absence of this context in
more recent coverage was particularly noticeable, because of the clear lessons from D.C. about
how things might progress (albeit less rapidly) and how longtime residents and businesses might
be affected.

This lack of context, combined with the regional outlet trend toward lifestyle “grand

opening” stories, produced episodic news coverage. As I discussed in my literature review,
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research has shown that when journalists frame a story episodically—as a single, standalone
episode—without placing an event in a broader, historical context or trend, audiences are more
likely to understand the problem, event, or issue at the level of the individual, whereas stories
situated in a broader social-historical context (thematic framing) make audiences more likely to
view events in structural terms.

These absences in reporting are also consistent with research that shows neighborhood
change and gentrification are often naturalized in public discourse, cast as “natural” processes
that are inevitable or more about individual or neighborhood-level choices than, for example, the
impact of public infrastructure investments on local economies (Lees et al., 2008; Mele, 2015;
Smith, 1996). As Hall (1978) has shown, this is how discourse works, by producing “social fact”
and taking for granted instead of problematizing. Scholars have repeatedly identified discourses,
including in news, that portray development and gentrification as the result of market forces that
are “just the way things go,” rather than a result of decisions made by public and private actors,
including key investments that date back long before change is visible or felt. Journalism
researchers have also pointed out that the journalism of “personalizing” stories foregrounds
individuals at the expense of context, what Bennett (2016) called a “tendency to downplay the
big social, economic, or political picture in favor of the human trials, tragedies, and triumphs that
sit at the surface of events” (p. 67). This lens often sidesteps questions of causality or
examinations of power and influence beyond the individual level.

These reporting absences all serve to disempower audiences, because they obscure the
process of how development happens. While journalists must produce shorter one-off accounts
of new development projects or restaurant or retail openings because of deadlines and outlets’

space restrictions, or style conventions and audience expectations, too much reporting like this
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means readers do not get information that would allow them to identify who is responsible
(causality), where the points of intervention might be in the process to affect outcomes, how they
as community members might be impacted by redevelopment or get involved, and how one
project relates to many other redevelopment projects in earlier stages.

Hyperlocal outlets, however, were more likely to address the power developers and the
County Council had to bring development to the GAD—and potentially override local wishes.
Hyperlocal coverage was particularly important in later years as the Washington Post cut staff.
Hyperlocal journalists reported on conflicts between cities and the county, which has the final
say on most development decisions, and whether county-level representatives of GAD
municipalities were listening to locals. This included local concerns such as increased traffic,
green space preservation, density, and whether types of development matched goals—and
zoning—of GAD neighborhoods. For the most part, journalists let advocates and government
leaders—and even developers—set the agenda for these stories. In other words, journalists did
not go out of their way to get feedback from residents who were not vocal, or to formulate their
own question to be answered by “enterprise” reporting.

That said, hyperlocal outlets provided coverage of redevelopment that would not
otherwise have existed, even if this coverage was often uneven and did not capture diverse
viewpoints; for example, the Hyattsville Life & Times numerous stories on the contentious
WSSC redevelopment, or “Werrlien project” as it was locally known. The project saga was long
and complex, the kind of story that requires a lot of journalistic labor to keep reporting, including
following county-level zoning, permitting, and other legal and decision-making processes. The
Hyattsville Life & Times tried to stay on the story but provided varying levels of reporting depth

over the years, likely due to capacity constraints. At times it relied on simply reporting what

169



“both sides” (those for and against the project) said about it. These stories often highlighted the
City of Hyattsville’s (and residents’) frustration with their lack of power over developers and the
county’s propensity to accommodate developers—such as rezoning parcels to accommodate
development plans—instead of listening to the recommendations and opinions of municipalities
where the projects were located.

For example, a 2020 story included this exchange between the city’s mayor and Norman
Rivera, the lawyer answering questions on behalf of the developer at a City Council meeting:

Hyattsville Mayor Candace Hollingsworth had some sharp words for Rivera. “The

responses that are received seem as though we are kind of crazy of asking [for more

information],” she said. “I have to say, it’s incredibly offensive that every occasion that
we have had an opportunity to engage with you, in particular, Mr. Rivera, you have been
dismissive of the people’s concerns. You have been demeaning in the way you interact
with us, and I would hope the next time you are before the body, you have a different
level of respect for this body and [the] information we are trying to seek on behalf of our

residents.” (Gorman Oriani, 2020)

Still, the reporting on community concerns was incomplete, because journalists’ conception and
construction of community was incomplete. Reporters’ heavy reliance on county and city leaders
as sources on community-led GAD redevelopment was consistent across the period of coverage |
examined (early 2000s through 2022). Residents who were not White or lower income, small
business owners, or artists were much less likely to be tapped as authorities on what
redevelopment changes meant for them or their neighborhood.

This dissertation research is concerned with how journalists reported on redevelopment
and, as I detail in this chapter, how journalists constructed “community” and attended to
potential impacts and benefits of development. While this research does not evaluate who has
benefitted from or been negatively impacted by redevelopment and in what way, or whom civic

leaders have focused on serving with redevelopment, in my conclusion I discuss how news

coverage helped focus attention on the concerns and well-being of some residents or business
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owners and not others. However, it should be noted that some city leaders and organizations I
have mentioned in this chapter seemed, from my observations, to have a more expansive, diverse
definition of who constitutes “the community” than journalists, and they may seek to serve
different communities than do news outlets. But again, the focus here is news coverage—
journalists’ representation—of change.

In their sourcing, journalists shored up an “interpretive community,” consisting of
themselves and those leading arts and redevelopment efforts. This interpretive community
established and reproduced a shared understanding, a discourse of redevelopment and change in
the GAD. A “consensus” view cast redevelopment as mostly positive, a way of improving the
neighborhood, and change as generally beneficial for all in the corridor. A discourse of
redevelopment as “by the community, for the community” both delineated who constituted the
community (through sourcing) and also let journalists off the hook. That is, by assuming and
embracing the idea of community-led redevelopment, journalists did not have to talk with
different kinds of residents and get different viewpoints, or investigate what redevelopment
could mean down the line for, say, low-income renters. The community had already spoken! Nor
did journalists need to dig too far into who was investing in the area and why, because all
investment was either explicitly framed as or implicitly presumed to be positive.

Journalists generally took the word of city leaders, followed by homeowners or
community leaders. Renters and recent immigrants were regularly omitted, rendering them
invisible or irrelevant in journalistic versions of GAD neighborhoods. Small businesses and
business owners that served lower-income or mostly immigrant populations were also rarely
present. Instead, the same few business owners, whose businesses local leaders (and thus

journalists) connected to arts and/or redevelopment, appeared repeatedly, such as certain
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restaurants or retail stores. And while the GAD area was often identified as an arts community or
“haven for artists” by local leaders and journalists, journalists rarely used artists as sources in
stories about redevelopment.

Artists and arts organization leaders were more present in reporting about the inception
and early years of the GAD, lauded as key drivers of economic development—even described as
“bait” for developers in one story—but as time went on “the arts” seemed to become more
important than artists themselves (Hockstader, 2004). Leaders increasingly talked about art as
something for developers to “harness” for change, and the “arts district” became an actor itself
with the power to draw newcomers—an “amenity” that developers could offer newcomers. As a
2019 headline in the regional Bisnow real estate outlet read, “No Longer Washers and Dryers:
Developers Put Arts Districts on Amenities List” (Oyler, 2019). The story used the GAD as an
example.

Artists themselves became less visible as actors in neighborhood change, and news
stories about the impact or potential future impact of redevelopment on artists and their work
were not common, particularly as articulated by artists themselves. Arts publications like East
City Arts were expectedly oriented to artist concerns, such as a 2014 story about how artists
needed to be involved in the changes happening in the GAD. The reporter quoted a longtime
local artist: “If you’re not involved, someone else is going to make decisions for you” (Hope,
2014). By 2022, as prices in the GAD rose, the local public television station WETA-TV ran a
story as part of its WETA Arts series exploring whether artists would be able to afford to stay in
the GAD. One artist said, “I think that there’s a limited amount of spaces that can become
studios. With the development that’s happening we have to try to influence the developers to

keep an art component. It is a community effort and we have to be vigilant and keep an eye on
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how the development is going.” Another artist explained how buying her building in Mount
Rainier was a way to have power, to have a say, and to stay (WETA-TV, 2022). Overall, artists

were not common sources in non-arts-focused news outlets.

Despite the incomplete reporting I have detailed, journalists did understand the
importance of considering potential impacts of redevelopment on local residents—and of asking
for their opinions. More than a third of the stories I analyzed included something about resident
support or opposition for the new development on which journalists were reporting, and more
than a third of stories also included some mention of potential effects or impacts of
re/development, both positive and negative. Again, most sources were loud, organized voices
and homeowners. And again, non-English speakers were not represented.

The most reported resident concerns about what new development and increased density
might bring were

e Increased traffic and parking problems

e Environmental degradation and loss of green space and trees

e School overcrowding

e Strain on infrastructure and city services
Journalists also reported residents’ positive opinions about development, the most common of
which was their hope that development would attract new restaurants, retail, and residents. Less
commonly reported on were resident concerns about walkability and transit options,
demographic changes (non-White residents moving out of the area and wealthier White residents
moving in), longtime local business closures, loss of historic buildings, and artists being priced

out of the area. Largely missing was news coverage of how redevelopment was affecting (or
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might affect) commercial rents and other aspects for small businesses. As I have discussed,
journalists began highlighting resident concerns about increasingly unaffordable housing in 2019
or 2020. I highlight these topics as “missing” because research shows all are common outcomes
of redevelopment.

With the exception of some early 2000s Washington Post reporting and some efforts
from the hyperlocal Route I Reporter, journalists were overall more likely to repeat city or
community leaders’ concerns or praise—or that of loud and organized groups—than investigate
impacts themselves. For example, journalists might report on why residents did or did not
support development because of traffic or parking but do no original analysis of what that impact
might actually be or evaluate claims. An exception was a series of Post stories in the early 2000s
detailing conflict and legal challenges involving used car dealers along Route 1 and local leaders
who were trying to zone them out to make way for the arts district. As a 2003 story put it, “the
untidy mix no longer fits with the county’s image of itself as it attempts to attract more retailers
and shoppers” (K. Williams, 2003). A 2005 story detailing a legal victory for car dealers (some
eventually got to stay) noted,

When the gravel-covered used-car lots that dot Route 1 stood in the way of plans to turn

the highway into an arts district, Prince George’s County thought it could declare the

businesses illegal and turn what it called blight into beauty. It was wrong. . . . [C]hange in
the corridor is not coming as quickly as revitalization advocates hope. Mike Franklin,
owner of the funky Franklin’s [sic] restaurant in Hyattsville and vice-chair of the

Hyattsville Community Development Corporation, said he could not comment on the

ruling because the corporation’s leaders are torn between supporting a law that could help

boost economic development while closing existing businesses. “Nothing moves as
quickly as you would hope, but things are moving in the right direction,” he said of Route

1’s revitalization. (K. Williams, 2003)

These stories are an exception because they frame change by drawing heavily on the

perspective of—and quotes from—the car dealers. A 2003 story sympathetically headlined

“Renewal Spells Doom for Small Used Car Lots in Pr. George’s; County Sees Route 1 Corridor
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as New Arts District,” one dealer said that “ridding the highway of car lots will hurt not only the
businessmen but also their customers. ‘Where would these guys go?’ [he] said. ‘People we
finance here have basically gotten rejected everywhere. We’ll take a risk and give them the
benefit of the doubt’” (K. Williams, 2003). This coverage marked an inflection point for the
Route 1 corridor, but these events were rarely mentioned in later years’ reporting as context for
the changing landscape. Instead, most coverage reinforced county and city leaders’ power to
construct a desired future for the GAD municipalities.

Relatedly, journalists never referenced their own potential role—their discursive power—
in redevelopment. This is not unexpected given the conventions of journalism and effort to
maintain distance and “objectivity.” Yet hyperlocal outlets often sounded like promoters for new
restaurants and retail. A 2016 Hyattsville Life & Times headline read, “It’s Finally Here! New
24-hour Safeway Boasts Many Amenities” (James, 2016). The Hyattsville Wire regularly
celebrated new openings and was explicit about its focus as the “premier source for lifestyle
news” in the area. This meant many stories about new openings without much backstory or
historical context. A 2014 story titled “Mapping the Route 1 Renaissance” began, “The Route 1
renaissance is gaining momentum,” followed by a map of all new developments (R. T. Beckwith,
2014).

Reporting was also rarely self-reflexive about news media’s role representing or
constructing community/s. I found several Hyattsville Life & Times stories that referenced who
and what neighborhoods were being left out of conversations and development decisions but saw
little evidence the outlet did much to rectify that in later coverage. For example, a 2007 story
titled “Development Targeting All of Hyattsville?”” quoted a councilman from West Hyattsville,

which has more immigrant residents than east and central Hyattsville, wondering how long the
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area would have to wait for the investment and noting the neighborhood did not feel included in
development processes. “Residents of this area would like to see more development,” he said.
“Things like [the Artway] will be helping Hyattsville in the future. . . . The ethnic groups that
live here—we are Spanish, African, Caribbean people living together” and concerned about
declining property values (Spera, 2007). While the theme of West Hyattsville being “left out”
came up a few more times in Hyattsville Life & Times stories, the paper appeared to do little to
include more voices from the neighborhood. Journalists did not connect the dots between lack of
representation in development decisions and lack of representation in the pages of the
newspaper.

Nor did they recognize when civic participation was not “representative.” In a 2017
Hyattsville Life & Times story about how the city had engaged residents in the city’s latest
strategic planning process, the headline read “You Spoke, They Listened: City Presents Draft
2017-2021 Sustainability Plan” (Simasek, 2017). Who was “you” in this headline? The writer
took for granted “you” was representative of the community and that the city had engaged “the
community” through various meetings and online platforms. The story did not address who
might not have been at the table and why, instead letting a small group stand in for “the
community.” “Over the past year, hundreds of Hyattsville residents have contributed to creating
a shared vision of the city’s future,” it read. “The 2017-2021 Sustainability Plan will serve as the
roadmap toward Hyattsville’s future. Its adoption and implementation will help ensure that
Hyattsville continues to be a welcome and diverse community for all who live, learn, work, play,
shop and visit here” (Simasek, 2017).

In conclusion, journalists re/produced a discourse about redevelopment in the GAD that

change is “‘community-driven,” and city leaders, community leaders, vocal residents, and
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homeowners comprise the community. This construction absolved journalists, and the local
leaders who were their most common sources, of more deeply considering and reporting in depth
on who or what was responsible for redevelopment, who was affected, and how. The lack of
longitudinal reporting on GAD redevelopment—due in part to staffing cuts at the Washington
Post, a general lack of outlets covering the area, and hyperlocal outlets’ strained capacity—
meant that readers rarely got background and context on the long tail of how development
happens and who is involved in terms of planning, legislation, or private investment.

News coverage was not forward-looking in considering potential consequences, despite
similar patterns elsewhere in the region, until those consequences were felt acutely—in
particular, rising costs of housing. “Gentrification” was not part of the news until 2020, even
though lower-income renters were being squeezed long before. Journalists were largely not
forward-thinking, not asking key questions about how redevelopment could benefit or harm
different populations until it was already happening. Instead, for most of the period of news
coverage I analyzed, journalists propelled the discourse that “the community” was all for
redevelopment, because who could be against new investment in an area long disinvested? While
the majority of residents and business owners may have been supportive of redevelopment much
of the time, the establishment of this common sense precluded journalists from finding out if that
were true and providing a more contextualized approach with more diverse voices.

4.2.3 News Discourse 3: The Gateway Arts District Is a Place for Art and Artists, They Are
Resurrecting It, and This Is a Common-Sense Trajectory

Discourse around neighborhood change and gentrification often centers on “place” and
place identity: who and what constitute place, including physical aspects of a neighborhood,
cultural activities, types of businesses, and demographics of residents. As I discussed in my

literature review, place is often constructed by those with the most power to represent to a wide
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audience, including journalists and their sources. To be clear, those who live, work, and
otherwise spend time in neighborhoods and other spaces also (and always) construct place. They
make meaning of and define place though everyday practices, creative and cultural expression,
and how they talk about place. Place is the outcome, not the backdrop, of social, cultural,
economic, and political activity (Reichert Powell, 2007, p. 4).

However, journalists have distinct power to represent place, and to amplify existing
discourses about places. Journalists can circulate ideas about who and what belong in certain
spaces, and these ideas can influence decision-makers. In news stories, redevelopment
discourses—recurring ways of talking about this neighborhood change—can hinge on
representations of place. How place is represented can help justify policies for that place based
on who or what belongs. Journalists can help construct and foreground an ideal future place that
legitimizes and makes common sense of activities or solutions put forth by powerful actors in
that space. Journalists can help create a climate conducive to revitalization in how they represent
place (Pell, 2014, p. 38).

How journalists engage in place-making and how they cover redevelopment,
neighborhood change, and gentrification are inextricably linked. There is always a politics to
how place is articulated, because it is not a priori, but a mediated construction (Adams &
Jansson, 2012; Cresswell, 2014; Hubbard, 2010; Massey, 2005). Journalist constructions of
neighborhoods, cities, or other geographical areas establish knowledge, common sense or “social
fact” (Hall et al., 1978) about place by articulating (connecting) activity in that space to actors,
identities, or other causes; in making meaning of what happens in a neighborhood space,

journalists help construct a place identity, and vice versa, until particular representations are
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taken for granted. (At least they are presented as such—audiences including residents of a place
may not accept this common sense.)

Because journalists have this placemaking power, my coding framework included
attention to “place identity” as I sought to understand how recurring discourses about
redevelopment involved representations of place, or constructions of place identity, and whose
ideas about place were presented as authoritative. In my analysis of news stories about
redevelopment in the GAD, two “place” themes were recurrent in coverage of both the “the
Gateway Arts District” or “the Route 1 corridor” and the individual municipalities and
neighborhoods in the area:

1. There is/was blight, vacancy, or the wrong kind of use of space and development

is needed to remake place.

2. Arts and artists are key to place identity and this redevelopment.
These two codes almost always co-occurred in a news story, meaning there was a close
relationship between them; journalists articulated (connected) Zow space should be used, for
whom, and by whom—the “who/m” was key to the GAD place identity in news stories. This
dominant construction made visible some people and activities and rendered others invisible. A
destination discourse was articulated to an arts place identity, which often left out non-artist
residents and businesses and those for whom arts were not a primary focus or concern.

In summary, journalists produced a discourse that the GAD is a place for art and artists,
they are resurrecting it, and this is a common-sense trajectory. This “arts” place identity was
established, too, by casting spaces as previously deficient, but now with reestablished value
because of the work of art and artists. This resurrection of Route 1 was a common-sense

progression—news reporting regularly cast it as the destiny of GAD communities.
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As discussed in the second section of this chapter, journalists had a role in redefining and
remaking the GAD as a “destination.” They helped articulate it into being. “Hottest DC-area
neighborhood” stories that touted the arts district presented a version of the area to investors,
homebuyers, and visitors that they might not have known about otherwise. Journalists helped
make the “arts” place identity dominant. While it was not inaccurate to report on arts activity and
artists in the area (and surely those working hard on arts-driven economic development in the
GAD appreciated this coverage), this dominant discourse of place, this construction of place
identity, crowded out other possible or coexisting identities. It also aligned itself with the

economic development branding, sometimes sounding like an advertisement.

Much of the placemaking that happened in news stories, particularly in the early 2000s,
cast the area as deficient and in need of remaking or reinvigorating. What was there was the
wrong way to use the space—development was needed to create a new place identity, an arts
identity. (Again, I am not arguing the area did not need investment, nor that residents, business
owners, or workers did not desire new development; my attention is to how news outlets
presented place, problems, and solutions.)

Central to most proposed “revitalization™ is the idea that a place is worth “saving” or
“bringing back to life.” A 2004 Washington Post story about state funding for the GAD reported
that “When U.S. Sen. Barbara A. Mikulski (D-Md.) sees the Route 1 corridor in Prince George’s,
she thinks of Silver Spring and Harlem, two once-thriving communities that had fallen down on
their luck but are now enjoying a revival. ‘This is what we want for Prince George’s,” Mikulski
said, noting that the arts helped to lead to the revitalization of both places” (Wiggins, 2004). The

next year, the Washington Business Journal reported on a deal to remake car lots into what
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would become developer EYA’s townhomes in Hyattsville, dubbed “Arts District Hyattsville.”
Following the rhetorical lead of leaders and developers, the reporter wrote: “There’s nothing
artsy about the vacant, decaying Lustine Chevrolet dealership on U.S. 1 in Hyattsville. But an
Arlington developer appears ready to paint a different picture” (Coombs, 2005). Keeping with
the rags-to-arts-riches place construction, a 2019 Bisnow story about housing developers touting
arts as an amenity told it this way:

In the mid-1990s, woodworker Stuart Eisenberg found an old warehouse in Mount

Rainier, Maryland, not far from his home in Hyattsville. He paid $4/SF in 1995 for a

whopping 2K SF. He later subleased some of his excess space to other artists. It was a

blighted area, full of used car dealerships and auto repair shops—not a good tax base, he

said. “We called our area ‘the artists on the tracks,”” he said. The now-bustling area was
named the Gateway Arts District when it was founded in 2001 as Maryland’s first official

arts district. (Oyler, 2019)

Eisenberg, who for many years was head of the Hyattsville CDC and heavily involved in the
GAD economic development efforts, was a dominant voice in news reporting on the GAD. His
vision of place was often amplified, including when he “reported” on his own venture as a writer
for the Hyattsville Life & Times, which I detail further below.

The GAD was constructed rhetorically before it was constructed physically. Journalists
engaged in this placemaking by framing Route 1 neighborhoods according to what they could
become—these were places of the future. As the Washington Post quoted Kwasi Holman, chief
executive officer of the Prince George’s County Economic Development Corporation, in a 2009
story about how revitalization activity in the area was lagging: “Just look at the U Street corridor.
We started things, then there were delays based on the economy, and now Busboys and Poets is
there, and there’s an active nightlife. I see that same transition eventually taking place in the

Gateway Arts District” (Busboys and Poets is a local restaurant/event space, now with multiple

locations in the metro area, that hosts politically progressive events and often includes a
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bookstore. Despite its embrace of social justice, some D.C. area residents contend the arrival of a
Busboys in the neighborhood signals gentrification.) (Wiggins, 2009). A year later, an editorial
from the Hyattsville Life & Times board president titled “Making Hyattsville a Destination,” read
“When I moved here I learned quickly that all the luxe outlets were in Montgomery County.
Panera was nowhere to be found, and I had to schlep to Silver Spring to find a Whole Foods”
(Duin, 2010). Journalists helped establish an identity for the GAD and Route 1 corridor cities
that revolved around “potential,” as in this 2011 Urban Turf article about Hyattsville that
proclaimed it was “not hard to see this area shaking off its current troubles in the next few years
and blossoming”:
A pessimist might look at the Prince George’s County town near the District’s northern
border and see a community scarred by foreclosures, or where home values have taken a
dive and independent businesses struggle to survive. But someone with a rosier outlook
would likely focus on the positives: the area’s wide range of attractive, affordable homes;
its proximity to downtown D.C.; and its burgeoning Route 1 corridor, which is about to
bloom with new restaurants and retail. In truth, the town—a relatively large community
that includes a few disparate neighborhoods—is all of the above. An area that was hit
very hard by the economic crisis, it nonetheless retains substantial potential for the D.C.
region’s still-expanding housing market. (Abrams, 2011)
The story’s characterization of Hyattsville neighborhoods as “disparate” is puzzling, as the city
of Hyattsville is made up of all contiguous neighborhoods. There are areas outside of and
disconnected from the city with a “Hyattsville” postal address, which seems to have long
confused outsiders and non-local journalists and may be the case here. Long-time city residents
complain, for instance, about how regional media regularly used to report crime as occurring in
the City of Hyattsville when in fact it did not.
Hyperlocal journalists also celebrated the GAD area as a place of “progress.” A 2013

Hyattsville Wire post began: “Another sign that the Arts District along Route 1 has come of age:

Wheatpaste art is now in Hyattsville” (R. T. Beckwith, 2013). The short post explained how a
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piece of art that was being put up all around D.C. had now appeared on a junction box in
Hyattsville, and the story linked to an explanation of how to make this “guerilla-style street art.”
Although more about how Hyattsville was now worthy of hip practices, this framing shared
DNA with stories about the arrival of Whole Foods in the area (technically just outside the
GAD): the idea that “we have arrived.” Place became more valid and valuable as it came to
resemble nearby redeveloped neighborhoods. In 2020, WTOP ascribed value to the area based
on its similarity to a gentrified part of D.C. with a story titled “Colorful Pennyroyal Station
Brings 14" Street Vibe to Mount Rainier” (Clabaugh, 2020).

When journalists constructed place identity in news stories, they rendered some people,
establishments, and activity invisible. In a 2017 Washington Business Journal story about a
planned housing development on land next to the West Hyattsville Metro station, which at the
time included a warehouse, the reporter quoted developer Bobby Gilbane:

“The warehouse, which has been empty since 1990, is a crime magnet,” said Gilbane,

senior vice president of development for the development arm of the Rhode Island-based

company. “Hopefully, we will be able to solve that. This is a great spot. Hyattsville is a

cool city, but West Hyattsville is a little bit of a ghost town.” (Goff, 2017)

West Hyattsville is not a ghost town. Near the metro is a small but active commercial corridor
with immigrant-owned and serving businesses, and the adjoining residential neighborhoods of
mid-century modest homes and apartment buildings are full of diverse homeowners and renters,
many of whom are long-term residents. While this area is part of Hyattsville, it is not officially
within the geographical GAD, which sits on the east side of town. The area has had some
struggles with vacant commercial property and declining infrastructure. However, this discourse

is reminiscent of the narrative about Route 1 history often articulated in news stories; the area

was long depressed and full of used car lots and vacant storefronts until artists started conducting
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valuable (worthwhile) activity in this space and then leaders harnessed this “authentic” activity
to revitalize the area into what is could and should be.

As I mentioned in the first part of this chapter, journalists so often talked about the area
as a place for artists, there seemed little room for it to be a place for anyone else. Arts dominated
place construction in news, through both a discourse that artists had made the place (GAD
neighborhoods) theirs and that they were making/would make place—make space valuable
again—with arts activity. Both discourses naturalized the presence of arts and artists in the
area—it was just a fact and common sense that the GAD was a place of art. Repeated use of the
name “The Gateway Arts District” also conflated the diverse communities within that space.
Journalists helped establish and replicated a discourse that it was common sense to have arts-
focused activity and redevelopment in the GAD neighborhoods. This was a natural progression
that also conflated art-making with development projects. For example, many stories about the
opening of community arts organization Art Works Now and restaurant Pizza Paradiso (which
share space in a renovated building and whose owners are Hyattsville residents) talked about
how the new venture “made sense” because this was an arts neighborhood. Regional news
outlets regularly cast the Route 1 corridor as an “arts community,” and hyperlocal outlets often
did the same. Again, this meant using sources that interpreted place similarly.

In a 2009 Washington Post story about Mount Rainier headlined “An Affordable
Tapestry With Potential” the sources—those helping construct/represent the place Mount
Rainier—were all relative newcomer artists or arts supporters (at least framed as such by the
reporter specifically to elevate the value of their perspective).

Mount Rainier “grew on me a lot,” said Michelle Darden-Lee, 43, who landed in the city

earlier this decade with her husband, Tony Lee, 45, after being outbid for homes

elsewhere. The couple talked a resident into selling his house to them.” ... “You have the
original Mount Rainier pioneers who have been here 40 years, new urban pioneers who
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found the [housing] market unbearable and landed here like me, apartment residents in

transition, the gay and lesbian community, young families and old church-going ladies,”

Darden-Lee said. (Brocker, 2009)

Sources in the story clearly valued the diversity of the neighborhood. Tim Tate, who had recently
moved his Washington Glass School from D.C. into warehouses in Mount Rainier, said “Artists
who come to work in the city realize, ‘Hey, this isn’t a bad neighborhood. This is a nice
neighborhood.’” Interestingly, the story contained one of the few mentions I found in all news
coverage about opposition to arts-focused redevelopment. “‘I think we may have focused
exclusively on arts development to the detriment of other areas,” said Pedro Briones, 36, who just
completed a stint on the City Council where he and other members considered solutions for
blighted properties near the District line” (Brocker, 2009).

However, Briones is an outlier in the story, a single counterpoint to other voices.
Similarly, a 2011 Hyattsville Life & Times story on how the city of Hyattsville planned to use a
building it had purchased in the Route 1 commercial corridor briefly mentioned a counter to the
“arts place” discourse. The city had hired the Hyattsville CDC to manage renovation, but for
what use was still under debate. At a community meeting with the CDC where most attendees
reportedly said they wanted a performing arts space, Hyattsville Life & Times added: “But,
pointed out longtime resident David Marshall, ‘not everyone in the community performs or is an
artist, or is interested in those fields.” He suggested focusing on something ‘more for the whole

299

community, like space for wedding receptions’” (Currie, 2011a). These counterpoints were rare
in news coverage, and although they pointed to opportunities for reporters to dig deeper on what
kind of redevelopment residents felt would benefit them, this rarely happened. Instead such

comments were positioned as outliers to the consensus and common-sense assumption that arts-

focused redevelopment “made sense” in this place and was a “natural” fit.
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In the news, it was common sense that places in the GAD were constituted by arts and art
was everywhere. A 2019 Bisnow story swept the area with such a broad brush that it was
factually incorrect: “Established businesses are thriving in the Hyattsville area. There is a
meadery, a distillery and microbreweries. Art is prominent in every business in the community,
from hanging arts on the wall to concerts inside of a bookstore, which is inside of an upcycle
furniture shop” (Oyler, 2019, emphasis added). In fact, art is not prominent in every business in
Hyattsville (one wonders if the reporter has even been there). But in this case, “the community”
(itself selective) is constructed as this “kind of place.” A 2019 WAMU-FM story about the area’s
“new artisan-inspired food hall” similarly naturalized the arts identity:

This idea of a shared space where culinary artists can come and flourish fits perfectly

with the overall vision of the Gateway Arts District. For nearly two decades, the Route 1

corridor spanning Mount Rainier, Brentwood, North Brentwood and Hyattsville has

served as a beacon where artists from all manner of disciplines come to live, work and
play. The art community that has grown from this concept has helped revitalize this area.

(Ciammachilli, 2019)

Arts were elevating the value of places in the GAD, bestowing value where previously
less valuable activity had taken place, such as used car sales. Art was also cast as representing
the behavior and values of those who make a place, a way to represent place to the outside world.
A 2013 Washington Post article on Riverdale Park’s new public art campaign (just above the
northern border of the official GAD) quoted a City Council member: “We are moving the arts up
the Route 1 corridor and trying to make the area a tourist destination for people who are
interested and engaged in visual pieces of art” (Sandoval, 2013). Then Hyattsville CDC director
Stuart Eisenberg:

Eisenberg said the CDC is working with Riverdale Park because it helps Hyattsville and

the arts district to have their neighbor displaying public art. “The more art, the better,”

Eisenberg said. He noted that the emphasis on public art in the district has boosted the

number of visitors to the area. He said public art gives outsiders a good impression of a
community. “What it says when you have art on display is that we care about our
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community,” Eisenberg said. “We care enough to enhance and display the ideals that are
shown by the particular works of art we have here.” (Sandoval, 2013)

Giving a good impression to potential developers was also the goal, and in 2017 the Hyattsville
Wire quoted Peter Siegel, CEO of Landex Development, about what kind of place the GAD was.
The story was about how a new Landex mixed-use development in Brentwood had
commissioned local art for the building. “The more time I spend in the area, meeting people,
experiencing the art and taking advantage of the amazing retail, restaurants and studios, the more
I want to help promote this special place,” he said. “Our goal is to support the arts community
and celebrate what makes the neighborhood and surrounding neighborhoods special” (A.
Beckwith, 2017). This particular discourse of place—that place was constituted by and special
because of the arts activity in it— was shared between area leaders, developers, and journalists,
who helped circulate and present it as a foregone conclusion.

Sometimes journalists not only deployed the arts-based discourse of place but sounded
explicitly like boosters for redevelopment. In the case of partially volunteer-run or low-capacity
hyperlocal outlets, this may have had to do with poor editing processes and inexperienced
reporters. But in many cases, uncritical support for redevelopment was apparently acceptable
journalism, in part because of the common sense that had been established about arts and arts
redevelopment being authentic to place. A 2007 Hyattsville Life & Times story headlined “At
Home in Hyattsville: Residents Roosting on Route 17 detailed the new “Arts District
Hyattsville” townhouse development by EYA and celebrated the progress, reading like an
advertisement for the EYA project: “While still in the throes of development, residents reported
high satisfaction with their units” and “Jasmine Baldwin was impressed by the range of choices
for hardware, countertops, and other interior features” (Yager, 2007). In 2016, a Hyattsville Life

& Times article about the GAD’s “open studio tours,” in which artists open their studios to the
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public, ended with the editorial comment, “Economic development aside, the residents of the
Gateway Arts District are lucky to live in an area so rich in artistic creativity” (Myers, 2016).
Hyattsville Life & Times continued to reinforce a place “destiny,” helping construct the
reimagined Route 1 with laudatory accounts of change, such as in a 2014 story about an
individual real estate investor (David Simon) who renovated a downtown building, home to a
popular coffee shop:
Already, development in the Route 1 corridor is starting to drive more foot traffic
downtown. As additional restaurants and retailers move in, consumer demand should
grow, bringing in even more business. It’s a virtuous cycle and it’s one that Simon, the
CDC, and the city are all looking forward to. For now, Simon is happy to have a full
building, good tenants and a strong relationship with the city. Growth will come, he
believes, and with a strong foundation beneath him, he’ll be ready to make the most of
any opportunity. He brought back the charm of the old Model T showroom, and in doing
so, has given Hyattsville one model for renovating its once-idle downtown. (Marder,
2014)
A 2019 story in the Hyattsville Wire about the opening of a food hall on Route 1 in Brentwood
(part of a new mixed-use development), read “The space will feel like a scaled-down version of
Union Market, the popular food hall helping revitalize a D.C. neighborhood just down the road”
(A. Beckwith, 2019a). Again, it was common sense that “revitalization” was needed and positive
and happening—*“revitalizing” was key to GAD place identity. When the local chain Busboys
and Poets opened in Hyattsville in 2011 as part of the EY A mixed-use development, the
Hyattsville Life & Times did not interrogate owner Andy Shallal’s assertion that “I see us as
becoming more of a cultural center [since] there’s not a lot here” (Currie, 2011b). Most arts-
related news got a pass from hard questions. Hyattsville Life & Times even ran a “news” story

written by the director of the Hyattsville CDC that talked up new arts-related development

including his own business “experiment in sustainability and arts emergence,” a café, which he
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writes about in third person, referring to himself in reporting using his full name (Eisenberg,
2008).

The idea that artists could be or were being displaced did not comport with the GAD
place construction. Displacement ran counter to the redevelopment discourse that it was and
would be a place for artists. Despite research showing the possibility—and likelihood—of this
outcome, and despite the next-door lived experience of artists getting priced out of D.C. and for
that reason relocating to the GAD, the potential for displacement of artists or anyone else got
little attention in news until it started happening, and even then not much. One outlier was a 2022
feature story on GAD cost of living and finding studio space that ran on the WETA Arts public
TV program. Interviewee Margaret Boozer, a Mount Rainier resident and well-known artist who
had bought a building in 2014, said,

What’s at stake is without artists owning their own space, we are going to have an
arts district with possibly very few artists. We’re banking on the goodwill of the
people that own the buildings who are allowing the artists to be there who think that
that is cool and a good idea. But that’s really not something you can bank on forever.
... I have a lot of hope in the Gateway Arts District coming together and realizing that
they need to put some energy into this. It’s almost too late but it’s not too late. If we
don’t move to secure these spaces, then we’re going to lose these artists. They’re
going to go wherever there’s cheaper space, they’re going to keep moving. (WETA-
TV, 2022)
Another artist, John Paradiso, said, “I think that there’s a limited amount of spaces that can
become studios. With the development that’s happening we have to try to influence the
developers to keep an art component. It is a community effort and we have to be vigilant and
keep an eye on how the development is going” (WETA-TV, 2022). Artist David Mordini pushed

back on the arts district as a concept: “We often get tourists through here from other cities who

are trying to recreate an arts district and I told them you can’t create an arts district. An arts
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district is organically grown by artists who seek out inexpensive rent and build a special
community. That’s what keeps it from being so sterile” (WETA-TV, 2022).

Since collecting my corpus, which ends in 2022, I have done a few cursory searches of
news from the last couple of years, and while there have been more stories about affordability in

the GAD in general, I have found little focused on artists.

In news coverage of GAD redevelopment, place or places were constructed using only a
particular swath of people and activities, yet this was made to stand in for “the community.” The
“natural” state of the area as a place for artists was articulated to revitalization, possibility, and
progress through redevelopment. As I discussed in my methods chapter, Chapter 3, Hall (1996)
noted there is no “necessary” or natural link between these things—an articulation makes these
connections. This linking or articulating happens in specific historical and cultural moments in
order to do something—a strategy for justifying an act, propelling a social movement, or making
identity visible or politically significant. The discourses journalists deployed helped normalize,
naturalize, and mobilize a conception of place to which redevelopment was intimately tied. They
helped create and sustain the vision of what place could become with arts-driven redevelopment,
largely without interrogating that common-sense, progress-driven vision. The place identity of
“the GAD” in news included some people and activities and left others outside the (rhetorical)
borders. GAD places in news did not accurately map onto GAD places on the ground. I do not
argue it is possible to—nor should any journalists presume they are able to—fully represent
place identity, as there are always multiple and diverse interpretations of place. But news
coverage did not reflect multiple and diverse understandings of who and what made GAD

neighborhoods.
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Challenges to this totalizing arts place identity in news were rare; they appeared more as
one-off (episodic) stories and references to counterpoint constructions that were never fully
explored. When a family-owned used tire store along Route 1 closed after 20 years in business,
the Hyattsville Wire headline read “The Tire Place Closes, Ending an Era on Route 1” (R. T.
Beckwith, 2019). The owner, Yanira Castro, said the county had made it difficult to get the
necessary licenses and permits to run the business, and sales had declined. In a separate
Hyattsville Life & Times story, she said, “They don’t want auto mechanics. They want nothing to
do with cars in this area of Hyattsville. The only available permits are for restaurants and other
retail” (Beatty, 2019). Both hyperlocal stories are sympathetic in tone to the owner and both note
neighborhood support of the business, but the closure is also cast as inevitable and a foregone
conclusion. Both stories (correctly) outline how county-controlled zoning and permitting is a
factor, but neither outlet takes the opportunity to address the issue at a broader, systemic level,
such as analyzing trends in business closures along Route 1, investigating decision patterns at the
county level, or analyzing what this might mean more broadly for GAD neighborhoods going
forward. It is important to note that the Hyattsville Wire has never set out to do this kind of
journalism, and the Hyattsville Life & Times is often without the capacity to do deep dives. This
also illustrates how an overall lack of journalism capacity in a geographical area can impact how
place is represented in news. In this case, loud voices, leaders, and mainstream sources are more
likely to get their discourses deployed in news coverage.

During the COVID-19 pandemic in 2021, WAMU-FM ran one of the more nuanced
stories about change in the corridor, offering a slightly more complicated trajectory of place and
identity. The story was about how Hyattsville small businesses had survived the pandemic, in

part because of their cooperation with each other but also because of the city’s support of small

191



business. The story highlighted how the area was trending less and less affordable, and it noted
that some businesses had been displaced in the wake of the pandemic. However, the reporters did
not talk with those businesses.
While this stretch of Route 1 has been something of a holding pattern during the
pandemic, the neighborhood is on the brink of change. For one, the local housing market
is booming. D.C. residents looking for more space can have a much easier time affording
a house in Hyattsville, where the average home price hovers around $400,000, than in
similar suburbs. (Lefrak & Pascale, 2021)
The story then noted, “The area currently has a diverse population” (emphasis added, because it
is notable that the reporters are indicating this may change) and gives the statistics (37% Latino,
30% Black, 25% White, 4.5% Asian, and 3.5% multiracial), including the high population of
immigrant residents. It continued, “But increased demand for the suburbs has driven up costs.
The average home price in Hyattsville has doubled in the past 10 years, according to Zillow.”
The reporters noted a major new development on the Route 1 commercial corridor “will
bring 31,660 square feet of retail, 285 apartments, and 680 parking spaces to this modest
commercial strip. CDC director Stuart Eisenberg says “We needed more customers [who will
live in the new apartments] to support the retail market we have. Converting unused space isn’t
displacement.” The reporters then wrote,
The word that goes unsaid is “gentrification.” New development projects could lead to
more customers frequenting the area’s small businesses, but they could also drive up rent
prices—and drive small businesses out. “I’m a little worried about some of the changes,”
says Krissi Humbard, on the of the co-founders of the SoHy Co-op [small business
alliance]. “It seems like it’s going more high scale on some of the housing and things. I'm
worried about people getting pushed out.” (Lefrak & Pascale, 2021)
The story noted some small businesses had not made it during the pandemic and “many of the
remaining ones cater to a more well-off clientele.”

This story is also notable because it is representative of a trend in more recent coverage

of development in the corridor—it focuses less on arts and more on development in general. The
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articulation of arts to redevelopment seems less dominant, although the idea of the GAD is
certainly taken for granted. As affordability issues entered news reporting (reporting that lags
behind community concern and data showing that people are struggling with housing costs, as |
have noted previously in this chapter) and development physically picked up along Route 1,
news constructions of area place identity may have started to shift. Journalists—a different
generation of reporters than when the GAD began—may have begun to articulate development
along the Route 1 corridor and municipalities less to arts identity and revitalization and more to
D.C. garden-variety revitalization—that is, journalists may have been more likely to use tropes
about neighborhoods in development and “on the brink of change.” Hyperlocal journalists I
interviewed, who were also not residents when the GAD was created, were not clear on what
“Gateway Arts District” meant. One former volunteer hyperlocal reporter and area resident said,
I mean, it was definitely kind of the branding that was around the area when we were
coming in. And so I think it was a bit of a draw as far as just it provided some
cohesiveness to the core that maybe wouldn’t have been there, to be honest, I don’t really
know. I’ve read what it is, and I know there’s arts housing or is housing, and there’s a lot
of studios down in Mount Rainier, and I know it’s been a focus of community and
economic development for the area, but I’ve definitely gone to a lot of events that have
been arts district kind of focused, but beyond that, I’m not entirely too sure.
Whether news coverage and news placemaking has changed over the last few years
merits further research that is beyond the scope of this dissertation. In the next section, I turn to

interviews with journalists who cover GAD municipalities and discuss how they understand

these places, redevelopment there, and their work reporting on it.

4.3 How Journalists Understand Reporting on Redevelopment: Interviews
In the Gateway Arts District, I think you’re seeing a push to create a kind of inclusive

place where it is easy for anyone to live, work, and play. ... And I think for the most part,
they’re succeeding, but they have some hard questions to ask around affordability and
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who they’re building for. And I think incisive [news] coverage is a good way to have

those kinds of conversations.

—Hyperlocal journalist and Mount Rainier, Maryland, resident

In addition to analyzing nearly 20 years of news stories about development in the GAD, I
wanted to hear from journalists who covered the area about what they saw happening, how they
approached reporting on it, and what they thought their own role in development might be, if
any. As I discussed in my methods chapter, Chapter 3, securing interviews was not easy, and not
many journalists specifically cover these neighborhoods. My focus on journalists who cover
re/development further constrained my pool.

I ended up interviewing seven journalists: four current or former hyperlocal reporters,
one former reporter for a major regional newspaper, and two reporters for local/regional outlets.
All had produced stories that were part of my corpus. I asked them specifically about individual
stories. The three non-hyperlocal reporters all had years of journalism experience. Of the
hyperlocal reporters, two came from formal journalism backgrounds. One started his own online
outlet, Route 1 Reporter, because he saw a gap in coverage. Another hyperlocal reporter started
contributing to Hyattsville Life & Times because she could not find good information about
where to send her four-year-old to kindergarten, so she researched and wrote the story for the
paper. Another was tapped by editors after they saw him discussing development projects on a
neighborhood listserv.

The four hyperlocal reporters I interviewed spoke from two overlapping standpoints: that
of journalists and residents of the area they were reporting on. Not unlike me in this research,
their perspective was shaped by their own experience as a resident, their insider knowledge of
area history, and their biases shaped by both. All were active community members involved in

other neighborhood groups, such as churches or biking clubs. Sometimes they toggled between
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speaking as resident or as journalist. All agreed affordability was a growing concern. A paid
hyperlocal reporter/editor who had moved to the area 10 years ago recognized themselves as part
of area changes: “I think there are probably fewer working-class places where working class
people feel comfortable and congregate. I think there probably are [still], but I was really part of
the wave that made it less though.” The same journalist, whose background did not include
formal journalism training, spoke to the advantage of being both a resident of and journalist
covering their hometown:

I think you’re likely to have access to a more nuanced view. It seems like you could make

the opposite case. You are just going to be NIMBY's and everything. ... Some people

might argue that, you might argue that having distance would be a better, would be less
bias. But I think you have access to a more granular understanding of the way what’s
happening at a policy level plays out in people’s lives. At least if you’re doing your job,
it’s more possible to get that.
Indeed, as local news outlets have shuttered or laid off reporters, the work of hyperlocal
journalists in the GAD is increasingly important for understanding the changes happening along
Route 1.

In this section, I discuss what journalists said in interviews and how it relates to my
textual analysis findings. Specifically, I analyze how they characterized the GAD, how they
explained why development was happening there, and what they said about impacts on residents.
Then I discuss how they see journalists’ role in development processes, how they approach
reporting on development issues, what the challenges are, and the impact of newsroom cuts on
news coverage. (See Chapter 3 for my full list of questions for journalists.)

It is important to highlight that my interviews were with journalists working now or

recently, and their perspectives are based on more recent reporting observations. Therefore, their

perspective is more relevant for the last 5—10 years of coverage and may not be relevant to my
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observations of older news coverage. None of those I interviewed were reporting on the area 15—
20 years ago, though my textual analysis goes back to those years.

Overall, my interviews with journalists revealed multiple disconnects between
journalistic intent and reality. Journalists were aware of the importance of covering
redevelopment; as one told me, local outlets should have an eye on what impact development is
having on affordability, the environment, and economic prosperity for people who live here.
However, because of capacity constraints and lack of subject-matter knowledge, journalists were
often not able to provide long-term, in-depth coverage of development projects or trends.
Further, there was a disconnect between how many conceived themselves to be serving “the
community” and the communities they ended up producing coverage for and about. Coverage |
analyzed was mostly targeted to middle-class residents who were not recent immigrants, even
though area redevelopment and rising cost of living had the potential to more significantly
impact BIPOC, immigrant, and lower-income residents.

Journalists understood the neighborhoods they covered were diverse, but some seemed
less aware that they were centering their own demographic (middle-class and in the case of my
interviewees, White). Some hyperlocal journalists described the ways they had their ear to the
ground in the community, listening for opinions and story ideas; yet their listening was limited to
spaces and circles in which they participated and many other area residents did not, such as
community groups, churches, or listservs. Journalists often allowed their community to stand in
for all communities without recognizing how they might be naturalizing privileged viewpoints in
their coverage. However, overall, the journalists I interviewed seemed more aware of whom
news outlets might not be serving than was evident in the 20 years of coverage I analyzed as a

whole.
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My analysis of news coverage showed an overall lag in reporting on rising cost of living
in the GAD due to redevelopment; renters and owners in the area were talking about and
experiencing these rising costs before journalists started covering it. This suggests that
journalists either had not anticipated gentrification patterns or were not focused on those who
were or would be most affected. All reporters from outlets that cover the entire metro area
mentioned how the pace of development in the GAD had been slower than in other
neighborhoods, especially in the District. When compared to the intense, fast gentrification
elsewhere, slower-moving changes in the underinvested GAD may have seemed less apparent, or
journalists may have regarded them as less cause for concern. The slow pace may also have
made it less likely for journalists to see a trajectory or connect the dots between earlier
redevelopment projects and later rising housing costs.

4.3.1 Journalists on the “Arts District” ldentity

My analysis of news coverage showed that news stories often characterized the GAD as a
place for and by artists, and that an arts identity was the GAD’s destiny, a path to redemption
from deficiency. Community members and institutions with little connection to the arts were thus
less visible, as journalists shored up a place identity for the GAD that revolved around arts and
artists. However, more recent hyperlocal coverage was less focused on an arts identity.
Hyperlocal journalists I interviewed were somewhat skeptical of the arts district defining the
area. One hyperlocal journalists quipped, “The developers have certainly bought wholesale into
it.” Hyperlocal journalists were more likely to mention how ethnic and racial diversity defined
the area. When asked how they would describe the area, one paid hyperlocal journalist (and
resident) called it an “excitingly diverse place” and explained:

I think lots of people move here from different demographic groups for basically the
same reason we did, which is that it’s cheaper than ... the city. There’s a plurality of

197



Latino residents ... and a lot of them are really new immigrants. ... I feel there’s a lot that
I don’t understand about the history of segregation and integration and waves of people
coming through, but there’s a lot of affordable housing.

When I asked the same journalist what “Gateway Arts District” meant to them, they said:

We’re working very hard to be an arts district and we are, there’s a lot of public art,

there’s a lot of murals. There’s those art supply stores and there’s some arts nonprofits.

There are some artists. I feel like I don’t actually know a ton of working artists. There’s

probably still a lot more like auto mechanics. It’s like the auto district that’s trying to be

the arts district.
Another part-time, volunteer hyperlocal reporter and resident said they were drawn to the area
because of the diversity; they did not mention art or artists.

A lot of our neighbors were folks that have been there for 30-plus years. There was a lot

of more recent transplants. And then it’s pretty diverse economically and education wise,

there’s a lot of people that work at the university, so you got people that have PhDs or
pursuing them, and then you have people that kind of work in more blue-collar fields. ...

And then I think it is changing a little bit, right? There’s different businesses coming in

for sure. So I think that’s definitely changing, but there’s still kind of a nice mixture.

As I have noted previously, regional outlets were more likely than hyperlocal outlets to
reproduce the “arts district” identity and foreground arts and artists in stories about the GAD
municipalities. News construction of an arts identity was also more dominant in earlier years of
coverage when the arts redevelopment project was being pushed by city and county leaders. This
may suggest that current and recent hyperlocal journalists are more skeptical of this arts identity
as representative of their municipalities. Relatedly, hyperlocal journalists connected arts-driven
change to both positive and negative outcomes for current residents of GAD municipalities. One
former paid hyperlocal journalist and longtime resident said,

I think that branding us all as the Gateway Arts District ... helps give us a wider sense of

community and the idea that we’re all connected and we can all share or take advantage

of the ... the amenities that each of these [offer]. ... Better planning and rebranding work
by all the municipal governments up and down Route 1 is I think a real driver in

development, the more positive types of development ... the kind of things that people
who used to live in the District who moved here want to see [like] food halls.
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However, they continued:

And the one downside of all of this great development is that it has really priced out a lot

of families who used to be able to buy here with no problem. And that is [a] significant

downside. I mean, I’m sure we would never be able to afford the house that we’re in now.
My analysis of reporting on the GAD showed journalists did not pay much attention to how
redevelopment might impact whether artists could afford to stay in the area. This issue did not
show up in reporting until more recent years, when large-scale luxury apartments were being
built. Yet journalists I interviewed made this connection. A former business reporter for a
regional news outlet who at the time of our interview was covering arts for a regional outlet
asked,

Is this really housing that’s affordable for artists or is this just a branding strategy? What

is going on here? ... I know that the people who are active in the arts there feel that there

should be more consideration for them than just slapping a name on it to create

something that’s a buzzy place that doesn’t actually create space for artists.
It is impossible to know if journalists covering redevelopment in the area 10 or 20 years ago
were also making these connections but not reporting on them. However, if journalists were not
paying attention to long-term albeit slow impacts of redevelopment on affordability, and
reporting on it only when it became more urgent for artists and other low-income residents, this
suggests they did not have the foresight or capacity to follow the long-tail impacts, and/or that
such stories were not prioritized by editors and outlets focused more on one-off and “happening
now” stories.

Similarly, while the reporting I analyzed often presented a singular and incomplete
“community” that was largely enthusiastic about arts and arts-led redevelopment, some
hyperlocal journalists I interviewed pointed to the unevenness of development and new

investment across the GAD municipalities, and how a focus on the arts district did not benefit all

residents. For example, one hyperlocal journalist who grew up in the area said:
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I think people generally like [the arts district idea], I think. But there’s also a larger
population out there for whom it has no bearing on their life whatsoever, especially west
of Route 1 and particularly west [of] Queens Chapel [road]. I think that’s where the
tension is. ... That’s a persistent complaint among residents west of Queens Chapel

Road. It’s like, oh, Gateway Arts District, this, that, what about us over here?

As I noted in previous chapters, over the last several decades, some hyperlocal outlets covered
resident concerns that west Hyattsville—which has a higher population of recent immigrant
residents, lower home prices, and fewer amenities—was getting little investment and resources
compared to the arts district Route 1 corridor on the east side of town. However, in the period of
reporting I analyzed, this did not get a lot of coverage. Further, regional coverage of
redevelopment focused almost exclusively on the arts district efforts and constructed an arts-
based identity for the municipalities that comprised the GAD.

In interviews, journalists were somewhat skeptical of a totalizing “arts district” identity
for the GAD municipalities—not only what “arts district” actually meant but also whom it was
serving and how. However, in the 20 years of news coverage I analyzed, journalists appeared
much less skeptical, uncritically deploying the “arts district” identity. What of this disconnect?
The journalists I interviewed were mostly hyperlocal, and not the same journalists writing (or
living in the area) 20 years ago. Further, regional outlets like the Washington Post were most
likely to perpetuate the arts district idea, and I was not able to get interviews with those reporters.
It may be that the arts district identity has been deployed less frequently by journalists as time
has passed, and that hyperlocal reporters think more critically about what “arts district” means.
4.3.2 Journalists on Who Is Responsible for Redevelopment

My analysis of news coverage also showed that, especially in the early years of the GAD,

journalists embraced a grassroots narrative that cast the creation of the arts districts as primarily

bottom-up. Journalists often described it as by the community, for the community. This narrative

200



crowded out more critical examination of the power of public and private investment, planning,
and legislation to reshape the area, framing the arts district as a natural evolution for the area.
When I asked journalists about the causes of redevelopment—the actors and forces behind the
changes—they often mentioned that the high price of D.C. housing was pushing people and
developers into the GAD area. Housing shortages and cost of living in general were top of mind
during the years I conducted interviews, 2020-2023. One hyperlocal journalist and resident of
Hyattsville said,
[Development is] happening because there’s a housing shortage and ... you can make

more money from building ... [which] makes the housing more expensive once it’s built.

I don’t know whether it’s happening because of all the murals that we have painted on the

walls down in front. ... Maybe those things are connected. ... [I]t’s people in DC who

want to have a house. This is a place where you can have a house, you can own

something and maybe ... something kind of urban.
Of course, this narrative described only some demographics of area residents, primarily middle-
class homeowners. But this journalist also recognized how costs and opportunities for renters
were subject to metro area trends and was skeptical of the arts district impacting those patterns:
“The apartments seem to me like larger regional forces. Just a bigger thing with there being
demand for people, for places for people to live. Because I mean you can put as many murals
there as you want. ... It’s pretty far from the train.” Another local journalist similarly said,
“[TThe housing prices and the rental prices is why people move here. Not that there’s a new
coffee shop or something.”

Yet this understanding of GAD development patterns in connection with larger regional
development patterns impacting housing availability and affordability did not show up in much
of the reporting, especially in the earlier years I analyzed. A tendency toward more episodic than

longitudinal coverage of redevelopment also precluded journalists from digging deep into actors

and forces that shaped redevelopment in the GAD. Lack of newsroom capacity, turnover
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(especially with volunteer reporters), demand for journalists to produce more stories faster, and
lack of outlets in general contribute to spottier, episodic coverage. In the GAD, this lack of
capacity meant less reporting on how all the one-off projects were connected. This also gave
residents and other stakeholders less information about intervention points in the redevelopment
trajectory where strategies or plans could be put in place to preserve affordability. As Iyengar
(1991) found, stories framed thematically—situated in a broader social-historical context—
instead of episodically presented audiences with opportunities for collective, structural solutions.

Instead of leading the conversation on existing or potential long-term or negative impacts
of redevelopment, journalists generally followed the lead of civic leaders such as council
members who heard from constituents about these concerns. The journalists I interviewed did not
always connect early planning, legislation, and investment in an “arts district” to current
development projects. Few traced the current state of the Route 1 corridor to a 20-year trajectory
of change (and none were covering the area 20 years ago). Reporting on redevelopment rarely
looked backward (“How did we get here?””) or forward (“Where are we going?”’) more than a few
years.

As I have discussed previously, the comparatively slow pace of change in the GAD
relative to redevelopment in the District may have made it more difficult—and less compelling
or seemingly urgent—for journalists to trace the long-term drivers behind new development
projects. However, because of some of my interviewees’ experience witnessing redevelopment
and gentrification in D.C., and sometimes covering it, they did notice familiar patterns. For
example, one long-time metro area reporter noted familiar ingredients in the “Arts District
Hyattsville” townhouse and mixed-use development that developer EY A began in 2006, but also

that the pace of change was much slower than in D.C.:
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[I]t had everything that you’d expect of development and gentrification. It had eventually
... the Busboys and Poets. It had the Yes! Market. [ mean, all of those stores, whenever
those popped up in some part of D.C., whenever a developer went all in on something
and they got the Busboys and Poets, or they got the Yes! Market, or they got the
whatever else, you expected the condo buildings to follow in quick succession. And it’s
not that Hyattsville didn’t get some of that, but it was slow. It’s only now that they’re
building that massive building [Canva apartments with commercial ground floor].
Yet in the years I conducted interviews, development had accelerated by GAD standards, and
some large-scale new development projects were controversial among residents. Journalists said
it was good for cities to be getting more property taxes from new development, but they also
spoke about the power of Prince George’s County to broker and approve deals with developers,
sometimes against the wishes of individual city leaders and residents. In their reporting and in
interviews, journalists thus seemed more tuned in to the power of County Council people and the
County Planning Board—and the limits of city and resident power relative to the county—than
in earlier years. “Development either goes in or doesn’t based on whether the County Council
member thinks it’s a good idea,” one journalist said, noting that a former council member had
admitted they didn’t want developers investing money in planning processes if they weren’t
going to get results.
4.3.3 Journalists on Who Constitutes “the Community” and Whom Redevelopment Impacts
As I discussed in Section 4.2.2, my analysis of 15 to 20 years of news reporting found that
journalists constructed a “community” that included only some and rendered invisible others
who lived and worked in the GAD municipalities. In writing about redevelopment, whom
journalists conceptualized as the impacted community—and the news audience—Ilargely left out

renters and recent immigrants. Instead, it mostly centered the demographics of which journalists

were part: White, middle-class homeowners.
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However, that finding, drawn from several decades of coverage, did not necessarily map
onto what my interviewees said. As journalists working more recently, they had more awareness
about affordability concerns for a range of residents. However, this might also have been because
of their own experiences; several hyperlocal journalists (and residents of the GAD
municipalities) mentioned they would not be able to buy their house today. In contrast, several
local journalists (those covering the county or metro area more broadly) still cast the area as
affordable, often in comparison to D.C. Yet data showed (as I discussed in Chapter 2) that many
could not afford the area and renters were struggling to pay for housing.

Journalists often talked about the need for more diverse perspectives in news stories yet
repeatedly centered their own demographic, sometimes seemingly unaware that their own
experience and the opinions of people in their circles were not representative. One former
hyperlocal journalist talked about getting resident perspectives from council people, public
commenters at City Council meetings, posts on listservs, and what people said in the journalists’
church circles. While these are all valid sources, they were certainly not representative of all
those who might be affected by redevelopment.

Another hyperlocal editor who had made progress getting new and more diverse voices in
news coverage still described “community opinion” about new development from the
perspective of a particular demographic, such as: “I mean everyone likes Vigilante [coffee
shop]” and “the SoHy business district [of little shops on Route 1], I think people think, wow, we
didn’t have these kinds of amenities when I moved here. And I’'m glad that we do have them
now. And it probably is a thing that keeps people from moving when their kids get a little older.”

As both a resident and researcher myself (and patron of Vigilante), I note that these amenities are
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not enjoyed by all residents. A longtime former local journalist who primarily covered the

District described journalists’ biases toward their own experiences and tastes:

I mean, let’s be perfectly honest. We all bring our biases to the job, and some biases are
very obvious and open, and some are completely, you don’t realize them just kind of built
into who you are. And that played into a lot of reporting about development in D.C.
because it’s like whenever the new coffee shop would open up in a neighborhood that
didn’t have a coffee shop before, the chances are it would get covered because a reporter
covering it might be of the class or of the type that to them, the idea of that new coffee
shop is kind of cool. And the editor would be like, you’re right. That is a cool story. We
were attracted by the things ... on a personal level that we may not even recognize.

However, another hyperlocal journalist who had grown up in the area and previously covered the

GAD neighborhoods for an additional outlet recognized the benefits of reinvestment and

redevelopment for a broader population:

I see those living closest to development suddenly have access to resources and amenities
that they didn’t have 20 years ago, or that those communities did not have. Twenty years
ago, it was a pain in the ass to go to a grocery store living in Hyattsville for a long time,
because you had to go down to, for a while, the only one around was the Giant at Queens
Chapel when I was a little kid. Now there’s more grocery stores. Oh my gosh, there’s so
many grocery stores. ... [T]he thing I hear people talk about is we loving having access
to this stuff.

This journalist, who often examined redevelopment with a critical lens, including paying
attention to potential impacts for affordability and who benefitted, observed that residents
wanted development but were also concerned about gentrification. He noted that a few years

prior, both journalists and residents were not concerned about development impacts on

affordability. But when I interviewed him in 2020, the topic was becoming more salient. “In the

last year in Hyattsville in particular, granted, I’ve only been covering the town again for two
years, but when I covered this town in 2013, 2012, and 2011, I didn’t hear people talk about

affordability concerns as The Pallet [a new higher-end apartment building] was being built.”
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While I analyzed news coverage ending around 2022, in the years since, journalists have
written more about affordability in relation to development, but they have not led the way on
understanding impacts for diverse residents.

4.3.4 Journalists on Approaches to Covering Development and Their Role in Change

My textual analysis showed that journalists approached covering development in the
GAD by quoting or repeating the positions of city or community leaders or “both sides” when a
development was controversial. That is, they were much less likely to do an “enterprise” story
with original investigation or ask questions that had not already been raised by others. One
hyperlocal journalist told me it was “not our job to say how [redevelopment projects] will affect
the city,” but instead gather perspectives.

Journalists rarely provided original analysis of GAD development project impacts and
often did not cover new development until it was more publicly announced or talked about, but
there were exceptions. One hyperlocal reporter whose outlet shuttered said their strategy for
covering development was “pulling threads”:

I try to first ... write about things that will affect your community on a long-term scale.

And so that’s development and changes to city laws with development. I just try to keep

track of the Prince George’s County Development Activity Monitoring System. I get

their RSS alerts. ... I see a conceptual site plan or a detailed site plan filed for a property
in my coverage area ... And so I’m just following that project through the approval
pipeline ... I try to intercept it pretty early in the approval ... that’s the important thing
for me is to spot it early, let people know what’s happening and then write it through. It’s
something I see in a lot of local media—you don’t see an article about it until it’s been
voted on.

In the years I analyzed (1999-2022), larger outlets covering the metro area had more capacity

than small hyperlocal outlets (until cuts in later years) to take a more investigative approach. For

example, a former transportation reporter for a major newspaper described their general

approach to reporting on new development:
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I also tried to look at those stories from a micro level and a macro level. So the macro
level was like, what is the story really about? How does this fit into the bigger context of
what’s going on nationwide? And the micro level was, look, these people did spend every
penny they had on a certain kind of house in a certain kind of neighborhood, in a certain
kind of community that looked and felt a certain way. And isn’t it a fair question when
you’re asking them to live with a certain amount of change? ... I would really try to get
on the ground and talk to folks. I really, as much as I could, try to stay away from public
official point of view and talk to the small business owners, the residents. I did a lot of
stories early on where people had no idea that they lived right next to a future station.
However, this approach was not consistently practiced by any outlets (hyperlocal, local,
regional) covering the GAD municipalities.

Hyperlocal reporters talked about how much capacity it takes to do this kind of coverage
and how they were often constrained in what they could do. The bare minimum, one hyperlocal
editor said, was to

make people understand what was being proposed, get the jargon out of it, what was

being proposed and where exactly it was. Mostly I was just trying to cover the basics in a

way that everybody could understand because the planning documents are so

impenetrable ... and when you could speak up if you wanted to, where it was in the
process and when the next time you could say something would be.
But doing deep dives on particular projects always depended on who was willing and had time,
the editor said. “Ideally we would have a full-time person who covered the [development] beat
and knew when stuff was coming, instead of it being like, well, this month I have time to look
through the [city or county council planning] agenda.”

A former hyperlocal editor described how, because of lack of capacity, they often relied
on advocacy groups to keep them up to date on controversial development projects. Additionally,
a key part of their story on a development project was “what does this resident say is good” and
“what does this resident say is bad” about the project. Despite little in-depth investigation, this

editor said they often saw readers sending around stories as “authoritative” sources: “Kind of

unquestioning, which makes me feel good. Basically, there’s no place else that people can get it
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sometimes. And they’re like, what’s going on with this development? Well, I saw this in here.
And they share that link.”

Journalists were aware of the value and power of local news, though perhaps less about
how this put them in a powerful position. A common theme across interviews was journalists’
belief that, ideally, they should demystify or illuminate planning and development processes.
One former volunteer hyperlocal reporter said, “One of the things that I think journalism can do
is just informing citizens of their opportunities to engage in the process.” Another hyperlocal
editor said,

[I]t’s a little frustrating because a lot of our local institutions are, I don’t think they’re
intentionally not transparent, but it’s very hard to figure out what’s going on. There’ll
be a ton of [planning or development] activity and then things will disappear for two
years and then something may or may not come out of it. And I do feel like local
journalism helps keep people informed of where things are going and also informs
them on how to engage when there are opportunities.
A former hyperlocal editor discussed the difficulty covering zoning changes: “Complex and all
done behind the scenes, I think.” The previous editor noted that development should be a
reporting priority because it “really determines people’s quality of life in the area.” They saw a
need, a knowledge gap journalists could help fill:
It seems like we have all these structures set up that are supposed to make it so that
residents have a say in the kinds of developments that come to their neighborhoods, but
none of those structures work or they’re only working ... for too small a number of
people. ...I think it’s important for the paper to ... keep analyzing ... what impact
different developments are having or what all the development is having [on]
affordability, affordable housing in the area.
Historically, my analysis showed this was not what journalists were doing. However, all
journalists I interviewed thought it was important to provide communities good reporting on

development. Yet many were ambivalent about whether the way in which they reported had any

impact on planning or development processes themselves. Some saw their role as “shining a
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light” on what was happening but did not identify themselves as actors with any power to effect
change: “I think the media definitely has a responsibility. I don’t know how much of an impact,”
one said. Conversely, a former volunteer hyperlocal reporter, said the news media had a “huge
role” in development and change, because the way it portrayed places influenced where people
wanted to live or visit and developers wanted to develop. One former local journalist highlighted
how journalists’ role in development and neighborhood change also depended on who was in the
newsroom and their perspective. He noted the relative privilege of journalists and gaps in staff
diversity:
If you don’t understand the communities that live in the neighborhood, that live in a
particular place, you’re not going to be able to accurately cover how people feel about
things changing. And again, recognizing that not everybody of a certain group feels a
certain way about a certain place.

Another metro area journalist highlighted the importance of longtime residents in the newsroom:
If you have people living in those communities, they’re going to encounter stories in
those communities. And so when you lose people and you don’t have that person with
on-the-ground experience anymore, you’re just not going to get the same pitches. But
also, I think the other diversity element is long-term residents versus shorter term
residents, and that institutional knowledge that comes with that.

4.3.5 Journalists on Gaps in Reporting on Redevelopment and the Impact of Local News Cuts
All journalists interviewed agreed there should be more and better coverage of GAD

communities broadly; all identified a longtime dearth of reporting on the Route 1 corridor but

also on Prince George’s County in general. But at the time I conducted interviews, only one

(nonprofit) hyperlocal outlet was expanding its coverage in ways that would bring more news

about development. Meanwhile the Washington Post was laying off local reporters and other

local news sources had already shuttered. Hyperlocal journalists noted the Post didn’t cover

development in the corridor, though it used to, and it wasn’t particularly useful to residents. Said

one editor:
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No, I'm not going to the Post to find out what’s happening in Hyattsville. You can go to
the Post to find out what major political players are trying to make happen in the county.
It seems like they call up the Post and get them to write a piece about that.

Yet another hyperlocal reporter noted the Post was willing to be more critical than hyperlocal
outlets, although it did not provide consistent coverage for the Route 1 corridor area:

The Washington Post writes in an authoritative voice and is not afraid to write a bad
story, to write a story that raises questions, to write a complicated story. And I think the
local media landscape severely lacks that. The Hyattsville Wire doesn’t write stories that
might get someone pissed off at them. Hyattsville Life & Times, in addition to just
seeming understaffed, also doesn’t have a history of aggressively going after some of
these issues. I think there is a professionalism and a willingness to tell harsh truths and
uncomfortable stories that is severely lacking in Prince George’s County, in this area. ...
Honestly, if something is going to develop in the area, I’m probably going to read it in

the /Washington] Business Journal first. The Post doesn’t seem to be chasing that kind of
story.

However, a former business journal reporter highlighted how that coverage was limited to a
particular lens, and certainly not focused on the impact of development on local residents:

[W]e would be spending a lot of time trying to nail down who was financing the

developments in addition to who the developer was. Really, you were never going to see

us at citizens’ association meetings. ... The Business Journal is kind of just like defacto
pro-capitalism, right? So ... we’re not reflecting on the ethics of this. The one time that
some Ward 7 and 8 [in D.C.] activists blocked a bus tour that we were running ... I don’t
think our publisher knew what to do with himself. He was just like, “What’s this? ...
obviously everybody must think that this ... development that people have on the books
is a positive thing. ... I think he was totally baffled.

Clearly hyperlocal journalists played a distinct—if under-resourced—tole in covering
redevelopment for their communities. Interestingly, a former Washington Post reporter worried
that if the Post was not paying attention to development and signaling something was important,
local media might not pay attention either. This did not seem to be the case. Yet non-Post
reporters highlighted the important past role of the paper, and the value of having more local

reporters overall. A longtime local reporter for metro area outlets said:

[A]s local news started falling apart effectively, you had fewer people in those
communities who knew who to talk to or knew or had the time to build up the sources to
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get a really good story. So when I first got to D.C. in the early 2000s, the Post still had a
weekly local insert. ... They had Prince George’s reporters covering just Prince George’s
County and just Montgomery County. And a lot of times those ... reporters lived in the
community. So when it came to stories about gentrification or development or
displacement or just things that are controversial, it wasn’t binary. It wasn’t like, here are
these two polar opposites, and we’re going to present that as balanced news of what’s
going on in the community.

The same reporter explained how newsroom cuts have impacted the quality of coverage,

bringing less critical approaches and nuance to development stories. He noted there is little time

for a reporter to think critically about how they are reporting and whether they are representing

all voices:

[E]very once in a while you have an editor to ask you questions. Is this the right story?
Are you talking to the right people? But it is unfortunate that because there’s fewer and
fewer of us doing the job, and we have to produce the same amount of coverage, I think
there’s less of that critical conversation about why are we covering this? How are we
covering this? Are we talking to the right people about this? What’s the bigger story
here? Who have we not talked to? And that’s pretty unfortunate.

This meant the complexities of redevelopment and gentrification were often not addressed, he

added; journalists pressed for time often took the easy way out, relying on stereotypes or conflict

You have to talk to a lot of people in the process [to do good coverage], and with
deadlines being what they are, you didn’t often have that sort of time. And a lot of
reporters were just easily drawn to the known figures, the known quantities. It’s easy to
pin development as “here’s this educated well-to-do White person who just moved in and
loves their local coffee shop. Here’s the local Latino family or Black homeowner who
calls it gentrification. And that’s it. That’s the story. ... And I feel like it was never that
simple, and it’s not that simple. I think there’s a lot of gray areas, nuances in there.

With so few reporters covering the GAD municipalities and so much new development

happening, it seemed journalists might never be able to keep up. Interviewees highlighted what

should be happening, but was not, such as having a reporter “whose job was just to cover the

communities along Route 1 to go to the council meetings, to kind of pick up stories as they went

without any sort of immediate demands that they cover stories right now, every single day.”
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Another lamented, “Now at the Montgomery Planning Board, for instance, or the Prince
George’s Planning Board, there’s no reporter with a little notebook sitting in the front row
anymore. They might watch the video later if it’s part of a bigger story, but nine times out of 10,
what they’re doing is not getting any coverage.” One journalist highlighted that a D.C. radio
station now had only one reporter covering the Maryland suburbs and one covering Virginia.

My interviews with journalists revealed that although journalists often mentioned—and
said they valued—the diversity of the GAD area population, they were less aware that they were
centering and gathering information from their own demographic (middle-class and in the case
of my interviewees, White). This aligned with what I saw in news coverage, where journalists
constructed an incomplete community and used some residents to stand in for all. In interviews,
several hyperlocal journalists mentioned they should do a better job of getting more diverse
voices and perspectives. Many said it was important to have people from different backgrounds
and neighborhoods in the newsroom, and that individual journalists’ tastes and interests impacted
what journalists covered. The journalists I interviewed may have been more conscious about why
representation matters in reporting about redevelopment than those whose coverage I analyzed
going back several decades. For instance, in 2026, the Hyattsville Life & Times debuted a
Spanish-language section and has a more diverse staff than a decade ago.

Journalists I interviewed were more skeptical of the arts district identity, purpose, and
impact than journalists were overall in the 20 years of reporting I analyzed. My analysis also
showed journalists were behind the curve in recognizing and reporting on gentrification patterns
and rising cost of living in the GAD. By the time I conducted interviews, however, all journalists
I spoke to highlighted concerns about housing costs in the area and none framed new

development as unequivocally positive.
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A premise of this research is that journalists do have a role in redevelopment, but not all
interviewees agreed, and some saw their role as neutral and solely informative. Others were clear
that news media had an impact on development and change. Interviewees talked frequently about
newsroom cuts and fewer local news reporters and how this had diminished the amount and
quality of coverage. Yet hyperlocal journalists who were also area residents noted that the Route
1 corridor had always been under-reported on. All journalists were aware of the need for more
and better coverage of planning and development projects, all were aware of the gap they were
trying to fill, and most thought they could not do enough to fill that gap. I further discuss the
connections between what journalists said and what I found in my analysis of news coverage in

my conclusion.
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Chapter 5: Conclusion: Who Is Development For? Who Is News For?

Today my Hyattsville neighborhood has more restaurants, coffee shops, grocery stores,
breweries, and retail outlets offering books, clothes, art, and other gifts than when I moved here
12 years ago. My home value has doubled, so my property taxes have risen. When I drive down
Route 1, I pass tall, mixed-use developments with high-end apartments that replaced old single-
story buildings. I see more public art, including murals. When I wait for the Metro, I have a view
of adjacent new townhouses and apartments, and when I walk to my local park, I pass a block of
new, tightly-packed million-dollar homes across the street from 1920s bungalows. Arts festivals,
studio tours, and performances continue in the corridor, as do community-serving arts classes
and events put on by the several arts nonprofits here. Artists continue to live and work in the
Gateway Arts District (GAD) neighborhoods, though the exact number is unclear. There are still
some vacant storefronts. Multiple new housing developments are in the works. The demographic
makeup of my block has not changed significantly, although several new young White families
have moved in. In Hyattsville as a whole and in GAD municipalities combined, the population
continues to increase and “Hispanic” is the fastest growing demographic. From 2010 to 2020,
Hyattsville grew by more than 3,000 residents to a total of 21,187, with White, Black, and Latinx
residents making up about one-third each of the population. The 2023 American Community
Survey five-year estimates show a slight population decrease in the city, with Latinx residents
now making up 40% of the population. According to the Zillow Observed Rent Index (2025), the
average rent in Hyattsville has increased by about $338 per month in the last seven years. The
apartment buildings down the block still rent for less than other places in the region, but rents

continue to rise, and some renters likely bypass the area now altogether for cheaper options.
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While development in the GAD has increased quality of life for many, economic
development efforts have always been more focused on benefits for the middle class. In part
because of a history of disinvestment and economic decline, policies to keep the area affordable
for lower-income residents and small business owners were not baked into those plans. It
remains to be seen whether recent efforts at the city and county level to stabilize rents will help
ensure that more people can stay or move in and benefit from the new amenities. It also remains
to be seen whether commercial rents, which are not regulated, will price out small businesses
with fewer resources.

Why does it matter how journalists have covered this redevelopment and related changes
in the GAD? As I have discussed throughout this dissertation, critical examination of both whom
development serves and whom news serves reveals incomplete attention to who is part of
neighborhoods and audiences. Who counts?

My research shows that redevelopment proponents and journalists together constructed
development discourses that circumscribed what kind of place GAD municipalities were and
would be, and who constituted the community/s in that place. In constructing the GAD as a
(future, then current) destination where arts and redevelopment were increasing the value of a
previously deficient space, and where an arts identity was dominant, journalists presented an
exclusionary place that centered their own demographic.

In this concluding chapter, | summarize findings from my textual analysis of news stories
and interviews with journalists. First, [ review the three major themes I identified in news
coverage of redevelopment in the GAD. Then, I highlight two additional topics that recurred
throughout all my analysis and themes: the lag in news reporting on un/affordability and the lack

of longitudinal reporting and original analysis of the impacts of development. I discuss what
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journalist interviewees said about their reporting related to these themes and topics, including
their role in development processes, and I highlight what previous research adds to this
conversation. I conclude with a summary of my findings and suggestions for how news outlets
and journalists can cover development and gentrification so that it better serves a broader

audience.

In this dissertation, I analyzed 175 news stories about redevelopment in the GAD using
reflexive thematic analysis and identified three major recurring themes—or discourses—in this
coverage. First, development is positive and beneficial, because it elevates the neighborhood,
brings amenities, and makes the area a destination for new residents, businesses, and
developers. Journalists participated in and perpetuated the idea of the GAD as a (future, then
current) destination where arts and redevelopment were increasing the value of a previously
deficient space. In presuming development was beneficial and using “revitalization” as a neutral
characterization, journalists produced a common-sense basis from which the majority of news
stories in my corpus were told.

While these stories often highlighted how Route 1 neighborhoods (and Prince George’s
County in general) were underinvested and underserved by retail, food businesses, and other
services compared to nearby D.C. and neighboring Montgomery County, the reporting—
particularly in regional news outlets—often focused on who/what will come instead of how new
investment in the area would benefit existing residents, including artists. Across all years of
coverage, the language of “destination” was prominent, and most common in regional outlets
like the Washington Post, local TV news, Washingtonian magazine, and regional business and

real estate outlets like the Washington Business Journal and Urban Turf. Hyperlocal outlets were
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more likely to consider implications for existing residents but also focused on attracting new
residents and businesses. Race and class were rarely part of the conversation.

Most news stories were largely uncritical of development, including the “creative
economy” approach embraced by local leaders. The logic of remaking the area into a destination
through arts-led development and by courting a “creative class” was mostly taken for granted.
Journalists presumed a community—and a news audience—for whom the arts district was and
would be a destination, for whom it was up-and-coming, for whom it offered new amenities.
Certain voices and perspectives were simply not present in the coverage, particularly lower-
income renters and recent immigrants.

Nearly all the journalists I interviewed did not accept this discourse wholesale; they did
not talk about these neighborhood improvements without mentioning affordability concerns.
Hyperlocal journalists had a particular window into this, and most journalists I interviewed were,
again, not the journalists writing stories about the GAD in its first decade (approximately 2000—
2010). As I noted in my discussion of these themes in Section 4.2.1, regional outlets dominated
coverage of the GAD in its early years and were likely to champion revitalization.

Second, change is “community-driven,” and city leaders, community leaders, vocal
residents, and homeowners comprise the community. Journalists embraced a “by community,
for community” grassroots redevelopment narrative that centered city leaders, community
leaders, vocal residents, and homeowners as that community. City leaders were the most
common sources in news stories, followed by other community leaders, then developers, then
local residents who were homeowners. Journalists used these actors to represent the broader
population of GAD municipalities and deploy them as authoritative sources, often letting them

set the agenda. Overall, the loudest or most organized voices, and the voices in positions of
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power, made the news. This excluded significant portions of the population living and working
in these municipalities, including recent immigrants, who are primarily Latinx (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2000, 2010, 2020), and small businesses with little connection to the arts. Artists were
not common sources, either. A 2021 report from the Hyattsville CDC said more than 500 artists
then lived in the GAD (Hyattsville CDC & Joe’s Movement Emporium, 2021). Residents of
historically Black North Brentwood rarely were included. They simply never appeared as
sources, much less in discussions of whom redevelopment would impact in what way. Reporting
on community concerns was incomplete, because journalists’ conception and construction of
community was incomplete.

The discourse that redevelopment was community-led absolved journalists from
investigating different viewpoints, as well as who or what was responsible for redevelopment,
who was affected, and how. The grassroots arts district narrative also minimized the role of
federal, state, or county funding in redevelopment, as well as private investors or landlords who
had been sitting on vacant land or buildings in the GAD and began renting, selling, or
redeveloping when they could get higher returns. Attention to these actors, compounding
economic factors, and the long tail of “how the (redevelopment) sausage is made” was the
exception, not the rule.

The journalists I interviewed spoke to the diversity of the population living in the GAD,
and several mentioned that journalists could do a better job of getting more diverse voices and
perspectives in their stories. Some pointed out the importance of having people from different
backgrounds and neighborhoods in the newsroom, and one mentioned how individual
journalists’ tastes and biases can impact what they cover and how, such as new business

openings. But in describing how they do their work, many seemed less aware that they were
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centering their own demographic (middle-class and in the case of my interviewees, White).
Some hyperlocal journalists described the ways they had their ear to the ground in the
community, listening for opinions and story ideas, but they were only listening in their own
circles or through institutions and spaces that only a portion of residents participated in, such as
listservs. They talked about how the area was still affordable when in fact it was not for many
lower-income renters. Journalists often allowed their community to stand in for all communities
without recognizing how they might be naturalizing privileged viewpoints in their coverage.

The journalists I interviewed also highlighted the difficulty of following all aspects of
development, particularly with skeleton staffs and production demands, while others complained
that often by the time a new development project appeared in the news, most aspects of it had
already been decided, which did not offer residents or other stakeholders a chance to weigh in—
something they said good journalism made possible. Journalists highlighted the complexity of
land use planning and the time needed to follow the arc of each individual project. Hyperlocal
journalists said it was important to examine what company is behind a development and whether
rezoning happened, but also noted they did not have the resources to ask a lot of local
stakeholders what they thought about redevelopment projects or to undertake deep investigative
dives into individual projects. Instead, they often relied on advocacy groups for information and
reported by interviewing the different “sides.” An editor said ideally, someone devoted to a
development beat would follow processes more closely. Route 1 Reporter, the hyperlocal one-
man band that tried to do that, could not sustain itself.

Another challenge to reporting in-depth on all the actors and steps behind development
projects, as one former reporter for a major newspaper put it, was that news is pegged to current

events and “planning is by definition about the future.” Stories about what things may look like
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in a community in 20 years because of development do not resonate with the public or with
editors, a regional journalist said.

Third, the Gateway Arts District is a place for art and artists, they are resurrecting it,
and this is a common-sense trajectory. A narrow construction of place and community emerged
from news coverage. The GAD was constructed rhetorically before it was constructed physically.
Journalists engaged in this placemaking by framing Route 1 neighborhoods according to what
they could become—these were places of the future. Journalists participated in a discourse that
the GAD was a place of blight, vacancy, and the wrong use until artists started conducting
valuable (worthwhile) activity in this space and leaders harnessed this “authentic” activity to
revitalize the area into what it should and could be.

This resurrection of Route 1 was presented as a common-sense progression—the destiny
of GAD communities. The centrality of art and artists to place identity rendered non-artist
residents and businesses and those for whom arts were not a primary focus or concern invisible.
This arts-based place identity crowded out other possible or coexisting identities. Reporting
regularly cast the Route 1 corridor as an “arts community,” and in many cases, journalists
appeared to lend uncritical support for arts-driven redevelopment. Journalists helped normalize,
naturalize, and mobilize a conception of place to which redevelopment was intimately tied. They
helped create and sustain the vision of what place could become with arts-driven redevelopment,
largely without interrogating that common-sense, progress-driven vision.

In the news stories I analyzed, I several times saw hyperlocal journalists reference how
particular voices, communities, and types of small businesses in the area were not—or did not
feel they were—part of or listened to in the redevelopment process. Yet I saw little evidence that

journalists did anything to rectify this or understood this to be their role; journalists did not
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connect their own work to this lack of representation nor did they see themselves as actors who
might rectify this. Of the journalists I interviewed, some saw their role more as “shining a light”
on changes happening in neighborhoods and some thought journalists played more of a role in
impacting outcomes. One paid hyperlocal reporter/editor said they hoped good coverage could
get more people involved in development: “It seems like we have all these structures set up that
are supposed to make it so that residents have a say in the kinds of developments that come to
their neighborhoods. But none of those structures work, or they’re only working for too small [a
group].”

In more recent coverage, and from what journalist interviewees told me, an arts-based
place identity may not be as prevalent in reporting—and journalist conceptions—as it was as
decade ago. In reporting, journalists have begun to articulate the Route 1 corridor and
municipalities less to arts identity and revitalization and more to D.C. garden-variety
revitalization—that is, more widely used characterizations of neighborhoods in development and
“on the brink of change.” For example, with a new restaurant or apartment building opening,
journalists are recently more likely to tie this to an “up-and-coming” place identity instead of a
specifically arts-based idea. It is worth noting that elected officials do not talk as much about the
arts district these days, either. The journalists I interviewed were often unclear on the meaning or
impact of the GAD, even skeptical how much it was tied to development processes or
community identity and calling it “confusing.” A paid hyperlocal reporter said, “I think people
generally like it. But there’s also a larger population out there for whom it has no bearing on
their life whatsoever.” Another hyperlocal journalist said, “I feel like I don’t actually know a ton
of working artists.” A former hyperlocal journalist who had lived in the area 25 years did

attribute development to the arts district effort but said, “One downside of all of this great
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development is that it has really priced out a lot of families who used to be able to buy here with

no problem.”

I observed several other key patterns across all coverage I analyzed, regardless of theme:
a lag in reporting on affordability concerns, a lack of longitudinal reporting on development
projects, and a lack of original analysis by journalists of the impacts of development.

When examining census data about home prices and rents in GAD municipalities, [ saw a
lag between when renters and homeowners were feeling squeezed and when journalists started
including concerns about affordability in their reporting. From comments on news stories and my
own observations and listening as an area resident, I know residents were talking about
gentrification and displacement before journalists addressed it explicitly in news stories in the
last seven years or so. Renters in the area had long felt the challenge of high rents; census data
showed that by 2020, 50% of renters across the four GAD municipalities were cost burdened,
meaning 30% or more of their monthly income was going toward rent, but the rate was nearly
that high already in 2010. It is likely that the increase in the cost of buying a home is what got
journalists’ attention. Typical single-family home values in GAD municipalities have risen
$80,000 to $100,000 in the last seven years, according to Zillow (Zillow Home Values Index,
2025).

Previous research has shown that journalists appear to be less critical of gentrification in
its early stages, when “consequences are the least apparent” (Brown-Saracino & Rumpf, 2011, p.
298) but pay more attention when it impacts the middle class (Tolfo & Doucet, 2021)—people
like them. As I have mentioned, some of the journalists I interviewed did not seem self-reflexive

about how their own positionality in communities impacted their journalistic lens and how they
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determined what was important to cover. It might be that when prices started to impact people
like them, they began paying more attention. But this also suggests they were not keeping a pulse
on home price data in the first place or foregrounding it as an important part of stories on
redevelopment.

One journalist I interviewed from a regional outlet, who often reported on D.C., stressed
the importance of journalists living in communities they are covering so that news outlets have
the benefit of long-term resident perspective and institutional knowledge, but also because those
reporters encounter important stories in their day-to-day. However, what stories journalists
encounter has much to do with the spaces and communities in which they choose to put
themselves. Finally, I found it surprising that news coverage of the GAD was not more forward-
looking in considering potential consequences of redevelopment, because of the clear lessons
from Washington, D.C., and resulting demographic shifts. It may be that because investment and
redevelopment moved much slower in the GAD, journalists did not believe displacement could
happen there.

I also saw a lack of consistent, longitudinal reporting on GAD change. By that [ mean
there were few outlets or reporters that traced individual development projects or GAD
redevelopment trends consistently over many years. This was likely due in large part to staffing
cuts at the Washington Post, a general lack of outlets covering the area, and hyperlocal outlets’
strained capacity. As I discussed in Chapter 2, cuts at the Post since Jeff Bezos purchased it in
2013 have significantly decreased overall coverage of D.C.’s Maryland suburbs, with no metro
or local paper that exclusively covers either Prince George’s or Montgomery County (Philip
Merrill College of Journalism, 2024). However, since the 2004 report and after I concluded my

research, the nonprofit Baltimore Banner expanded to both counties, with dedicated coverage. In
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the years of coverage I analyzed, however, hyperlocal outlets had an increasingly large news
hole to fill.

While this overall lack of full-time reporters likely contributed to the lack of big-picture
or longitudinal coverage of redevelopment in the GAD, research has shown that episodic
coverage is also a common journalistic approach. When journalists present “isolated events,” it
does not help audiences understand problems and solutions at the societal and structural level
(Iyengar, 1991). The increasing prevalence of episodic lifestyle “grand opening” stories in the
GAD meant readers rarely got background and context on the long tail of how development
happens and who is involved in terms of planning, legislation, or private investment. Such stories
also reinforced the common-sense assumption that development was positive and inevitable.
Journalists could have more often helped readers understand the broader economic backdrop
with which the GAD interfaced—a regional landscape in which gentrification had starkly
reshaped D.C. and was affecting the suburbs. Presenting readers with a greater understanding of
how development works and why it happens would better equip them to participate in planning
processes or advocate for or against redevelopment.

One former journalist for a major regional outlet, as mentioned above, described the
difficulty of making stories with a long arc “present” enough to work in a newspaper, which is
pegged to the present and “events.” She also pointed to newsroom cuts:

I think because you don’t have assigned beat reporters anymore, covering development,

that big picture gets lost. The kind of sense of how this fits in with the greater context,

that gets lost as well. ... Everybody’s got a stereotype in their mind of what a certain
place is or who lives there, what those opponents are, what those supporters are like. And

I think it takes time and energy to get below the surface of these stories.

Hyperlocal journalists also pointed to the capacity and consistent staff it takes to do this kind of

deep-dive reporting, and how reporting sometimes depended on which volunteer writer was
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willing and had time. At a bare minimum, one hyperlocal editor noted, they were just trying to
“make people understand what was being proposed, get the jargon out of it ... cover the basics in
a way that everybody could understand because the planning documents are so impenetrable.”
Another former paid hyperlocal journalist said, “I think that I made a good faith effort to really
present the facts. And so the facts are, what’s the development? Who’s behind it? What does this
resident say that’s good? What does this resident say that’s bad? Also, if there’s any rezoning
that happened, that’s something that I would look into that takes a little more sometimes, but
those are all important things.”

But reporting on development in the GAD also often lacked original analysis about
impacts or potential impacts of development, as well as exploration of solutions to address these
impacts. Journalists were overall more likely to repeat city or community leaders’ concerns or
praise—or that of loud and organized groups—than investigate impacts themselves through
“enterprise” reporting. Research shows a decline in enterprise reporting across local news (Philip
Merrill College of Journalism, 2024). One former hyperlocal reporter/editor said, “I don’t feel
like that’s the newspaper’s job to say how it will impact the city. So that it’s kind of tricky to
find, I don’t know if I should say [a] reliable source, but an objective source who can make their
case without hyperbole or without shooting down the other side.” Decreased capacity and time to
push out a story may also have caused journalists to rely on tired or easy story building blocks. A
longtime local/regional reporter I spoke with attributed the lack of nuance in stories about
development and gentrification to this:

[Y]ou have to talk to a lot of people in the process [of reporting], and with deadlines

being what they are, you didn’t often have that sort of time. And a lot of reporters were

just easily drawn to the known figures, the known quantities. It’s easy to pin development

as here’s this educated well-to-do White person who just moved in and loves their local
coffee shop. Here’s the local Latino family or Black homeowner who calls it
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gentrification. And that’s it. That's the story. ... And I feel like it was never that simple,
and it’s not that simple. I think there’s a lot of gray areas, nuances in there.

Gentrification scholars such as Lees (1996) have also identified this reporting tendency toward
binary oversimplifications. Another local/regional reporter who spent time at a business journal
said, “There’s a way to do responsible coverage of development that doesn’t just resort to both
sides,” flagging a tendency they recognized among reporters (though not necessarily specific to
the GAD). The same reporter also talked about what good long-term follow-up coverage could
look like:

I think good coverage of development doesn’t just discount the community benefits and

actually talks about them. And honestly, if in a perfect world [we] would follow up and

find out if those community benefits are actually ... happening, that almost never
happens. But that would be a great reporting project. Oh my God, can we catalog all the
community benefits that all these developers have promised? And how many of them
have happened?

In news stories, journalists—unsurprisingly—did not reference their own potential role,
their discursive power, in redevelopment processes. Nor were they reflective about news media’s
efforts or ability to represent place and communities. As I discussed in my literature review,
journalists have the power to circulate ideas about who has the right to certain spaces and who
and what belong, and these ideas can influence what activity and resources decision-makers
allow in certain places. Scholars have argued that news stories help shape our perceptions about
development processes, including who will benefit (Makagon, 2010). The right to define place is
important; news coverage can influence policy decisions, pave the way for development, and
impact local consumption habits. Scholars have studied how journalists have pathologized places
in need of revitalization (Burgess, 1985; Ettema & Peer, 1996; Macek, 2006) or are boosters for

gentrification, but also (more recently) they note that journalists are conscious of impacts on

longtime residents (Brown-Saracino & Rumpf, 2011).
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When asked about journalists’ role in development, some of my interviewees saw a
definite role and some were ambivalent that journalists had any impact on development. A
former longtime reporter at a major regional newspaper said,

I think if the media’s not paying attention and the community’s not paying attention, then

you can end up with surprises down the line of, how did we get here? Why does this look

this way? Why does this not work? Why can these people not afford to live here
anymore? Why has this neighborhood changed so much?
However, they did not connect this to journalists’ power to affect development:

I think the media’s power is only in the sense of if they cover something and enough

people don’t like it or want it to be different, [people can have] some influence. ... I don’t

necessarily think that when the newspaper, when an editorial opines on something, I

don’t think that ... makes that big of a difference probably. But yeah, I mean, I think the

media definitely has a responsibility. I don’t know how much of an impact, that’s an

interesting question.
A hyperlocal reporter and area resident, on the other hand, thought that regional media and
economic development leaders “collaborated nicely” (tongue in cheek) on promoting
development, hyping the area as “a place where people from Alexandria might come up here
somehow, [a] destination.” Another hyperlocal reporter said that news coverage of the housing
market certainly influenced people looking for a place to buy a home and likely influenced
whether developers thought an area had “potential.” A longtime former local reporter thought
journalists could play a role in learning from and reminding audiences about

what happened in D.C. and be like, we just don’t want to repeat that to the same degree

... to make sure that more people are benefiting and fewer people are being displaced so

that when reporters come and cover the story about what’s happening in the blank

community, they’re not writing the same story that they wrote in D.C. just with different
people in different places at a different time.
Journalists I interviewed saw themselves as eyes and ears for communities, doing the work of

explaining and uncovering complicated development and planning processes for their audiences.

Most but not all thought journalism had a role in development processes.
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Newsroom cuts and the diminished pool of local news reporters came up frequently in
my interviews. I noticed regional coverage of development in the GAD begin to wane around
2017. As I mentioned, in the period of news coverage I analyzed, two county-level papers, one
regional outlet, and one hyperlocal outlet ceased publication. The Washington Post has cut local
reporters who cover the D.C. suburbs as it looks to be more of a national and international outlet
than a local paper. One former reporter for a regional outlet said, “If you lay off your
development reporter, well, you’ve already said that’s not a priority for you as a newsroom
anymore. And so do the other editors want to use their remaining resources on an issue that the
higher-ups have said is not important anymore?”’

Hyperlocal outlets in the GAD have never had the capacity to be on the ground at all
times; the 20-year-old partially volunteer Hyattsville Life & Times is monthly (although it is
ramping up its online “breaking” news). A thin overall pool of reporters covering redevelopment
in the GAD meant fewer perspectives on changes, a lack of diverse approaches to covering these
issues, and most importantly, a lack of resources to do deep dives or follow stories (or individual
development projects) long-term, consistently. The lack of outlets and reporter capacity impacted
the way stories were told. A former local reporter, for example, noted there is little time to think
about how one is representing a community or place in a story:

[I]t’s difficult because in the moment you’re kind of just going from story to story, and

... every once in a while you have an editor to ask you questions. Is this the right story?

Are you talking to the right people? But it is unfortunate that because there’s fewer and

fewer of us doing the job, and we have to produce the same amount of coverage, I think

there’s less of that critical conversation about why are we covering this? How are we
covering this? Are we talking to the right people about this? What’s the bigger story
here? Who have we not talked to? ... [I]n a lot of newsrooms, it’s just like, we got to get

out there. We got to get the stories done, because there’s deadlines and people demand
the news.
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All interviewees were aware of the gap they were trying to fill and most thought they could not
do enough. Some identified a need for subject-matter expertise to cover development well. As a
former longtime reporter for a major newspaper put it, “I think because development stories tend
to be local stories, and as you know, local coverage has been gutted in the industry, they usually
get punted onto the government reporter. And so, the government reporter doesn’t necessarily

have any expertise in land use.”

This dissertation examined how journalists re/produced discourses about redevelopment
in the Prince George’s Gateway Arts District and member Maryland municipalities—Mount
Rainier, Brentwood, North Brentwood, and Hyattsville—from approximately 1999 to 2022. I
analyzed 175 news stories using reflexive thematic analysis and interviewed seven current or
former journalists who had covered new development and related issues in these municipalities.

I undertook this research as a former journalist, a 12-year resident of Hyattsville, and a
news audience member, all of which impacted how I approached my research, how I read and
analyzed news stories, how I talked to journalists, and what “insider” knowledge I brought to the
process. I experienced and observed change firsthand at the same time I was researching it. As a
resident of the metro area for 20 years, I had watched gentrification and displacement sweep
through D.C. As a resident of the GAD, I had watched the slower pace of new investment and
arts-driven redevelopment promoted by state, county, city, and community leaders and realized
in new mixed-use buildings, demolished old buildings, increasing housing prices, demographic
shifts, and changing storefronts. I saw economic activity and foot traffic increase along the Route

1 corridor.
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My research sought to understand how journalists contributed to public discourses
surrounding redevelopment and gentrification in the GAD and were therefore themselves part of
those processes. I wondered how journalists covered redevelopment in the early stages of
gentrification; how arts-focused economic development mapped onto community identity(s); and
how news media deployed the “arts district” concept. And I wanted to hear how journalists
approached covering development and understood their role in neighborhood change.

These questions were premised on a set of critical assumptions. First, that places are
constituted both by subjective lived experience and how that experience is articulated by people
inside and outside that place. Second, that neighborhood redevelopment often brings
contestations of place identity. Third, the power to define place and explain neighborhood
change in public discourse conveys the power to effect change; discourses of place and
redevelopment can underpin or undermine social and economic power relations, articulating who
and what belong. When journalists deploy these discourses, they produce knowledge that can
influence how public policies—and investments—are directed to a place.

I found that journalists perpetuated the idea of the GAD as a (future, then current)
destination where arts and redevelopment were increasing the value of previously deficient
spaces. This discourse often focused on who or what would come instead of benefits for existing
residents, including artists. In covering redevelopment planning and building, journalists used
homeowners and local government and community leaders to represent the broader, diverse
population of the GAD municipalities, letting leaders and homeowners set the agenda for what
the community wanted, needed, or thought about redevelopment. Certain voices and perspectives
simply were not present in the coverage, particularly lower-income renters, recent immigrants,

and Latinx residents. Journalists, particularly journalists for regional outlets in the 2000s,
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reinforced the idea that the GAD municipalities were a place constituted by and for art and
artists, often referred to as an “arts community.” Journalistic placemaking cast these
neighborhoods as what they could become, focusing on their potential and an arts-related
destiny. Blighted, vacant, or wrongly used spaces (such as car lots) were given value again by art
and artists. The centrality of art to place identity rendered invisible non-artist residents or non-
arts-related businesses, as well as residents who perhaps cared little about arts.

In their reporting and in interviews, journalists were often unaware of how they were
centering their own demographic, and they were ambivalent about their role in the
redevelopment process, with some doubting they had such power and others sure that news
media influenced homebuyers and developers. Journalists did not, at least in their reporting,
anticipate rising costs of housing, and they did not lead the conversation on the impact of
redevelopment on affordability. By the time I ended my analysis in 2022, journalists more
commonly raised the issue in development coverage, and all the journalists I interviewed
highlighted affordability concerns.

Finally, the lack of news outlets consistently covering the GAD municipalities, and
specifically the lack of full-time reporters covering development, meant that audiences did not
get consistent deep dives into individual projects or contextual “how we got here” stories that
traced the long tail of development and change, including all the actors and factors that made
things happen. The lack of local news coverage was a long-term problem for the GAD
municipalities—and Prince George’s County as a whole—but made worse by major cuts to local
news at the Washington Post and the shuttering of several county-wide papers and hyperlocal
outlets. Hyperlocal outlets, often staffed largely by volunteers, tried to respond but produced

understandably uneven coverage. As my research ended, Streetcar Suburbs, the nonprofit media
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group that produces Hyattsville Life & Times and two other hyperlocal papers, was growing.
Additionally, the nonprofit Baltimore Banner had just announced it was starting a Prince
George’s County edition.

This research contributes to a small but growing body of research on the relationship
between journalism and gentrification. It also contributes to the literature on how journalists
engage in placemaking through news and conversations about suburban redevelopment. In
particular, there is little research on the spread of gentrification patterns into the suburbs of
Washington, D.C. However, the limitations of my research highlight continuing gaps in
understanding news media’s relationship with redevelopment and gentrification. Most
importantly, I did not analyze Spanish-language media nor speak with journalists from those
publications. Without this, there is not a complete understanding of how news outlets are serving
all communities in the GAD, how discourses of redevelopment in Spanish-language media may
be different, and how Spanish-speaking and recent immigrant residents understand and
experience changes brought by redevelopment. Additionally, analyzing a broader set of informal
news sources in the GAD, such as neighborhood listservs and social media groups, would
provide a greater understanding of what information is being communicated where and how
discourses of redevelopment may differ between formal and informal news spaces.

However, my findings do raise questions about how journalists can better cover
redevelopment, particularly in diverse, historically disinvested communities and when the pace
of change may be slower but still moving toward gentrification. Journalists should assume that
by the time they hear about development, it may already have been in the works for years, and by
the time they see new construction, they have missed most of the story—and missed providing

audiences with ways to get involved in the process. Journalists should create systems for
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monitoring re/development projects long-term, even if they do not have the capacity to write
regular stories on a project. Especially for hyperlocal outlets with skeleton staff and varied skill
sets, creating an archive of or guide to all planning processes, construction, and actors involved
for key projects may be helpful. Further, a general guide to planning processes and land use
policies in particular municipalities, along with key frequent players in development projects,
such as developers, planning board members, and local council supporters, may be helpful.

Additionally, reporters should not be afraid to address race and class more explicitly in
relation to redevelopment; at the very least journalists should keep this top of mind when
reporting. This was rare in the coverage I analyzed, yet in my literature review I detail how an
extensive body of research finds race and place are historically intimately connected and
mutually constituting. This includes how redevelopment impacts lower-income communities of
color differently than middle-class White residents, and how gentrification-induced displacement
disproportionately impacts communities of color.

Relatedly, reporters should check their own biases about whom they are assuming “the
community” is. If, as Nielsen (2015, p. 29) suggested, “Local media help ‘orient’ us towards
each other within a shared geography,” or help create a shared sense of place (Hess, 2013) and
this is ostensibly good for communities, journalists should be mindful of whether their
assumptions about who is in the neighborhood or who is the audience is precluding this from
happening. This also means paying attention to those who work and run businesses in a
neighborhood; they are also part of a redevelopment story. Hyperlocal journalists in particular
should not assume they fully understand community concerns and that their sourcing is

representative. Who is invisible?
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Beyond reporting on the different “sides” of a story, which means detailing who supports
and who does not support new development and what they say, journalists should think about
potential impacts for residents and small businesses and lead conversations on potential solutions
to mitigate negative impact. In the case of redevelopment and gentrification stories, this means
journalists should familiarize themselves with types of residential and commercial anti-
displacement programs and policies in place and ask policymakers if they intend to enact policies
if there are none. Last, journalists should pay close attention to the language they are using to
describe development and change; specifically, they should look at who else is using the same
language for what purpose.

The GAD was constructed rhetorically before it was constructed physically. Journalists
played a key role in establishing a discourse of redevelopment that foregrounded an arts place
identity and established a common-sense basis from which stories were told: redevelopment was
generally positive for the GAD neighborhoods and people who lived and worked there, and arts
could resurrect these places from deficiency. But whom was development—and journalism—
for? Reporting centered middle-class homeowners as the community, with other demographics
rendered invisible. While many residents undoubtedly benefitted from new resources and
amenities, journalists were behind the curve in addressing rising costs of housing. As local news
cuts further reduced journalists’ ability to cover redevelopment, change was accelerating along
Route 1. Today, those who live and work in the Gateway Arts District are still without a long-

term, consistent source of in-depth news about development and its impacts along the corridor.
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